
Weighing Soft Skills During 
Interviews

Why Hourly Employees Need 
Performance Reviews

Replacing Human Managers  
with ProgrammingIN

S
ID

E

INN
OV
AT
ION

W
IT

H
O

U
T K

IL
LIN

G

Manage Employees H
O

W
 T

O

Magazine

VOL. IV, ISSUE V

Labor &  

IndustrialINSIGHTS



WITHOUT KILLING

Manage Employees 
HOW TO

Does your management style cross that line be-
tween “strong” and “domineering”? Is it possible that 
you are unknowingly stifling your employees’ actions 
and opinions? Are you unwittingly killing innovation?

Take a look at the following problematic manage-
ment scenarios and their solutions:

 · People don’t speak up at meetings. To encourage 
more participation from “silent spectators,” end 
each meeting with a question such as “What are you 
going to do differently as a result of this meeting?”—
then give everyone a chance to answer it. This not 
only keeps people on their toes, it also accustoms 
them to presenting their ideas in front of you and 
gives them opportunities to learn from how others 
present their ideas.
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Great leaders often have assertive and 

confident personalities that heavily influence 

their interactions with others. Sometimes 

these “strong” personalities go hand in 

hand with similarly forceful management 

techniques that can squelch innovation and 

the effectiveness of your team, because when 

people are worried about disappointing (or 

even angering) a boss they see as very much 

“totally in charge,” they may be reluctant to 

speak up and do their best work.
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INNOVATION
 · Others embrace your viewpoint too quickly. Savvy managers 

know that thoughtful and thorough discussion can yield new 
(and often unexpected) ideas, so they welcome reasoned disagree-
ment. When employees quickly give up on their opinions, chal-
lenge them with a smile: “You’re accepting this idea that easily? 
What about . . . ?” Then offer arguments in support of their side for 
a while. Demonstrating a willingness to look at things from dif-
ferent perspectives will send a clear signal that you want people to 
speak their minds.

 · Staff members don’t present new ideas. This scenario can arise 
when you shoot down their ideas immediately or completely 
without giving them careful consideration. Instead of saying 

“no” right off the bat, take the idea to the next level by reviewing 
the pros and cons of continued exploration. Employees will see 
firsthand not only that you are open to new ideas, but also that 
you are invested in helping them grow and understand their own 
thinking better. After you’ve used this approach a few times, your 
employees will be even more eager to present their thoughts to 
you.

 · Few people come to you with issues or concerns. Even super-
star performers run into challenges, and when they are too afraid 
to tell you that they need help, that can lead to big problems down 
the road. When they approach you, first listen without judgment, 
then focus on coming up with potential solutions (and not on 
analyzing how they got into this situation). If an employee is truly 
not performing up to your expectations, work with him or her to 
develop a formal performance improvement process (PIP) plan. 
Otherwise, coach—don’t condemn.

 · You rely on only a few people. This creates a perception of favor-
itism and an atmosphere in which, outside the circle of “favorites,” 
only a very few extremely assertive people are likely to speak up 
with you. To assess whether you favor certain employees over 
others, create a spreadsheet with your staffers’ names and note 
how often you speak with each of them. If you see a pattern of 
favoritism, commit to broadening your communication efforts.

 · Your entire team is not living up to your expectations. If you 
find yourself in this situation, it may be time to look in the mirror. 
Unless you’ve made very bad hires, poor performance on the part 
of an entire team typically indicates problems with leadership 
rather than with individual employees. Examine your overall 
management approach and be sure to surround yourself with 
employees who are smarter than you (they make you look better!) 
and focus on how you can unleash their creativity and talents 
while clearing obstacles in their paths.

Do any of those scenarios seem familiar to you? If so, in addition 
to implementing the specific solutions described for each one, it may 
be time for you to reconsider your management style in general. That 
doesn’t mean you have to overhaul everything you do, though. You 
just need to develop a more nuanced approach that recognizes that 
different situations call for different strategies at different times. Here 
are some possibilities:

 · Command and control. You make the decisions and tell people 
how to carry them out. In a crisis, you act with authority—and 
maybe a little forcefulness, too. (When the pressure’s off, however, 
you’re better off using other management styles.) 
  Example: There’s an accident in the lab, and it’s critical to 

isolate the problem and evacuate everyone. To accomplish this 

quickly and safely, you need to act like a drill sergeant and issue 

direct orders.

 · Command and execute. When an employee lets you down at 
crunch time, you must step in and do (or redo) his or her work. 
(Note that this scenario most commonly occurs in small or cash-
strapped organizations where there’s not enough training time for 
staff development.) If you have to resort to this management tech-
nique, make sure that you follow up after the crisis with coaching 
and encouragement to help ensure that it doesn’t happen again 
(and to mitigate any sense of demoralization or intimidation the 
employee might feel after you “swooped in to save the day”). 
  Example: Right before it’s due, you realize that a grant ap-

plication that you had delegated to a senior staffer needs to 

be redone, so you rewrite it. After the completed application 

is submitted, sit down with the staffer and go over what went 

wrong and discuss what can be done to prevent a similar crisis 

in the future.
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