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Becoming a first-time manager is one of the most challenging 

experiences in a person’s career. It is both a time of great excitement as 

well as uncertainty and insecurity. The good news is that you have been 

promoted. The bad news is that you will probably be left to sink or swim.

Many new managers are unclear about the expectations of their new 

position and often replicate the competencies that made them successful 

in the past. A common behaviour is to try to control everything and not 

let go. Soon, morale in the team plummets and tension and conflict arise.

First-time managers who succeed are able to make profound adjust-

ments and adapt themselves quickly. By developing new competencies, 

they start to become value creators to their teams and companies. They 

also position themselves better for greater responsibilities in the years 

ahead. But those who aren’t able to make the critical shifts will struggle.

This book will help you maximize your chances of success as a  

first-time manager.

“BH Tan has written a book full of insights and practical advice into the 
subject of management that is invaluable for both first-timers and those 
who have been in the field for many years. As someone who has been in 
the field for many years, he has expanded my knowledge on the subject 
greatly. For this reason I must say a very heartfelt ‘Thank you!’ to BH Tan.”

— Marshall Goldsmith
Bestselling author of Triggers and  

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There 

“All first-time managers and their bosses should read this. Spare  
20 minutes, one chapter per night, and practise what you have learnt the 
next day. Soon, you will experience the profound change that emerges 
from the inner you.”

— Spencer Liao  
Dean, TSMC College    
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 Preface by Marshall Goldsmith, 
bestselling author of Triggers and 

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.
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Updated

“An invaluable resource for all managers, especially those 

transitioning from their roles as individual contributors to first-

time managers... From a coach who has worked with plenty of 

others to help them succeed comes this timely gift.”

— Brian O. Underhill, Ph.D. 
Founder and CEO, CoachSource
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PREFACE

As a first time manager, you have a lot to learn. This wonderful and 
insightful book by executive coach and leadership consultant BH 
Tan will teach you what you need to know to manage well.

Learning to manage and becoming a leader isn’t something that 
comes naturally to everyone. Just because you get that promotion 
you’ve wanted or think you deserve it doesn’t mean you will 
automatically know what to do. It takes work, diligence, and 
wisdom to be successful at running a project, a team, a department, 
or an organization. And, that is what BH will help you with when 
you read The First-Time Manager in Asia.

In this book, the author will help you answer many of the 
questions that you will inevitably have, like: What challenges will 
you face? What skills and knowledge do you need? How do you get 
the most out of your team? What will be expected of you? What 
pitfalls should you avoid? And many more. 

In grappling with the lessons that are inevitable for first-time 
managers, I have found that one thing is critical — the team you lead 
is more critical to the success of a project or organization than what 
you contribute as a facilitator. You are only as good as your team.

I coached a manager years ago, who eagerly accepted the 
challenge of a new project. He quickly involved his team in the 
project, and established a rigorous project management process. 
Each person took responsibility for creating positive synergy with 
cross-organizational colleagues. They regularly reported on their 
efforts in reaching out to their partners across the company. They 
kept learning from all of their colleagues — and sharing what 
they learned with each other. They thanked people for ideas and 
suggestions and followed up to ensure effective implementation.

Of all of the clients that I have ever coached, I spent the least 
amount of time with this manager. There seemed to be an inverse 
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relationship between his team spending time with me and his team 
getting better! As a coach, this was very humbling. At the end of 
our project, I discussed my observations with him. I noted, “I think 
that I spent less time with you and your team than any team I have 
ever coached, yet you and your team produced the most dramatic, 
positive results. What should I learn from my experience?”

He thought about my question. “As a coach,” he said, “you should 
realize that success with your clients isn’t all about you. It’s about 
the people who choose to work with you.” He modestly chuckled, 
then continued: “In a way, I am the same. The success of my project 
isn’t about me. It’s all about the great people who are working with 
me.” And, as a first-time manager, this will be true for you too!

In The First-Time Manager in Asia, BH Tan has written a book 
full of insights and practical advice into the subject of management 
that is invaluable for both first-timers and those who have been 
managing for a long time. As someone who has been in the field 
for many years, he has expanded my knowledge on the subject of 
management greatly with this book. For this reason I must say a 
very heartfelt “Thank you!” BH Tan.

Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times and  
million copy best-selling author of MOJO and  

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.
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FOREWORD

My first experience in “management” was a complete disaster. 
I was a private school elementary teacher, in charge of music 

for the kindergarten through sixth grade. I had approximately six 
classes of different grades that I would visit during the day. What I 
thought would be my dream job went terribly sour.

For several years leading up to the position, I was a very 
successful personal piano teacher. I would teach pupils one on 
one. All the days that I had allocated to teaching were packed with 
students. I was greatly enjoying my work and earning good money. 

So good at it was I that several of the parents recommended 
me as a teacher for their private school. I was honoured by 
the opportunity and intrigued with the possibilities: greater 
responsibility and more chances to make an impact. Plus, the 
money was much better. All I would have to do was more of what I 
did as a personal teacher, and I’d be a success in the classroom. 

I couldn’t have been more wrong. What got me “here”, was not 
going to get me “there”.

I began the school year as the “cool, friendly teacher”, just like I 
did when I taught individually. I was the nice guy that all the kids 
liked— amiable, fun, easy-going. I would differentiate myself from 
the typical “old-lady stern educator-type” teacher. It would be 
easy. Or so I thought.

Within two weeks, I had lost total control of all my classrooms. 
The children were running amuck doing anything they wanted 
right in front of me. They would talk whenever they pleased, got 
up and did whatever they wished, laughed in each other’s faces 
and even laughed at me. The kids would yell, scream, throw things 
and even hit each other, completely ignoring my useless threats to 
enforce order. I wasn’t even close to completing the lessons plans I 
had drafted up.
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Foreword   13

I was totally miserable. I’d made a terrible mistake thinking I 
could make it as a school teacher. My low point came when the 
headmistress stormed into one of my out-of-control classrooms 
and yelled at the students for five minutes straight. She had 
heard the noise from her office and had had enough. Obviously 
I couldn’t control the situation, so she would take charge. I'm still 
amazed that I made it through the rest of that year.

Today I serve as an executive coach, working with leaders of 
some of the world’s largest companies. And I remain fascinated by 
what makes a good manager and leader. Having coached literally 
hundreds of leaders, I have decided that the transition from 
individual contributor to first-time manager is the hardest one to 
make in one’s career.

I learned—the hard way—that one of the many challenges a 
new manager faces is how to hold others accountable. Many 
new leaders will try the tactic I did—that of being everyone’s 
friend (especially if they were once peers)—only to find that to be 
difficult, if not impossible.

I see this in the new leaders I work with. They allow less-
than-acceptable performance to go on and on. They try to say 
something to the offending employee, but it is usually done in a 
soft manner, and with no consequences, therefore allowing the 
employee to continue the undesirable behaviour unabated until a 
more experienced manager takes control of the situation.

I also meet other new managers who face a different challenge—
and that is over-control. We will see this in Chapter 1 in the story 
of Janet, a rookie manager who tries to control all the activities of 
her direct reports, only to the severe frustration of all involved. 
She eventually leaves the company in exasperation (and, ironically, 
goes on to become a school teacher).

Many years ago, I coached a manager from a mobile phone 
handset maker who was just like Janet. She was brillant technically 
and educated in an Ivy League institution. As an analyst, she 
did all her assignments flawlessly. She was then promoted to 
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14   The First-Time Manager in Asia 

run a small customer service division but she quickly became a 
relentless micromanager. It took some time (and a few people 
leaving) before we figured out why she couldn’t let go. One day, as 
I questioned her, she had a magical epiphany: “I feel like if I’m not 
doing the work, I’m then not adding any value.”

Aha! With that realization, we worked to change the way she 
could add value—from doing the actual work alone to getting 
the work done through people. I’m quite sure just that simple 
realization alone saved her future career at the company.

This book is an invaluable resource for all managers, especially 
for those transitioning from their roles as individual contributors 
to first-time managers. Those of us who did it on our own have 
learnt how tough it can be. From a coach who has done the same 
thing himself and worked with plenty of others to help them 
succeed, comes this timely gift. 

By the way, as I mentioned, I did survive that year teaching, 
and went on to teach a second (and final) year. I quickly found 
a few “mentors/coaches”—seasoned teachers who showed me the 
ropes. They taught me that I had to immediately institute a new, 
consistent set of rules with the children and promptly enforce 
them. Once the students saw that I was serious, things started 
to turn around. After I had earned their respect as the authority 
figure, I could gradually start to play the “cool, friendly” teacher 
role. As BH said in Chapter 8, leaders need to exercise a blend of 
soft and hard power in order to be effective. 

Hopefully you can learn to navigate this transition better than 
many of us have before you. With a resource like this book, I am 
confident that you are already on your way. I wish you the best  
of luck!

Brian O. Underhill, Ph.D.
Founder and CEO, CoachSource 

Co-author of Executive Coaching for Results:  
The Definitive Guide to Developing Organizational Leaders
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When you become a manager
Why a book on the first-time manager? Isn’t learning how to 
manage people something that comes naturally as you progress up 
the ladder in your career? And, frankly, looking at the managers 
around you, haven’t these people picked things up on their own 
through trial and error? 

In this introduction, I would like to address all these thoughts, as 
well as a few others, that may come to your mind as you make that 
first leap into the ranks of management.

First, let me start with a few words on my corporate journey, 
and how I became the author of this book. I began my life in 
corporations more than 30 years ago, embarking on what has 
turned out to be a two-part career: first as a corporate executive 
and then as a leadership consultant.

For the first 20-odd years, I worked for various U.S. and European 
multinationals. I assumed my first role as a manager at the ripe age 
of 26. In the years ahead, I worked in various disciplines such as 
engineering, marketing, sales and general management. My last 
position held was that of Asia-Pacific vice-president of an American 
high-tech corporation. Then, I decided that it was time for me to 
venture out on my own and do something that has always been my 
passion: developing people. That was the start of my second career, 
and I’ve been doing it for the last 12 years. In this capacity, I worked 
with high-potential managers ranging from young 20-somethings 
to experienced and battle-hardened 50-somethings to do only 
one thing: enhance their success and effectiveness as leaders in 
corporations. 

Truth be told, I’m having much more fun and satisfaction 
working with people than running businesses. And this is 
something that I will talk a little more about later in this book.

INTRODUCTION
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16   The First-Time Manager in Asia 

So why should you spend your time reading a book on the first-
time manager? To answer this question, please sit back and imagine 
that you are about to embark on a new project of great importance 
to your company. You are the leader of a team of specialists, many of 
whom you are meeting for the first time. What’s the feeling like?

You’d probably feel a tinge of excitement running down your 
spine. At the same time, you are gripped with some uncertainty and 
insecurity too. These are some typical questions that you may have:
•	What am I expected to do?
•	How will my success be defined?
•	What are some challenges that I will face? How can I tackle  

 them successfully?
•	Are there some new skills and knowledge that I will need?  

 How do I acquire these?
•	What’s unique about my new role that I must quickly come  

 to grips with?
•	 I don’t know enough about my co-workers. How should I  

 behave towards them? 
•	How can I get the most out of my team?
•	 I’m the boss now. If any of my guys get out of line, how  

 should I crack the whip? 
•	 I’m not that comfortable with my boss. What should I do?
•	Will I be successful by focusing on doing my job in the best  

 possible way? Or do I need to network and play politics like  
 some managers I know? 
•	Are there some pitfalls that I must avoid?
•	What will help me become more successful?

What are your chances of success then? Most first-time 
managers, flushed with the idea of becoming a boss for the first 
time in their career, will think the odds are in their favour. 

Having worked with thousands of such managers in various 
organizations around the world, my observation is that making this 
transition from an individual contributor to a manager is fraught with 
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Introduction    17

difficulties. Nearly all struggle with the new challenges ahead. They 
soon face a stark reality. They are pretty much on their own and there 
is no honeymoon period, so to speak. Their superiors expect them 
to prove their worth from the word “Go”. And, by the way, please 
don’t expect much help from bosses. They are under pressure as well  
and simply too busy to provide guidance to their rookie managers.

However, first-time managers are a hardy and resilient lot. With 
some help, the majority will make it. Unfortunately, for some 
people, the experience will be an unpleasant one. Sadly, some will 
soon decide that being a manager is not their thing. Perhaps, they 
really don’t have what it takes to become managers, they and their 
bosses will quickly conclude. It is better for them to revert to their 
previous level and be a specialist or individual contributor. Or does 
it really have to be this way?

What you Will get from this book
Many years ago, I came across a charmingly facetious book about 
organizational life written by a Canadian educational psychologist, 
Laurence Peter. It is called The Peter Principle.

“In any organization, people tend to rise 
to their level of incompetence.”

— The Peter Principle

This maxim has intrigued me for many decades since then. I have 
seen many bright, young and promising people getting themselves 
trapped by The Peter Principle and never achieving their potential 
as managers and leaders. Yet, I have also worked with countless 
managers who are better prepared mentally and emotionally for 
the journey. The speed bumps are still there. There will be tough 
challenges. But they are much better equipped to handle them. 
Many of these people not only excel as first-time managers but 
proceed to move up the next few levels, adding immense value to 
their organizations and the people with whom they work. 
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18   The First-Time Manager in Asia 

You don’t have to fear The Peter Principle. It can be circumvented 
and I’ll show you how. 

I would like to graphically illustrate the value of this book to first-
time managers by using the imagery of a novice explorer venturing 
into the wilderness. These are what you will get: 

1.  A map and compass for your journey.
2.  A set of useful tools that will help you overcome obstacles  

 along the way. These tools will enable you to make  
 improvisations according to the situations at your workplace. 

3.  An experienced tour guide who shares lessons learnt  
 from other travellers before you so that you can avoid  
 pitfalls and hidden traps. These will be shared through  
 managerial anecdotes sprinkled through the various  
 chapters. Though most of these situations are real, some  
 background details have been modified and pseudonyms  
 are used. 

4.  A telescope. Why? With the above you’re all set for the  
 here and now. A telescope helps you to peek a little  
 beyond your immediate destination, and prepare you for  
 the next steps in your career.

managing the asian Way 
I would further add that this book is written for managing in an 
Asian environment. It is meant for Asian managers and their 
Western counterparts who will work alongside each other in Asia. 
With China and India fast becoming economic powerhouses, more 
and more investments are heading towards Asia. Increasingly 
there will be more Asian managers reaching the upper rungs of 
management. At the same time, Western managers, especially the 
younger ones, will want to be stationed in Asia, not just for short-
term assignments, but for the long haul.

These self-confident, rising Asian managers and the curious, 
young Western managers know that it is no longer tenable to apply 
Western management practices without adaptation. There is visible 
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Introduction    19

pride in things Chinese and Indian. This book will therefore blend 
the best of Western thinking and Eastern wisdom. 

Who Would benefit from this book 
This book will be most helpful for the thousands of young people 
promoted into managerial responsibilities for the first time each year.

Experienced and more senior managers who are facing challenges 
in leading and managing may find the topics a useful refresher, as 
they will offer new insights on managing and leading. There is a 
truism about managing that is worth reminding ourselves about. 
As we move upwards and acquire even more responsibilities, the 
basics do not change or become less relevant. True, we’ll need to 
adapt our management styles to more complex situations. Also true 
is the fact that we’ll also need to constantly reinvent ourselves and 
broaden our repertoire. But we must never lose sight of the basics.

Well-meaning bosses of first-time managers, who are increasingly 
aware of their pivotal role in helping their new managers succeed, 
will find this a useful resource. I have also included in the 
appendices practical information and insights for learning and 
development practitioners, consultants, academics and executive 
coaches, who are involved in setting up and delivering leadership 
development programmes for high-potential employees.

hoW to get the most out of this book 
The first-time manager is a very busy person with many things 
on her mind, conflicting priorities and insufficient time to get 
all these accomplished. In writing this book, I have adopted a 
straightforward, pragmatic and conversational approach. The 
reading experience is very much like you, the reader, and I are 
engaged in a friendly and candid chat one topic at a time. 

Please note that throughout this book, I will use the pronouns 
“he” and “she” interchangeably. In my experience, men and women 
can be equally effective as managers. In fact, I think organizational 
effectiveness will be further enhanced if more women move up the 
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20   The First-Time Manager in Asia 

hierarchy. Various studies in the United States and Europe such as 
those by McKinsey and Catalyst have shown that companies with 
the highest proportion of female directors are more profitable and 
efficient, on the average, than those with the lowest.1 

You will find 26 brief and easy-to-read chapters that will contain 
practical ideas that you will need to know and act on. Browse through 
the book very quickly the first time round to get a feel of what is 
in store for you. Then come back again and again one chapter at a 
time. Highlight the pages. Dog-ear them. Write margin notes. Keep a 
notebook handy so that you can jot down ideas that you find useful.

At the end of each chapter, are the Anchors and Deep Dive 
segments, identified by corresponding icons. Anchors are 
a summary of key takeaways. Deep Dive poses provocative 
questions for you to reflect on. More importantly, act on them at  
the workplace.

To conclude this introduction, I’d like to share a Chinese saying.

“Learning without thinking is labour lost; 
thought without learning is perilous.”

— Confucius

Let’s go one step further by reminding ourselves,

“Action without knowledge is irresponsible;  
Knowledge without action is a waste of time.” 

I welcome feedback from readers. Please email me at  
bh@leadassociates.com.sg. You can also visit our website at  
www.leadassociates.com.sg. 

My hope is that this book will in some small way facilitate the 
development of new managers who will spearhead Asia’s growth in 
the 21st century. 

Thank you.
—BH Tan
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PART ONE
Your Biggest 
Changes When You 
Become A Manager

“The journey of a thousand miles 
Begins with a single step.” 

—Tao Te Ching

2. managing team 
members

4. managing key 
relationships

3. managing teams

5. becoming a more 
complete leader

1. managing 
yourself
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1 ARE YOU READY TO PLAY 
 A BIGGER GAME?

suddenly, it is a much bigger 
World out there
At workshops for first-time managers, I usually start by saying, 
“What has got you here will not get you there.” This is a line 
borrowed from Marshall Goldsmith, one of America’s pre-eminent  
executive coaches.

Participants’ interest is piqued. And an air of anticipation is 
created. They wait for me to explain a little more. The most effective 
way for me to drive home my point is to use a soccer analogy. 

Imagine yourself as a skilful and well-regarded member of a 
soccer team. You have excelled in playing in one of the positions in 
the team, say, that of a striker or a goalkeeper. You have also been 
a great teammate, working well with the other players to help your 
team succeed in various matches. Recently, the coach tapped you to 
be the new captain of the team. Next week, you will be leading your 
team into an important match for the first time as the skipper. 

Overnight, your view of soccer is transformed! 
As an individual player, you are expected to be very competent 

in playing in a particular position in the team. That means apart 
from possessing a natural flair, you need a keen interest and a good 
attitude. You also need to be in the pink of physical condition, and 
attend a series of training and practice sessions with your team 
mates. All these enhance the domain expertise that makes you a 
very good specialist. 

During the game, your biggest contribution is to leverage your 
domain expertise and collaborate with other specialists to score 
against the opposing team. What you do and how you behave will 
be in accordance with a pre-set game plan. On the pitch, you will 
look to one particular player for guidance and inspiration. He is the 
team captain.
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Are you ready to play a bigger game?   23

When you become the captain, you play multiple roles. First 
and foremost, you are the leader of the team, on and off the field. 
You must command the respect of your players and the trust of 
the coaches and managers. You will pick your prospective players 
for their individual skills. Then you must bring them all together 
and turn them into a high-performing team. You play a key role in 
defining the game strategy and team formation for every match.

At practice and workout sessions, you need to be a role model. 
You are the first one on the field and the last one out. You make sure 
that every player sticks to the workout plan and prescribed diet. 
What if players don’t turn up on time, become disinterested or get 
out of shape? It’s your job to talk to them and to bring them back in 
line. This is not easy, especially if these people are your buddies.

During the game, you need to be in constant communication with 
your players so that they are always moving in the direction that 
was agreed on during practice sessions. Yet you cannot be shouting 
and yelling all the time. 

The situation is very fluid, changing by the moment, as the players 
on both sides pit themselves against each other. As the skipper, your 
team triumphs if you have engendered a sense of purpose, esprit de 
corps, nimbleness in thinking and bold execution. Players read the 
situation intelligently, seize the opportunities swiftly and perform 
their own magic while working in synergy with one another. Such 
a team shines because they work in an environment that nurtures 
entrepreneurship. The result is improvisation on the spur of the 
moment, creativity and innovation. 

Essentially, you wear two hats. Not only are you the captain, you 
are a player as well. A good captain might not be the best player 
in the team. Being the captain, you may, however, be tempted to 
prove to your fellow players that you are the best by competing 
with them for the ball. A key question for you will be: What 
defines my success as a captain? Personally delivering the goals, or 
orchestrating the team’s success by bringing out the genius in all 
my players? 
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going up the value chain
By this, I’m not just referring to the bigger pay packet that you can 
expect. That will come of course. In return for the bigger bucks 
that you’re getting, the most important difference when you start 
managing a team is that you are expected to add greater value to  
your organization compared to what you did previously as an 
individual contributor. 

This is an extremely important point that you must understand 
and acknowledge. Otherwise, when you get promoted, you will 
continue doing what you were doing in your previous role because 
that has become your comfort zone and you were so good at it. 
Let’s now look at a real-life case of a person who failed to go up the 
value-chain when she became a manager.

Managerial Anecdote
Janet worked for three years as a product specialist in a major 
healthcare company in Singapore. She learned quickly, and very 
soon was able to handle very independently the promotional and 
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marketing responsibilities for two hair care products assigned to her. 
When the marketing manager who was her boss was promoted to 
lead a larger brand, Janet was the natural successor. 

Janet was very pleased to be recognized for her achievements. 
This promotion would give her a pay raise which would come in 
handy as she was planning to get married. It was also a first step 
into management which meant more authority and influence.

As a marketing manager with three product specialists, Janet 
found her responsibilities expanding significantly. Apart from hair 
care products she now had skin care in her portfolio. This was very 
new to her. Of the three product specialists she had to oversee, two 
were formerly her peers working in skin care. The third one was a 
new recruit she had taken in for hair care.

Janet found her workday now packed with meetings and 
presentations. There were many parties she had to meet. Apart 
from her general manager as well as senior executives from the 
head office in London, she had to interact with key accounts and 
vendors. Major product launches were in the works. As she was 
unfamiliar with the skin care range, she left it entirely to the two 
product specialists responsible. Her efforts were all devoted to 
marketing hair care products. Besides, she reasoned, the recruit 
was too new and inexperienced.

The first six months thus whisked by like a blur. The new product 
specialist quit after four months in frustration as he felt Janet did 
not trust him and was micromanaging him every inch of the way. 
The two other product specialists became very demotivated as Janet 
had shown very little interest in the skin care products. 

A number of product launches were botched. The pressure on Janet 
mounted, and she left the company a short while later, convinced 
that she was not cut out to be a manager. She subsequently became a 
school teacher.

What brought about this rather sad turn of events for Janet? These 
were some key contributing factors:
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•	 Janet did not have a clue about what was expected of  
 her as a manager compared to her previous role. Neither  
 was she equipped to make the necessary shifts mentally  
 and emotionally. 
•	She stepped into her new role during a very busy period  

 when new products were being launched. There was  
 literally no time to catch her breath and ask, “What am I  
 supposed to do now?”
•	As she was under considerable pressure to deliver results,  

 she quickly defaulted into doing what she was good at in  
 her previous role, i.e. managing hair care, while conveniently  
 leaving what she was unfamiliar with—skin care products— 
 to her two subordinates.
•	She did not communicate with her team members, resulting  

 in a lack of common purpose, direction and motivation.
•	Her boss, the general manager, did not coach her or help  

 her to settle in and find her footing. In fact, she was thrown  
 into the deep end of the pool by her company. 

In a nutshell, Janet did not make a successful transition into her 
first managerial role. 

critical shifts for successful transition
When people become managers for the first time, they are in effect 
undergoing a rite of passage. Like adventurers, they are about to 
enter a dark and deep mysterious cave. In both Eastern and Western 
mythologies, we all know that there are fearsome creatures guarding 
the various thresholds. Those who are unworthy get eliminated 
quickly. Only the fittest gain safe passage as they slay one dragon 
after another. At the end of the journey, our heroes emerge stronger, 
wiser and more resilient. 

Professor Linda Hill1 of Harvard Business School puts it this 
way, “The first managerial assignment is a pivotal developmental 
experience for future executives. It is when an executive’s basic 
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philosophy and leadership style is shaped...”. She then goes on to 
stress that a “profound adjustment” is required—a transformation 
of professional identity, no less. 

Lessons learnt and experiences gained have shown that the 
transitional journey to managerial responsibilities involves critical 
shifts in four areas: 

1. Key responsibilities 
As a manager your role will become broader and more complex. You 
are now responsible for your team and not just yourself. A major 
paradigm shift here for you is the realization that your success now 
depends on your subordinates. You will succeed only if they succeed. 
In the same vein, if they are weak and ineffective, you will fail. 

“I don’t believe this,” I hear you protesting. “You mean to say that 
when I become boss, I become vulnerable because my success is no 
longer determined by me?” And you had thought that as a manager, 
you would have full power and authority over your people. 

When the truth finally sinks in, some first-time managers default 
into micromanaging and doing their subordinates’ jobs as they 
do not want to be held ransom by weak subordinates. This is not 
sustainable and will poison the working atmosphere as Janet had 
found out. Besides, by doing their subordinates’ work they aren’t 
doing what they ought to be doing as a manager. 

To ensure success in your new role, you have to create conditions 
that will help enable your people to succeed. This means 
understanding what your bosses expect and translating them into 
results by working through your team members, and coordinating 
with peers and other functions. And very importantly, to help your 
people succeed so that you may succeed, you need to coach and 
develop them.

2. Key skills 
Your skills in your previous role as a specialist are useful but no 
longer sufficient. They were technical or “hard skills” such as data 
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analysis, project evaluation, trouble-shooting, preparation of a 
financial report, etc. 

At this stage in your career as a first-time manager, you will 
need to continue acquiring other hard skills such as budgeting, 
report writing, etc. More importantly, you will need to quickly pick 
up “soft skills” such as delegating, influencing, communicating, 
motivating. 

Why? Because as a manager you will have to get things done 
through others. To be able to do this effectively, you will need 
relational skills, or soft skills. With such skills you will be better 
able to connect with others and influence them. This is in fact a 
key determinant of your success. More on this will be discussed in 
Chapter 5 on EQ. 

3. Key stakeholders 
When you move up the corporate ladder, you will have a more complex 
web of relationships with a broader range of stakeholders. While you 
may have your own team, it isn’t sufficient to help you accomplish 
your goals. You will need to “borrow” other teams’ resources. In turn, 
they will want to leverage on yours as well. So independence needs 
to co-exist with interdependence. Also noteworthy is the fact that 
you and these stakeholders may frequently not see eye-to-eye. Your 
priorities will be different, and your goals may be in conflict.

4. Adding values appropriate to your level2 
What values are you required to bring to the organization as a 
manager? How do you know you have added the values that are 
appropriate to the level that you are in? 

In my experience working with managers at all levels, I 
frequently find this concept largely unrecognized and poorly 
understood. It is not uncommon even for senior managers to be 
operating far below their assigned levels. When managers aren’t 
clear about what values are appropriate to their level, they usually 
default to doing their subordinates’ jobs. You will find numerous 
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examples of this in the various anecdotes sprinkled throughout 
this book.

Let’s refer now to the case of Janet in the managerial anecdote. 
Upon her promotion, her responsibilities were to lead her team of 
three product specialists to oversee two product categories: hair 
care as well as skin care. 

The values appropriate to her level will be as follows: (a) 
Achieving results through her team, (b) Guiding and developing 
her people to be more effective and (c) Enabling her people to excel 
through appropriate processes, systems and communication.

Unfortunately, she fell short of all three values. She did not 
lead or develop her people and failed to communicate with them. 
Instead of providing guidance for work to be done, she left them in 
the lurch and behaved as though she was still a product specialist 
for hair care, ignoring the other important part of her portfolio—
skin care. And eventually, her poor business results did her in. 

implications on your career progression
As a first-time manager, you are also called a first-line manager. 
This is the first managerial level in an organization and it requires 
you to supervise people directly. There are many other levels 
beyond this. Typically, the next level will be a middle manager who 
supervises first-line managers. After that, it is a division manager. 
A step higher will be the general manager. Then a VP, and finally, 
all the way up to the CEO.

As you climb higher up the corporate ladder, your playing field 
will continue to expand. There will be bigger responsibilities and 
expectations, and the challenges that you will handle will become 
more complex and strategic.

The bottom line is this: throughout your career, in order to 
continue your upward trajectory, you will have to constantly  
reinvent yourself by learning, unlearning and relearning. The 
good news is that the fundamentals that you inculcate as a first-
time manager will form a bedrock foundation for you as you scale 
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greater heights. You will be paid back in spades now and then in 
future if you master the principles explained here. 

Many companies are becoming aware that they can’t just 
promote people to managerial positions. They need to help 
them make the transition as well. This is especially important 
for first-line managers because they form the pool from which 
candidates for other management positions will be drawn in the 
years to come. When companies encounter chronic leadership 
difficulties at various levels, these can largely be traced back 
to that first transition into the roles of first-time managers. As 
these companies expand, they will find that there aren’t sufficient 
capable internal candidates for higher positions. 

In contrast, if rookie managers were properly guided in the first 
leadership transition, they will be better equipped to lead and 
positively impact their environment and the people who work with 
them. With the passage of time, they will also grow in experience 
and capabilities, and be ready for greater responsibilities. With 
every step up the ladder, they will add and create better value.

It is necessary to recognize that not everybody has the aptitude to 
become a manager. There are some who prefer to become subject 
matter experts. If your interests are in this direction, talk to your 
boss and HR people and explore the possibility of going up the 
technical ladder instead of the managerial ladder. 

•	When	you	become	a	manager,	doing	more	of	what	
has worked previously will not do. You will have to 
reinvent yourself in four critical ways.

•	 Not	everybody	has	the	aptitude	to	become	a	manager.	
There are some who prefer to remain as subject  
matter experts.
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Q1: If you were Janet in the managerial anecdote, 
what would you have done differently when you 
got promoted?

Q2: What are the values that you need to add as a manager? 
Who can help you validate that they are appropriate 
to your level? See the Leadership Turns Framework in 
Appendix Four.
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