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How to Be a Good Boss

By Patricia Polanco Licata, PhD

New Heights Consulting


What makes a good boss?  When I ask this question at the beginning of the management skills workshops that I teach, the answers flow freely.  Communication.  Feedback.  Clear goals.  People make comments such as, “With a good boss, I know where I stand, good or bad,”  “A good boss gives me encouragement, gives me room to learn and try new things,” and “A good boss knows how to motivate people.”  Most people know a good boss when they see one, but unfortunately, most managers and supervisors have never been taught how to be a good boss.  They typically learn by watching others, usually their own managers.  If they’re lucky enough to have a good boss early in their career, they may be able to model the right behavior.  And if they don’t have a good boss, they’re likely to perpetuate poor management skills.

So What?


The reality is that a good boss doesn’t just have happier employees, a good boss’ workers are more productive, they provide better service, and they’re more committed to getting the job done.  Good bosses keep their employees longer, thus reducing the cost of turnover and rehiring.  People don’t leave their jobs, they leave their bosses.  Good bosses are able to get the most out their employees without creating resentment.  
So, What Does a Good Boss Do?


Research into what makes a good boss shows that there are four factors make a good boss: clear goals, feedback, appreciation, and respecting each employee as an individual.  Let’s look at each one.
Clear Goals

 
Yogi Berra once said “You got to be careful if you don't know where you're going, because you might not get there.”  If you give people clear goals, you’re more likely to get what you want.  However, giving clear goals is not the same as telling people what to do.  Clear goals are measurable and specific, with a time set for completion.  When goals are specific, there is less misunderstanding about what is expected or what will be rewarded. When a goal is vague, or when it's expressed as a general instruction, such as "Take more initiative," it has limited motivational value.  Telling someone to “Work faster” is less effective than "Respond to customer calls within 24 hours." 

Goals should be challenging, but not impossible.  Goals that are too easy lead to procrastination and boredom, but people feel a sense of accomplishment when they’ve achieved something that that they had to stretch for.  However, goals that are perceived as unreachable are de-motivating, so strive for a balance between realistic and challenging.

I often hear managers complain “I asked him to do it, but he never did.”  Frequently, we learn that the employee didn’t think that  completing the task was important because he wasn’t told when it was due.  Don’t make the mistake of assigning a task without a deadline.  Even if there is no urgency or natural deadline, such as would occur with an end of month report, arrange a mutually agreed-upon due date.  You might even want to ask the employee, “When can you have this done by?”  Then clarify with the employee that you’ll be expecting it by that date.   

Feedback

It is human nature to want feedback about how we’re doing.  Research shows that people who get a lot of feedback tend to do better.  That’s why good companies take customer feedback seriously.  So, if you want your employees to do better, you need to give them feedback.  And don’t just tell them when they’re doing something wrong; tell them when you’re pleased, too.  When people know what they’re doing right, they’re much more likely to continue.  

Similar to setting goals, giving feedback is much more effective when it’s specific.  Rather than telling someone they did a good job, tell them specifically what they did that was good, and the effect it has on the organization.  For example, rather than “Good job, Mary”, say “Mary, you did a good job on the bid analysis report.  You made it very easy for the council to compare the various bids and the way you flagged certain items enabled everyone to focus on the most important details. “  

While criticism is often difficult for many managers to give, it is easier on everyone if the criticism is specific and not only highlights what is going wrong, but what should happen instead.  For example, rather than tell an employee that the memos he writes are not clear, tell him that it would be clearer if he wrote an opening sentence that told the reader what the memo is about, used shorter sentences, and eliminated overly-technical words.
Appreciation


One of the biggest factors that cause people to leave their jobs is not feeling appreciated.   And it’s no wonder, because many managers and supervisors can be heard to say, “They’re hired to do a job, they get a paycheck, why should I be saying thank you for coming to work today?”  The truth is that most people want more out of a job than just a paycheck.  They want to know that they are valued, that what they do is important, and that it gets noticed.  While no one is recommending that you say “Thank you for coming to work today,” it is important to let employees know that you appreciate what they do.  Appreciation doesn’t have to be gushy, but it does need to be sincere.  And don’t be afraid to show appreciation for things that you might otherwise take for granted, such as the person who stays late to complete a task or gets in early to get a head-start on a busy day.  Even an employee who is getting paid overtime for coming in on non-scheduled day had to give up a day off.  Tell him or her, “I know you gave up your free time and I appreciate your flexibility.  You helped us out of a jam.”

Respecting Each Employee as an Individual

Too often, we assume that others think like we do, that they like what we like, that they are motivated by the same things that motivate us.  Although it’s common to think this way, it’s a mistake when managers try to motivate employees with the same things that they are motivated by.  For example, in one organization, the reward for good work was being taken to lunch by the boss.  The boss himself valued an opportunity to have lunch with the bigwigs, so he naturally assumed that the employees under him would appreciate when he took them to lunch. The reality was that many people really preferred to have some time to themselves and felt that going to lunch with the boss was like working through lunch.  Obviously, this was not what the boss intended. 

Instead of making assumptions, good bosses ask their employees what motivates them.  In addition, they pay attention to unspoken signals.  Does an employee always seem to be looking for more responsibility, perhaps in an effort to move up?  This employee may be motivated by an opportunity to showcase his or talents.  Another employee may be motivated by the opportunity to leave early or come in late.  The important point is to pay attention, ask questions, and don’t assume that what motivates one person motivates everyone.

A Final Word on Being a Good Boss


Although this article just scratched the surface of what it takes to be a good boss, it focuses on some of the most important skills and concepts that I teach in management and leadership workshops.  Some of the behaviors described here may be a refresher of what you already know, or they may require a change in behavior.  Change is often hard.  But I guarantee that if you put them into practice, you will not only be a better boss, you will have better employees.
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