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To everyone who’s ever been promoted because they were good at their job, only to discover that managing other people required an entirely different collection of skills.

To the managers who care, the employees who deserve better, and the colleagues who’ve somehow kept a straight face during meetings that should never have happened.

And to those who’ve spent an entire working day solving problems created by somebody who earns considerably more than they do.

This one’s for you.
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A Note from the Author

I’ve spent a considerable part of my professional life helping organisations manage people, resolve problems, understand their responsibilities and occasionally recover from situations that could have been avoided if somebody had simply stopped, engaged their brain and asked a sensible question.

What I’ve discovered over the years is that management is an extraordinary profession, largely because an astonishing number of people find themselves doing it without ever having received anything resembling proper preparation.

We train accountants to understand accounts, engineers to understand engineering and lawyers to understand the law. Yet in organisations throughout Britain, somebody can arrive at work on a perfectly ordinary Monday morning, be told they’re now responsible for twelve employees, a departmental budget, several complicated personalities and an increasingly unreasonable set of performance targets, and be expected to get on with it. Occasionally, they receive a pay rise. Sometimes they even get a new chair.

What they rarely receive is a meaningful explanation of how to manage human beings, particularly when those human beings have their own ambitions, problems, personalities, insecurities, grievances and entirely different interpretations of what constitutes a reasonable working day.

Management is often presented as a collection of attractive words. Leadership. Empowerment. Accountability. Engagement. Collaboration. Transformation. All perfectly respectable concepts, although they become rather less impressive when delivered by a senior manager who hasn’t spoken to the people doing the actual work since the previous financial year.

The trouble is that managing people isn’t an abstract academic exercise. It’s a messy, unpredictable and often deeply personal responsibility. It involves making decisions that affect livelihoods, confidence, wellbeing, careers and sometimes entire families. It requires judgement, consistency, emotional intelligence, commercial understanding and the ability to recognise when you’re not the cleverest person in the room. That last one can prove particularly challenging.

Over the years, I’ve seen organisations with excellent policies and dreadful management, organisations with impressive job titles and almost no accountability, and organisations where everyone understands the problem but nobody is prepared to say anything because the person responsible happens to have an office with a better view.

I’ve also encountered outstanding managers who quietly hold businesses together, support their staff, make difficult decisions fairly and never receive anything like the recognition they deserve. They’re often too busy doing the job properly to spend much time telling everyone how brilliant they are. This book is as much about them as it is about the disasters.

It isn’t intended to turn you into an employment lawyer, an organisational psychologist or a management consultant. Nor is it a promise that reading a few hundred pages will suddenly transform you into the greatest leader since somebody first realised that getting other people to carry heavy objects was considerably easier than carrying them yourself.

What I hope it will do is help you understand why management matters, what good management actually looks like, where the common dangers lie and how to deal with the difficult situations that inevitably arise when people work together.

We’ll examine recruitment, probation, performance, difficult conversations, conflict, employment responsibilities, workplace culture, decision-making, operational management, finance and the sometimes peculiar relationship between those doing the work and those responsible for overseeing it. There’ll be practical explanations, realistic examples, a reasonable amount of professional experience and quite a lot of behaviour that may seem exaggerated until you remember something remarkably similar happening in your own workplace.

There’ll also be swearing. Not because swearing makes someone a better manager. It doesn’t. But because there are moments in professional life when the phrase ‘an unexpected operational challenge’ doesn’t come remotely close to describing the absolute shitshow unfolding in front of you.

The serious parts of this book are serious for a reason. Poor management can cost people their livelihoods, destroy confidence, harm health, damage organisations and create liabilities that extend far beyond the original mistake. But that doesn’t mean we have to discuss those subjects as though we’re reading out the terms and conditions of a particularly miserable insurance policy.

If we can learn something important while having a laugh at the absurdities of modern working life, so much the better. And that brings us to Dave.

Dave isn’t supposed to be a perfect manager. In fact, when we first meet him, he’s barely a manager at all. He’s an ordinary bloke who finds himself promoted into a position of authority, armed with a collection of assumptions, a worrying amount of misplaced optimism and very little understanding of what’s about to happen.

He’ll make mistakes. He’ll encounter difficult people. He’ll discover that policies and reality don’t always get along, that some senior managers should probably be kept away from important decisions without adult supervision, and that managing a team sometimes feels like trying to conduct an orchestra in which half the musicians have brought the wrong instruments.

But Dave will learn. And, hopefully, so will we.

Alan Pavey

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


The Day Dave Became Somebody Important

Dave arrived at work on Monday morning at precisely 8.17, carrying a bacon sandwich, a slightly battered laptop bag and the quiet optimism of a man who hadn’t yet opened his emails.

For the previous seven years, he’d been a perfectly competent employee of Westbridge Business Solutions, a medium-sized British company specialising in services that appeared to involve a considerable amount of administration, several departments with overlapping responsibilities and an organisational structure that nobody had ever successfully explained.

Dave knew his job. He was good at it, generally liked by his colleagues and possessed the increasingly rare ability to complete a task without arranging a meeting to discuss whether it required a meeting.

He’d survived three restructures, two managing directors, an office relocation, the introduction of a new customer management system that had somehow made everything slower, and a particularly unpleasant six-month period during which the company had attempted to improve employee engagement by installing a table-football machine while simultaneously freezing pay.

He wasn’t a troublemaker. He wasn’t especially ambitious. He simply wanted to do a decent day’s work, earn a respectable living and get home in time to enjoy an evening that didn’t involve somebody else’s problems. Unfortunately, the universe had other ideas.

At 8.43, Dave received an email from his manager, Martin, asking him to pop into the office for a quick chat.

Now, in British working life, there are few phrases more capable of inspiring immediate suspicion than ‘a quick chat’. It occupies the same linguistic territory as ‘nothing to worry about’, ‘we’re all one big family’ and ‘this won’t affect your existing terms and conditions’.

A quick chat could mean almost anything. It might involve being asked to help with a project, explaining why something had gone wrong, being informed of a minor organisational change or discovering that your entire department was about to be relocated to an industrial estate somewhere outside Slough.

Dave considered the possibilities, finished his bacon sandwich and wandered down the corridor.

Martin was sitting behind his desk, looking unusually pleased with himself. This was concerning.

Martin wasn’t a bad bloke, exactly. He’d spent twenty years working his way up through the business, had an impressive collection of company-branded fleece jackets and used the expression ‘moving forwards’ with such enthusiasm that colleagues occasionally wondered whether he’d ever considered moving sideways, or perhaps simply remaining stationary for five minutes.

He gestured towards the chair opposite. ‘Dave! Come in. Take a seat.’

Dave sat.

‘How are things?’

‘Fine, thanks.’

‘Good, good. Keeping busy?’

‘Reasonably.’

‘Excellent.’

There followed a short silence during which Martin smiled and Dave began to suspect that something unpleasant was approaching disguised as an opportunity.

‘Dave, we’ve been having some conversations at senior management level.’

This was rarely encouraging. Conversations at senior management level tended to produce decisions that everyone else was expected to implement, usually without sufficient resources and frequently without having been consulted.

Martin leaned forwards. ‘We think it’s time you took the next step.’

Dave looked at him. ‘The next step?’

‘Absolutely. You’ve been with us a while. You know the systems. You know the customers. People respect you. You’ve demonstrated excellent commitment, and we really feel you’re ready for a new challenge.’

Dave had encountered enough corporate language to recognise danger when it arrived carrying a compliment.

‘What sort of challenge?’

Martin beamed. ‘We’d like you to become Operations Manager.’

Dave blinked. ‘Operations Manager?’

‘Exactly!’

‘Of what?’

‘Well, operations.’

Dave considered this. It seemed a reasonable question to ask what operations actually included, given that the company had an Operations Department, a Business Support Department, a Customer Services Department and something called Strategic Delivery, whose precise purpose remained an enduring mystery.

Martin continued before Dave could enquire further. ‘You’d be responsible for the team, day-to-day operational performance, productivity, quality, departmental reporting, some budgetary oversight and helping us drive the business forwards.’

There it was again. Driving the business forwards. Dave wondered whether anybody had checked that it possessed an engine.

‘Right,’ he said cautiously. ‘And who would I be managing?’

‘Well, everyone in the team.’

‘Everyone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Including Janet?’

‘Yes.’

‘And Steve?’

‘Naturally.’

‘What about Karen?’

‘Of course.’

Dave felt a small tightening in his stomach. Karen had worked for the organisation since the late 1990s and regarded management authority as something to be challenged on principle, particularly when exercised by somebody younger than her office furniture.

Steve had impressive technical knowledge but treated deadlines as interesting suggestions rather than actual commitments. Janet was exceptionally capable, although she had developed an unfortunate habit of explaining colleagues’ shortcomings with a level of directness that occasionally brought grown men close to tears.

And then there was Darren. Dave didn’t even want to think about Darren.

‘Have they been told?’ he asked.

‘Not yet. We wanted to speak to you first.’

‘Right.’

‘It’s a fantastic opportunity.’

‘Is there training?’

Martin paused. ‘Training?’

‘Yes. Management training. I’ve never managed anyone before.’

Martin chuckled. ‘Oh, Dave. You’ll be fine. You’ve been here for years. You know how everything works.’

Which was an interesting response, because knowing how to process customer orders, resolve operational problems and use a spreadsheet was not necessarily the same as knowing how to deal with an employee accusing another employee of bullying, somebody refusing to follow instructions or a team member returning to work after a prolonged period of ill health.

Dave knew how to change a printer cartridge too, but nobody had suggested he should become Head of Information Technology.

‘Besides,’ Martin continued, ‘you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. It’s mostly common sense.’

Now, common sense is an expression that has caused an extraordinary amount of damage in British management. It sounds reassuring. Sensible, even. It suggests that running a team requires little more than reasonable intelligence, a calm disposition and the ability to distinguish between right and wrong.

Unfortunately, common sense is not especially common, and it has a nasty habit of becoming considerably less reliable when somebody introduces employment contracts, discrimination legislation, interpersonal conflict, poor performance, confidential medical information or an employee who has decided that every management instruction represents an assault upon their fundamental human rights.

None of this had been explained to Dave.

Martin was still talking. ‘We’d expect you to have regular meetings with the team, sort out any issues, manage performance, approve leave, keep an eye on sickness absence and deal with any disciplinary matters that come up.’

‘Disciplinary matters?’

‘Yes, although hopefully there won’t be many.’

Dave knew that there had been three serious arguments in the department during the previous fortnight, one employee had refused to work with another, and a fourth had recently described the company’s absence management procedure as ‘a load of bollocks’. There would, he suspected, be disciplinary matters.

‘And HR will support me?’

‘Of course.’

‘Who in HR?’

‘Well, HR.’

This was not particularly illuminating. Westbridge’s HR function consisted of a part-time adviser, a payroll administrator and a shared email inbox from which responses occasionally emerged with all the speed and enthusiasm of a tortoise waking from hibernation.

Dave asked about the salary. Martin looked slightly less enthusiastic.

‘There will be an adjustment.’

‘How much?’

‘Three thousand pounds.’

‘A year?’

‘Yes.’

Dave mentally divided the figure by twelve, considered the tax implications and wondered how much additional responsibility could reasonably be purchased for what would amount to a fairly modest increase in his monthly take-home pay.

‘And the hours?’

‘Well, obviously management requires a degree of flexibility.’

Dave understood. The hours were going to be considerably longer.

He looked down at the desk, where Martin had placed a printed sheet headed Operations Manager — Key Responsibilities. It contained thirty-seven separate duties, several of which involved words Dave had encountered before but never in combinations that made much sense.

He picked it up. ‘What’s stakeholder alignment?’

‘Making sure everyone’s aligned.’

‘Aligned with what?’

‘The strategy.’

‘Which strategy?’

‘The operational strategy.’

‘Right.’

Dave decided not to pursue the matter. He suspected it might take the remainder of the morning.

‘Look,’ Martin said, adopting the reassuring tone of a man who was about to transfer an enormous amount of work to somebody else, ‘we’ve got every confidence in you. You’ll be great. We just need someone who can take ownership, show leadership and really get a grip of the department.’

Dave nodded slowly. ‘And when would this start?’

‘Today, ideally.’

Of course it would. There was no transition period, no structured handover, no management development plan and no meaningful discussion of the additional responsibilities. Dave had entered the office as an experienced employee and was apparently expected to leave as a fully functioning manager, transformed by the magical combination of a revised job title and Martin’s confidence.

He should probably have asked more questions. He certainly should have asked to see the departmental budget, the outstanding employee relations cases, the team’s performance figures and the previous manager’s handover notes. He might also have enquired why the previous manager had resigned so abruptly after only eight months in the role.

But Dave was flattered. He’d worked hard, he was being recognised, and somewhere beneath his growing unease was the perfectly understandable feeling that this represented progress. So he accepted.

Martin shook his hand. ‘Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant. I knew you’d step up.’

And just like that, Dave became a manager.

At 9.26, Martin announced the appointment to the team. There was some polite applause, although Karen didn’t join in, Steve appeared distracted by his telephone, and Janet raised an eyebrow in a way that suggested she’d already identified several significant weaknesses in the new arrangement.

Darren wasn’t there. Nobody knew where Darren was.

Dave stood awkwardly beside Martin as his colleagues were informed that he’d be leading the department with immediate effect.

‘We’re really excited about the direction of travel,’ Martin announced.

Dave wondered whether the company might eventually disclose its destination.

‘Dave will be taking ownership of operational performance and ensuring we deliver against our strategic priorities.’

There was a murmur of approval from somebody near the back, although Dave suspected it was more likely to have been a cough.

Martin concluded with a cheerful reminder that everyone should give Dave their full support before disappearing into a meeting about next year’s organisational priorities. Which left Dave standing in the middle of the office, surrounded by twelve people who were now, apparently, his responsibility.

He smiled. They looked at him. For a brief and rather beautiful moment, nobody said anything.

Then Janet approached. ‘Congratulations, Dave.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Just so you know, Karen’s refusing to do the revised rota, Steve says the reporting targets are impossible, Darren’s been off sick again and we’ve got a customer complaint that’s been sitting unanswered for eleven days.’

Dave stared at her. ‘Right.’

‘Also, I put in a holiday request three weeks ago. Nobody’s approved it.’

‘Okay.’

‘And you’ll need to sort out the argument between Paul and Michelle.’

‘What argument?’

‘The one about the emails.’

‘What emails?’

Janet gave him a look of profound disappointment. ‘You really don’t know, do you?’

Before Dave could answer, Karen appeared beside them carrying a folder.

‘I presume you’ve been told about the staffing situation?’

‘Not really.’

‘Well, we need to talk. I’m not happy about the rota changes, I’ve already spoken to Martin about it, and I don’t see why I should suddenly have to report to you when I’ve been doing this job longer than you.’

Dave opened his mouth.

Steve called across from his desk. ‘Dave! Have you got five minutes? The figures are wrong again.’

Then his phone rang. An email arrived. Another followed. Someone asked whether he’d approved an invoice. Someone else wanted to know if they could leave early on Friday. A customer demanded to speak to the manager. Which was now Dave.

At 9.41, approximately fifteen minutes into his new career, Dave found himself sitting at his old desk with a rapidly growing collection of problems, no additional training, no clear authority to resolve half of them and the uncomfortable suspicion that his previous working life had been rather more enjoyable.

He stared at the screen. A message appeared from Martin.

‘Great start, Dave. Remember, my door’s always open.’

Dave looked towards Martin’s office. The door was closed. A sign had been placed outside: IN MEETING — PLEASE DO NOT DISTURB.

Dave sighed. He’d spent seven years becoming exceptionally good at doing his job. Now he’d been promoted into a completely different one, and the only meaningful preparation he’d received was a congratulatory handshake and an instruction to use his common sense.

He began to appreciate why his predecessor had left.

And then, just as he was beginning to wonder whether there was still time to reverse the entire arrangement, another email appeared. Its subject line read: URGENT — FORMAL GRIEVANCE.

Dave opened it. The message began: ‘I wish to raise a formal complaint regarding the behaviour of another member of staff and the ongoing failure of management to address my concerns.’

There were four attachments. Three people had been copied in. One of them was the Managing Director.

Dave read the first paragraph twice. Then he reached for his coffee. It was cold.

Welcome to management, Dave. Nobody had told him it would be like this. And the really frightening thing was that the day had barely started.

Before We Begin: A Few Things Worth Understanding

Management is frequently described as the art of achieving results through other people, which sounds wonderfully straightforward until you encounter the other people.

They don’t arrive at work as identical units of productive capacity. They bring their personalities, experiences, expectations, abilities, personal circumstances, ambitions and occasionally their problems from home. Some are highly motivated, others are simply trying to get through the week, and a few appear to have developed an extraordinary talent for creating difficulties that nobody else would ever have thought possible.

The manager’s responsibility is not to turn these individuals into obedient copies of themselves. It’s to establish an environment in which people understand what’s expected, have the means and support to do their work, are treated fairly and can contribute effectively towards a shared purpose. That sounds rather simple. It isn’t.

Good management requires a continuous balancing act between the interests of the organisation and those of the people working within it. Employers need productivity, reliability, quality, financial control and sustainable performance. Employees need clarity, fairness, reasonable treatment, security, respect and opportunities to develop. Customers expect services and products to be delivered properly. Senior leaders expect objectives to be achieved. Regulators and the law impose obligations that cannot simply be ignored because the manager is having a particularly difficult Tuesday.

These interests won’t always align perfectly. Sometimes you’ll have to say no to somebody you like. Sometimes you’ll need to challenge someone who is technically excellent but behaves appallingly towards colleagues. Sometimes you’ll have to explain an unpopular commercial decision, deal with poor performance, address a grievance or tell a senior manager that their latest brilliant idea is likely to create a problem that costs considerably more than it saves.

And sometimes you’ll need to accept that you got it wrong. That last point matters enormously. Inexperienced managers often confuse authority with infallibility. They believe that because they’re responsible for making decisions, they must always appear certain, confident and entirely in control.

The result can be a collection of unnecessary arguments, defensive explanations and increasingly questionable decisions made primarily to avoid admitting that the original decision was a mistake. Experienced managers, by contrast, generally understand that credibility doesn’t require perfection. It requires honesty, judgement, accountability and a willingness to put things right.

Throughout this book, we’ll follow Dave as he discovers these lessons, sometimes through sensible reflection and occasionally through circumstances so spectacularly unfortunate that the only appropriate response is to wonder how the hell anybody allowed them to happen.

We’ll also examine the real management principles behind each situation, supported where appropriate by UK employment legislation, regulatory guidance and established professional practice. You don’t need to read this book with a notebook, a highlighter and a facial expression suggesting that you’re preparing for a professional examination. You can simply read it.

Enjoy the stories. Recognise the characters. Laugh when somebody does something ridiculous. Reflect on the decisions that could have been handled differently. And if you happen to be a manager, consider whether any of Dave’s experiences sound uncomfortably familiar.

Because while the characters are fictional, the problems certainly aren’t. Somewhere in Britain, at this very moment, an employee is being promoted without training, a manager is avoiding a difficult conversation, somebody is holding an entirely unnecessary meeting and a senior executive is explaining that the organisation’s greatest asset is its people while preparing a spreadsheet demonstrating how many of them can be removed.

Meanwhile, Dave is about to discover that his new job comes with considerably more than a title. Let’s see how he gets on.
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The Promotion Nobody Prepared You For
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By ten past ten on his first morning as Operations Manager, Dave had learned three things. His new title entitled him to approve a £12 taxi fare but not to authorise a replacement office chair. His colleagues had apparently been stockpiling grievances for the moment he became responsible for them. And Martin, who had described his door as permanently open, had successfully remained behind it for forty-nine consecutive minutes.

The fourth lesson arrived when a customer rang to ask why a delivery had been promised for Thursday when the system said Tuesday and the warehouse said that nobody had ordered it in the first place. Dave had spent seven years being the person who could usually find an answer to a problem like this. His instinct was to take the telephone, investigate the order and sort the whole bloody thing out. He could do that. It would take half an hour, perhaps forty minutes, and somebody would probably thank him. The difficulty was that his desk already contained six other problems and, somewhere behind the increasingly insistent ringing telephone, twelve people were waiting for him to make decisions.

He took the call anyway. Fifteen minutes later the customer was reassured, the warehouse had found the missing order and Dave had temporarily experienced the warm satisfaction of competence. Then Janet appeared beside him. ‘That's lovely,’ she said, ‘but Karen's refused the rota again, Steve's gone to another department to find someone who'll agree with him, and Darren's just sent a message saying he won't be in until lunchtime.’ Dave glanced at the clock. It was 10.28. ‘Does anyone else do anything around here?’ he asked. Janet considered the question. ‘Not if you keep doing it for them.’

He also discovered a dangerous temptation. Having earned promotion partly because he was the person who knew how to fix things, he wanted to demonstrate his worth by continuing to fix everything personally. That approach would have brought praise for a fortnight and exhaustion by the end of the month. Instead he asked each colleague to explain one recurring difficulty, what they had already tried and what was preventing a solution. Some needed tools, some needed decisions, and a surprising number simply needed two managers to stop giving contradictory instructions. Dave didn’t suddenly become brilliant at leadership. He began by becoming curious, which was a far more useful starting point than pretending to know everything.

That distinction mattered more than the new title. A capable specialist is often rewarded for rescuing individual situations. A capable manager must ask why so many rescues are necessary. At Westbridge, colleagues had become excellent at compensating for weak systems, unclear authority and conflicting instructions. Their competence concealed the organisational defects. Every heroic recovery encouraged senior management to believe the system was working. Dave began keeping a private record of the decisions arriving at his desk, the information he needed and the authority he actually possessed. By Friday the record was more useful than the job description.

Dave gathered the people involved rather than send another sixteen emails. Within fifteen minutes they established what had been ordered, which team needed it and which approval was missing. It was, as Janet pointed out afterwards, a meeting that had justified its existence. Dave's next task was less glamorous: writing the decision down, identifying the budget holder and explaining to the supplier when a genuine answer could be expected. An experienced employee might have solved the immediate difficulty by leaning on a friendly contact. A manager had to leave behind a reliable process so that the same nonsense didn't return the following week wearing a different invoice number.

The first proper test of Dave's new authority came not from an employee but from an invoice. A supplier wanted payment for equipment the team had been promised months earlier, and Accounts wanted the name of the person who had authorised the order. Martin remembered agreeing that somebody should look into it. The supplier remembered being told it was approved. Dave could find neither a purchase order nor a decision. What he could find was a chain of emails in which five people had used the phrase 'happy to proceed' while carefully avoiding any mention of who would actually proceed, what they would buy or where the money would come from.

There, in one sentence, was the first brutal lesson of management. Dave had been promoted because he was unusually reliable at completing work. Now his old strengths were threatening to become his new weaknesses. Every time he rescued an overdue task himself, he taught the team that the easiest route to getting something resolved was to deliver it to his desk. Every time he solved a problem without explaining how, he remained indispensable as an employee while becoming increasingly ineffective as a manager. The company had rewarded his competence by placing him in a job where competence meant helping other people succeed, not merely being the quickest person in the room.

Dave was discovering that a job title could increase the number of people asking for a decision without increasing the number of decisions he was allowed to make.

Dave's first attempt at creating order began with a question so ordinary that Janet initially thought she'd misheard him. He wanted to know what happened to a customer request between the moment it arrived and the moment somebody confidently declared it finished. Janet offered to show him the procedure. Dave asked to see an actual request instead. They found one from a small customer whose delivery had been delayed twice, and followed it through the building. Customer Services had recorded the request correctly; Operations had interpreted a description as an instruction; the warehouse had received a revised order without the original reference; and Finance had placed a hold on the account because an earlier credit hadn't been entered. Four departments, three systems and approximately seventeen opportunities for someone to say, 'Not my problem.' At every individual desk, the employee had followed the procedure in front of them. As a complete process, however, it was a magnificent piece of collective stupidity.

Janet watched Dave make a diagram on the back of an old agenda. 'You're going to make a flowchart, aren't you?' she asked with the resignation of a woman who'd survived several management initiatives. He said he might, but only if it helped somebody do the work. The difference was important. An organisation chart shows who reports to whom; a process map shows how work actually moves, including the inconvenient corners where responsibility has been allowed to evaporate. Dave's diagram revealed that nobody owned the request from beginning to end. Each team owned a small piece, and each was assessed against a different measure. Customer Services wanted calls closed quickly, Operations wanted cases processed, the warehouse wanted correct paperwork and Finance wanted invoices paid. None of those objectives was absurd. What made them absurd was the absence of anyone checking whether the customer had received the thing they'd ordered.

When Dave took the finding to Martin, Martin asked whose fault it was. Dave explained that several people had made understandable errors, but that the system had practically invited them. Martin looked disappointed. A named culprit would have made a much neater slide for the directors. Dave had begun to appreciate that a manager's most useful answer isn't always the one a superior wants to hear. Assigning responsibility to an individual can be necessary, especially where someone has ignored an explicit instruction or behaved carelessly. But when a dozen competent people repeatedly produce the same failure, simply telling them to try harder is like painting over a damp wall and expressing surprise when the stain returns. He proposed a single owner for complex cases, a short list of handover information and a visible way to flag contradictions before promises reached customers. The proposal wasn't glamorous. It didn't need a logo, a launch event or a motivational slogan. It needed somebody to test it on Tuesday.

The test went badly at first. Steve pointed out that the proposed owner couldn't see the warehouse system. Karen said a central queue would create extra work for her team. Lucy hadn't joined them yet, but the general principle was already clear: the person designing a process from a desk can miss the obstacles that people working inside it encounter every day. Dave invited the objections, recorded what was genuinely impossible and separated those facts from understandable resistance to change. By the end of the afternoon they had a smaller experiment with a shared case reference and an escalation route that didn't depend on finding whichever manager happened to be nearest the kettle. It wasn't a transformation. It was a beginning. Management, Dave discovered, often looks less like making a grand decision and more like persuading six irritated people to agree on one sensible way of doing something.

This is one of the great little traps of organisational life. A business has a fantastic technician, administrator, engineer, salesperson or customer-service specialist. They know the systems, understand the customers, work hard and rarely create trouble. A vacancy appears, somebody asks who deserves promotion, and their name comes up immediately. It seems fair. It often feels fair to the person being promoted. But the abilities that make someone exceptional at a particular task don't automatically make them good at leading others. The new job asks for judgement rather than just skill, influence rather than personal output, and the patience to watch someone else complete a task in forty minutes when you could have done it yourself in twenty. He was beginning to think the company's unofficial management handbook consisted of three instructions: look confident, promise nothing in writing and find somebody lower down the chart to blame.

A promotion also changes the nature of success. Yesterday, Dave could judge his day by whether his own work was finished. Today, a brilliantly completed spreadsheet was almost irrelevant if his team remained confused, customers were being disappointed and two employees had stopped speaking to each other. He had inherited responsibility for the conditions in which work happened. That meant looking beyond the immediate problem and asking why it kept happening, whose job it was to prevent it, what support was missing and whether the organisation had created an impossible expectation in the first place.

By lunchtime Dave decided he needed to see what, precisely, he'd inherited. He asked Janet to help him list the team's duties, the outstanding work and the decisions that couldn't wait. She produced a folder so quickly that he suspected she'd been waiting several months for somebody to ask. The first page contained a departmental organisation chart. It showed Martin at the top, Dave beneath him and twelve names arranged into neat little boxes. Two of the boxes had arrows pointing at each other, one employee appeared to report to both Dave and a manager in Finance, and Darren had been assigned a role that Janet said no longer existed. ‘Who approved this?’ Dave asked. ‘Martin,’ said Janet. ‘When?’ ‘Before the last restructure.’ ‘When was that?’ ‘Which one?’

The chart looked authoritative, which was unfortunate because it was largely fictional. Job titles are often treated as if they settle arguments about responsibility, but clarity requires more than a diagram. A manager needs to know which decisions they're entitled to make, what budget they're allowed to spend, who reports to whom, which objectives matter, and when to seek advice. Without that clarity, responsibility becomes a game in which everybody can point at the new manager when something fails, but nobody has bothered giving that manager the authority to prevent it.

Dave found a second document entitled Departmental Objectives. Its principal ambitions were to improve productivity, enhance customer experience, demonstrate innovation and deliver excellence. None of these was inherently objectionable. They were simply so vague that Dave couldn't imagine an employee looking at them on a Tuesday morning and knowing what to do differently. He asked Steve what ‘deliver excellence’ meant in practice. Steve replied that it was probably something to do with the new reporting platform, which he described as ‘a complete pain in the arse’. Dave asked whether the team had measurable targets. Steve said they did, but the numbers had been changed three times because nobody liked what the original figures showed.

The first small test of Dave's authority arrived in the form of a kettle. Its switch had broken, which meant the entire department was taking turns holding the lever down with a plastic spoon, a solution that appeared to combine ingenuity, electrical risk and the sort of desperate optimism generally associated with cheap camping equipment. 'Can we buy a new one?' Janet asked. Dave checked his authorisation schedule. He could approve emergency transport up to a modest limit but couldn't find a line concerning kettles. Finance said Facilities owned appliances. Facilities said Finance approved expenditure. Martin said he was in a meeting. 'I can sign for a taxi to take the kettle to hospital,' Dave said, 'but apparently I can't buy a replacement.' Janet looked at him without smiling. 'You're getting the hang of management already.' They eventually established that an ordinary replacement could be purchased using an existing departmental allowance. Dave had very nearly said 'for fuck's sake' to the kettle. It had probably heard worse. The thing that bothered Dave wasn't the kettle; it was how quickly a simple issue had become a tour of the company's avoidance machinery. If every minor problem needed three departments and a senior blessing, the team wasn't being managed. It was being slowly pickled in procedure.

This, Dave was discovering, was where sensible management actually began: not with a rousing speech or a framed quotation about leadership, but with a clear understanding of the work. What must happen? Who owns it? What does acceptable performance look like? What is preventing people from delivering it? How will the manager know whether things are improving? These questions sound pedestrian beside the more glamorous language of corporate transformation, yet they are the questions that keep departments functioning. You can't fairly criticise somebody for missing a standard you never explained, and you can't expect accountability where the organisation itself can't describe what good work looks like.

There is an important difference between being accountable and pretending you control everything. A manager may influence staffing, rotas, customer responses, quality checks and workload. They may have limited influence over a broken central system, a budget imposed from above or a sudden commercial shock. Good managers distinguish between what they can change, what they can escalate and what they must explain honestly. Bad managers promise to solve everything and then look for somebody else to blame when reality refuses to cooperate. The job title hadn't made Dave a magician, which was unfortunate because several colleagues appeared to think he'd acquired a wand with his new chair.

At one o'clock, Dave had his first management meeting with Martin. It had been arranged at such short notice that the diary invitation arrived after the meeting was supposed to begin. Dave brought the organisation chart, the objectives document and a page of questions. Martin brought a coffee and the expression of a man hoping to be finished before his next call. ‘How's the first day going?’ he asked. ‘Interesting,’ Dave replied, which seemed the safest available adjective. ‘I need to know what I'm authorised to approve, who owns the unresolved issues and what performance measures we're supposed to use.’ Martin seemed slightly startled. ‘You don't need to overcomplicate it, Dave. Just use your judgement.’

Judgement, however, works best when the boundaries are visible. Dave explained that he was happy to take responsibility, but responsibility required a sensible delegation of authority. If he was expected to control staffing costs, he needed to see the budget. If he was expected to address performance, he needed access to reliable figures. If he was expected to deal with complaints, he needed to understand the company's policies, the appropriate process and where to obtain specialist help. There was a difference between showing initiative and improvising a disciplinary procedure because somebody at senior level couldn't be bothered to explain it.

Martin listened, looked at the folder and eventually conceded that a handover might have been helpful. The previous manager had left unexpectedly, he explained, and everyone had been rather busy. Dave thought about pointing out that failing to prepare a replacement manager didn't make the operational problems vanish; it merely gave them a new name and a desk. Instead he asked for a meeting the following day to agree the basic boundaries of his role. To Martin's credit, he agreed. It wasn't a magnificent leadership breakthrough, but it was a start.

There was a second aspect of the promotion that nobody had mentioned: the way it changed Dave's relationship with time. As an employee, he had been accustomed to arriving with a list of tasks and departing having completed most of them. As a manager, he arrived with the same list and discovered that other people's problems could devour the entire day before he reached the second item. His diary filled with requests for 'just five minutes', a phrase which seemed to have no measurable relationship with the passage of time. Janet wanted approval for a training course. Steve wanted clarity over a technical exception. Karen wanted an answer about the rota. Martin wanted a forecast. The telephone wanted him constantly. At half past three, Dave realised he'd eaten nothing since breakfast and was about to attempt a complicated decision while suffering from the very British combination of hunger, irritation and too much coffee. If confidence alone made somebody qualified, Martin would have been running the entire country by Friday. Dave preferred a little evidence.

He began keeping two lists. The first contained matters that required his actual judgement: a decision about competing priorities, a safety concern, a staffing issue, a customer commitment somebody had to own. The second contained requests for information or permission that the organisation ought to have made accessible without summoning a manager. The distinction wasn't an excuse to avoid people. Sometimes an employee needs five minutes of reassurance more than a written procedure. But repeated dependency is different from reasonable support. If twelve adults must ask Dave every time a customer wants a routine credit, the company hasn't created a management structure; it has created a queue outside a single human being. He took the recurring requests, agreed sensible decision limits with Martin and made them visible. The first week felt unnaturally quiet for almost forty minutes, until Martin asked whether Dave had become less involved. Dave said that being less involved in routine permissions meant he could become more involved in the things that actually mattered.

He also had to confront the uncomfortable fact that not every inherited problem would be fixed by Friday. Managers can create false confidence by promising immediate improvements because they want to demonstrate value. The promise then becomes another problem when reality proves slower. Dave learned to tell people what he knew, what he didn't know and when they could reasonably expect an update. It sounded less impressive than declaring a departmental revolution, but it prevented uncertainty from being filled by rumours. When Karen asked whether the rota issue was resolved, he told her the proposed change remained on hold while the practical effects were checked. When Steve asked whether the broken reporting system would be replaced, Dave explained that funding hadn't been agreed and suggested a temporary workaround they could actually deliver. Nobody applauded. They did, however, stop having to guess.

At the end of that first week, Martin asked him for three headline achievements. Dave could have listed several urgent cases he'd personally rescued. Instead he described one handover that now worked, one recurring decision the team no longer needed to escalate and one difficult conversation handled before it became an official complaint. Martin found these rather modest. Dave was beginning to think modest improvements with lasting consequences were preferable to heroic interventions that left the same disasters waiting for Monday. It was a lesson he'd have to learn repeatedly, because competence makes a manager popular in the short term, whereas creating a team that no longer needs rescuing can feel, at first, rather like making yourself unnecessary.

The afternoon brought another test. Karen announced, loudly enough for most of the office to hear, that she wouldn't be changing her working pattern simply because Dave had been given a new title. Dave felt the instinctive temptation to assert his authority. After all, he'd been promoted in the morning, and somebody questioning him in public didn't feel much like the respect he'd been promised. A less thoughtful manager might have demanded compliance, threatened consequences or turned an ordinary disagreement into a personal contest. Dave did none of those things, partly because he was uncertain of the facts and partly because Janet was watching him with the unsettling intensity of somebody observing a practical examination.

He asked Karen to come into a quiet room and explain the problem. It turned out that the rota change had been discussed by Martin but never properly communicated. Karen had arranged childcare around an existing pattern. She wasn't refusing all change; she was refusing a change she'd been told about at the last minute and that nobody had explained. Dave couldn't promise the old pattern would last forever, but he could promise not to impose an arrangement without checking the contractual position, the reasons for the proposed change and whether another solution existed. Karen left unconvinced that management had suddenly become wonderful, but considerably less furious than she'd arrived.

What saved Dave wasn't a clever line from a management textbook. It was asking what he didn't know. Newly appointed managers often feel pressured to demonstrate certainty, as though saying ‘I'll check’ will reveal them as impostors. In reality, confident ignorance is far more dangerous than cautious curiosity. You don't need to know every answer on your first day. You do need to recognise which questions matter and resist the urge to fill gaps in knowledge with noise.

Janet had a theory that half the office's difficulties were caused by people trying to look busy while waiting for someone else to be brave.

A proper induction into management would have helped. It should have covered the operational purpose of the role, reporting lines, delegated authority, financial controls, employment policies, handling confidential information, the support available from experienced colleagues, and the arrangements for developing management skills. It should also have included time with the outgoing manager where possible, an honest overview of current risks and a realistic plan for the first few months. No single introductory meeting would have made Dave brilliant, but even a modest structured handover could have prevented the ridiculous expectation that a change in job title brought instant mastery of people, budgets and conflict.

For the first thirty days, the most useful task for a new manager is often to listen and establish reality. Meet the team individually, understand what each person does, review workload and performance information, identify urgent risks and clarify expectations with the person you report to. By the next thirty days, you should be testing improvements, resolving obvious obstacles and creating a dependable rhythm for conversations and decisions. By ninety days, you should have a much clearer picture of strengths, weaknesses, accountabilities and what needs longer-term attention. These aren't magic deadlines, and they shouldn't be used to conceal problems that require immediate action. They're a practical way of resisting the pressure to change everything before you understand anything.

As the office began to empty, Dave reviewed his notes. He'd resolved one customer problem, delayed a potentially unfair argument over a rota, identified an unreliable organisation chart and persuaded Martin to discuss authority properly. He'd also failed to complete almost any of the individual tasks that had made him such a valued employee. Under the old system, that would have felt like a poor day. Under the new one, it was probably the first sensible day he'd had.

At 5.48, Steve appeared at the desk. ‘Can you just check these numbers for me before you go?’ Dave looked at the spreadsheet. It was exactly the sort of thing he could fix himself. He opened his mouth, ready to say yes, then asked Steve to sit down and explain where the calculation was going wrong. They spent ten minutes finding the problem together. Steve corrected it, saved the file and looked almost offended by how straightforward the solution had been. ‘You could've done that in two minutes,’ he said. ‘Probably,’ Dave replied. ‘But now you'll be able to do it next time.’

Steve shrugged and walked away. Dave switched off his screen with the faint, unfamiliar satisfaction of having made someone else more capable. It wasn't the dramatic sort of success they put into management presentations. Nobody applauded and no one sent a company-wide email congratulating him on empowering the workforce. But it was a better foundation than being the busiest person in the building. Somebody had once described the promotion as an exciting step up. From Dave's desk it occasionally felt more like stepping into a lift whose cables had been inspected by Darren.

On his way home, Dave found Martin's revised job description in his bag. It ended with the immortal words ‘and any other duties reasonably required’. He considered the previous nine hours and decided those seven words could cover approximately the whole of human civilisation. He'd wanted a promotion and had received one. What he actually needed was an education, an understanding of his own limitations and a healthier relationship with the word ‘no’. Management, he was discovering, wasn't being the hero who saved the day. It was building a team that didn't need rescuing every bloody morning.

The first practical difficulty wasn't the dramatic grievance or the angry customer. It was the apparently simple question of whether Dave could approve an extra pair of hands for a backlog that had been growing since Christmas. Martin said the budget was tight, Finance said the budget belonged to Operations, and Operations said that any request would need sign-off from Martin. Dave spent forty minutes navigating a loop in which everybody had authority to say no but nobody seemed to have authority to say yes. He drew the process on a sheet of paper and realised that an organisation could create more work by withholding decision-making power than by allowing someone to make the occasional sensible mistake.

He asked Janet how the previous manager had dealt with it. She looked at him for a moment before explaining that the previous manager had simply done the work himself, usually after six in the evening, until he stopped sleeping and eventually resigned. The answer lingered with Dave. He'd assumed the new title meant he'd been trusted to run the department. In reality he had inherited responsibility for a service without a matching right to manage its resources. That mismatch wasn't a personal inconvenience; it affected the team, the customers and the quality of the decisions they were all forced to make.

Rather than complain about the lack of authority in general terms, Dave prepared three concrete decisions he needed to make, the financial limits he thought reasonable and the point at which he'd seek approval. Martin initially called this unnecessarily formal. Dave explained that he would happily accept accountability for decisions within his remit, but he couldn't sensibly be accountable for outcomes determined by decisions nobody would let him take. Martin agreed to a modest spending limit and a clearer escalation route. It was an unremarkable victory, yet it changed the job more than his new title had done. Dave still had a mountain of problems. At least he now had permission to move a small part of the mountain without applying to a committee first.
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You're Not Their Best Mate Anymore
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On Wednesday morning, someone moved Dave's mug. It was a minor event by any reasonable standard, except that his mug had lived beside the kettle for seven years, contained a faded cartoon of a disgruntled badger and was widely understood to be his. It had been relocated to the shelf marked MANAGEMENT. Dave stared at it, then at the shelf, and felt an absurd little pang of grief. The mug hadn't changed. Neither had he, apparently. Yet somebody had decided that he no longer belonged among the ordinary people who shared the kitchen.

The real awkwardness arrived at lunchtime. Before the promotion, Dave had regularly joined Karen, Steve and Janet at a nearby café. They complained about the systems, laughed at the latest corporate announcement and occasionally performed impressions of Martin that were probably rather better than Martin would have appreciated. Dave had participated enthusiastically. Now he walked into the café and conversation stopped with the speed of an emergency brake being applied. Karen was halfway through a story. Steve examined his sandwich as though it contained a secret message. Janet, mercifully, simply looked up and said, ‘You can sit down, you know. You're still human.’

Dave sat, but the atmosphere had changed. He knew things he couldn't discuss, including a confidential staffing issue and a budget conversation from the previous afternoon. His colleagues knew he'd be asked to make decisions about their holidays, work allocation and performance. And everybody knew, without quite knowing how to say it, that his presence in the group now meant something different. He'd become the person whose opinions could affect their working lives, even while remaining a bloke who sometimes spilled coffee on himself and had once lost an argument with the photocopier.

The next morning Dave asked Janet whether his behaviour seemed different. She thought about it. 'You're still you,' she said. 'You're just trying to sound like a manager when you tell somebody no. That's the bit that makes everyone suspicious.' It was unpleasantly accurate. Dave had started using phrases like 'operational requirements' in ordinary conversation. He thanked her, then spoke to Steve without the corporate vocabulary. Steve still disliked the decision, but he understood it. Their friendship had survived its first encounter with authority, which was more than Dave had expected.

Fairness is often misunderstood as making everybody happy, yet equally reasonable decisions can produce very different reactions depending on what individuals want. Fairness means identifying relevant facts, applying defensible standards, explaining choices and remaining willing to correct mistakes. It doesn't mean ignoring personal circumstances, treating different needs mechanically or hiding behind a procedure that nobody understands. A manager should be human without becoming arbitrary. They should be approachable without making confidences they can't honour, and friendly without creating an unofficial inner circle.

He explained the staffing constraint and offered to consider a shift swap rather than simply refuse. Steve accepted the explanation, but not enthusiastically. At lunch he sat with Karen and made a remark about how quickly people changed when they were promoted. Dave overheard just enough to feel the familiar heat of embarrassment. His first impulse was to walk over and defend himself. His second was to reverse the decision and buy back their approval. Neither impulse had much to do with good management.

The friendship problem became painfully specific when Steve asked Dave to approve an early finish. In the past Dave would have said yes with a grin, then covered the last hour himself. Now he had a rota, an understaffed customer desk and two other requests waiting. Steve reminded him that Dave had left early for a football match the previous month. Dave reminded himself that a friendship isn't a policy, although saying so aloud would probably have made him sound like a deeply irritating management handbook.

The question of friendship became less theoretical when the department organised a collection for a colleague's birthday. Before the promotion, Dave had been the sort of person who remembered birthdays, bought a card and made a slightly inappropriate remark about the number of candles required. Now a message circulated asking the 'management team' to contribute more than everyone else, accompanied by the suggestion that Dave could approve a longer lunch so they could celebrate properly. Both requests were trivial on their own. Together they illustrated a peculiar danger: the promotion had turned Dave into a source of permissions and benefits, even within friendships that had previously felt equal. He contributed what he wished as a colleague, checked the proposed break against the day's cover and told everyone that ordinary arrangements should apply to the whole team. Karen declared that management had made him boring. Dave thought boring might be survivable if it avoided an argument about why somebody else hadn't received a similar favour.

The harder test came during a conversation about Steve. Janet approached Dave quietly and said Steve seemed unusually distracted. He'd missed a deadline, snapped at two colleagues and spent an hour staring at a spreadsheet. In the old days they might have speculated together about what was going on. Dave asked Janet what she'd actually observed and whether Steve might need support. She told him, more softly, that she'd noticed the change because she was worried about him. The distinction mattered. Workplace gossip often masquerades as concern, but genuine concern can also be silenced by a manager who responds to everything as a potential disciplinary problem. Dave thanked Janet, spoke privately to Steve and asked an open question instead of presenting a prosecution case. Steve said there were difficulties at home and that he'd been sleeping badly. He didn't want the details shared. Dave didn't demand them. They discussed what work was urgent, whether some adjustments to priorities would help and how they'd keep in touch.

When Janet later asked whether Steve was all right, Dave told her they'd spoken and that he appreciated her noticing a colleague might need help. He didn't give her a medical bulletin or an account of Steve's private life. She accepted that. It was one of the first moments when confidentiality felt less like shutting people out and more like protecting the trust that made supportive management possible. The managers who share private information to prove they're still part of the group often don't appreciate the cost until an employee learns that their personal difficulty has become a topic of conversation beside the microwave. By then, it can be remarkably difficult to convince anyone that management is a safe place to take a problem.

The most awkward part wasn't that people expected different treatment. It was that Dave could still remember exactly why they'd expected it.

Managers don't have to stop being friendly. In fact, warmth, humour and ordinary human connection are vital parts of decent working relationships. The problem isn't friendship itself; it's the obligations that come with authority. The moment Dave became responsible for allocating work, deciding whether standards had been met and addressing behaviour, the nature of his relationships changed. He could still enjoy a laugh, but he could no longer pretend that his private loyalties were irrelevant to his professional decisions. People would notice whether he gave certain colleagues easier shifts, accepted excuses from friends and applied different standards when someone he liked got something wrong.

Karen decided to test the new arrangement that afternoon. She appeared at Dave's desk holding a holiday request. ‘You know the dates I always have off,’ she said. ‘You can just approve it, can't you?’ Dave did know. The dates were important to her and she'd taken them in previous years. The difficulty was that two other employees had requested overlapping leave and the department needed minimum cover. Dave explained that he would review the requests together and make a decision against a fair, clearly explained approach. Karen's smile disappeared. ‘That's a bit different from what you said last Friday.’

Last Friday, of course, Dave had been a colleague. He'd said, over lunch, that Karen deserved a proper break and that management would be mad not to let her have it. It had been a casual remark by somebody with no authority over the decision. Now those words had returned to him wearing a little badge marked PROMISE. He explained the distinction without pretending it wasn't awkward. ‘I did say that, and I should've been more careful. I wasn't making the decision then. I can't approve something fairly without looking at everyone else's requests.’ Karen left disappointed, but he had done something useful: he'd resisted turning a previous friendship into an entitlement. Dave could still enjoy a joke with his former workmates; he just had to remember that the person telling it now had the power to approve their holiday. Slightly different atmosphere, that.

Fairness is difficult because it rarely feels identical from every perspective. Karen saw a trusted colleague withdrawing support. The other employees would have seen favouritism if she received automatic priority. Dave saw an arrangement that required
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