MANAGEMENT GUIDELINES

How technical professionals

succeed as managers

Engineers are
‘always right’ until
they become boss

D. M. Woodruff, Management
Methods, Inc., Decatur, Alabama

echnical personnel are usually
I promoted into managerial or
leadership positions because of
their technical abilities and expertise.
While their analytical and thought
processes may have led to promotions,
it will take a combination of “people,”
planning and leadership skills to
succeed as a manager. Often, technical
people begin their new job as manager
only to embark on a path doomed to
failure—through no fault of their own.
What essentials are there to keep
them from failing as managers? Before
exploring ways to prevent them from
failing, perhaps we need to determine
why technical people fail.

UNDERSTAND WHY TECHNICAL
PEOPLE FAIL AS MANAGERS
During the first quarter of 1995,
Management Methods, Inc., con-
ducted a research project to deter-
mine: 1) why technical employees fail
as managers and; 2) how to prevent
technical people from failing as man-
agers. With the restructuring in
American industry over the past few
years, organizations are concerned
about the success of engineers and
other technical employees who are
promoted into managerial roles. A lot
of research has been done on this
topic. In the manufacturing sector,
our literature survey indicates this is
the most recent. The top 10 reasons

Table 1. Why technical people fail as managers

Reasons % of total responses
1. Poor “people” skills, i.e., leadership, motivation, interpersonal 22.6
2. Lack of training, development opportunities and support 13.5
3. Failure to delegate effectively 13.0
4. Unable to make the transition from details and tasks to people 12.5
5. Poor communication skills 10.6
6. Lack of management skills, i.e., planning and organizing 10.0
7. Relationships with peers and others 7.8
8. Poor time management/lack of organization 3.3
9. Didn’t really want the job 1.9

10. Other 4.8

Total 100%

Demographics: 208 total responses; 13 states; 92% manufacturing

Table 2. How to prevent technical people from failing as managers

% of responses

1. Effective, general supervisory and management training 24.7
2. Specialized supervisory management training 15:7
3. Selection process that matches people with job 14.6
4, Provide mentors/coaches 14.0
5, Explain roles/expectations and provide feedback By
6. Provide training and development opportunities while still 9.0
in the technical position
7. Internal support and resources 5.1
8. Allow time for development 2.2
9. Time management/scheduling/planning 22
10. Other 2.8
Total 100%

Demographics: 178 responses; 13 states; 92% manufacturing

technical personnel fail as managers
are shown in Table 1.

When considering technical per-
sonnel for management positions,
there are two keys to success: 1) use
a selection process that matches the
person to the job; 2) provide the nec-
essary training and support to ensure
success.

SURVEY RESULTS

As part of the survey mentioned
earlier, we asked the question, “What
should be done to prevent technical
people from failing as managers?” The
results of the survey are noted in
Table 2.

FIVE WAYS TO KEEP TECHNICAL
PEOPLE FROM FAILING AS
MANAGERS

1. Understand the job require-
ments. Technical jobs and managerial
jobs have inherent differences (see
Table 3). There are different sets of
skills required for a person to be suc-
cessful in a managerial role. It’s often
been said that outstanding football
players seldom make outstanding
coaches because it is difficult for a per-
son to have the skills necessary to be
an outstanding football player and
also possess the leadership, coaching
and mentoring skills necessary to be
an outstanding coach. In the man-




agerial role, there are three skill sets
required: 1) people skills such as lead-
ership, motivation and interpersonal
skills; 2) communication skills; and
3) management skills such as plan-
ning, organizing, time management
and delegation.

Another consideration when think-
ing about job requirements is, “What
is the work to be done?” It is impera-
tive that managers clearly define the
work to be done in their areas of
responsibility as well as for the super-
visors and managers who report to
them. After defining the work to be
done, it must be clearly communi-
cated to the employees involved.

2. Use a selection process that
will match people and positions.
The first phase of the selection pro-
cess is understanding the needs of the
organization. Answering three ques-
tions can help define these needs:

1. Is it more important for this
employee to become a manager than
to be in the technical role?

2. Is it necessary for the person in
this management position to have
engineering or technical expertise?

3. Do we have a long-term growth
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Table 3. Technical vs. managerial

Emotions and attitudes
“Grey areas”
Continual concerns
Mentors and

Facts and figures
Specific answers
Well-defined projects
Technical resources

available coaches
Creativity in problem Consistency with
solving “people” issues

plan for technical employees?

The second phase of this selection
process involves understanding the
needs of people in the organization.
Again, there are three questions to
answer:

1. Are we providing opportunities
for growth in technical ranks or is
management the only avenue of
growth?

2. Does our compensation struc-
ture reward technical personnel even
if they don’t go into the management
ranks?

3. Do our technical personnel want
to become managers?

The final phase of the selection
process is to match the people and
the position. This is the most diffi-
cult, yet the most critical. How can
we match people to positions? There
are four steps to effectively match

people and positions:

1. Clearly define the work to be
done in the management positions.

2. Encourage engineers and other
technical people to look at management
positions above them and determine
which ones they are interested in.

3. Use a selection instrument such
as the DISC profile, comprehensive
personality profile (CPP), etc., to help
match skills, interest and abilities to
jobs.

4. As part of the annual review sys-
tem—or other employee review sys-
tems—clearly communicate with
technical personnel the avenues of
growth available to them. Help them
identify what they want to do in their
career and be willing to allow them
to learn the skills necessary to grow
into those positions.

3. Training. The top five training
needs that have been identified for
technical personnel moving into a
managerial role are:

1. Effective supervisory and man-
agement training that includes orga-
nizational abilities, principles of lead-
ership and basic human behavior—or
“why people do what they do.”
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