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Do Managers  
Really Matter?
Most supervisors and managers, reflecting on 
their work experience, have wondered about 
this question at some point in their careers. 
Many have concluded that the answer may 
be “No.” In fact, it appears that plenty of 
employees would like to hide under their 
desks when faced with the prospect of a pro-
motion into management. A study by 
Randstad, the global temporary staffing com-
pany, found that more than half of employees 
say they don’t want to move into manage-
ment roles (Randstad, 2009).

We then analyzed the data to determine 
whether a relationship exists between 
manager effectiveness and employee en-
gagement. Our team worked with one 
company AAA Northern California, Ne-
vada and Utah to identify engagement sur-
vey items and compile them into a man-
ager performance index. Using that index, 
we correlated the engagement and perfor-
mance indices across nine major units 
within the company. We found a 0.63 cor-
relation between manager performance 
and engagement at this company (1.0 
would indicate a perfect linear relationship 
and zero would mean no relationship). 
These results suggest a connection between 

In this article, we look at the picture dif-
ferently. We view supervisors and 
managers as centers of insight and 

influence, underappreciated in many orga-
nizations but endowed, nevertheless, with 
the potential to make dramatic contribu-
tions to enterprise success. With this 
foundation, we draw on global research 
and case examples to develop a five-part 
performance model that we believe creates 
a blueprint for the new manager role. Our 
way of thinking about managers reflects 
both current workplace reality and endur-
ing human traits. Our goal is to elevate the 
manager role from message amplifier, pro-
cess executor and (heaven forbid) progress 
barrier to powerful source of competitive 
advantage. 

Introduction
It’s time for a new way of looking at the jobs 
of supervisors and middle managers. Not 
only because of the aftereffects of the great 
recession of 2008 and 2009 (and its linger-
ing effects into 2011 and 2012), though 
that’s part of the reason. The recession has 
pushed the relationship between employee 
and employer to a new evolutionary stage, 
forcing a redefinition of the manager’s role. 
And not just because the workforce itself 
has continued to evolve, with a growing 
sense of independence that requires new 
leadership skills from managers. And not 
only because less than 60 percent of employ-
ees think their managers perform effectively, 
a score that suggests deep-seated skepticism 
about the abilities and contribution of 
supervisors and managers.

Individually, each of these factors raises 
concerns about how 21st century manag-
ers do and should contribute to their 
organizations. But, together, they suggest 
a need to fundamentally redefine what 
companies should expect from their 
supervisor and manager ranks and to 
rethink how to make managers signifi-
cantly more effective. ➤

The recession has pushed the relationship between 
employee and employer to a new evolutionary stage, 
forcing a redefinition of the manager’s role. And not 
just because the workforce itself [is evolving] ...

Management and leadership have been integral parts of business since humans invented work. 

For most of the last two decades, though, the manager position has been under direct assault. 

It’s become a ragged conglomeration of pieces and parts, designed to do too many things and 

engineered to do none of them well.

Mindful of the frustration managers often 
experience, we reframed the question: Do 
first-level and mid-level managers truly make 
an important contribution to organizational 
success, one that organizations should recog-
nize and value more highly? To find the 
answer, we first looked at the results for a 
sample of the employee attitude research 
projects we have performed for hundreds of 
companies in recent years. We found plenty 
of evidence that managers do matter — in 
many important ways. The following bullets 
include some examples:

• We took a close look at the relationship 
between employee engagement and orga-
nization performance across a population 
of 16 property and casualty insurance 
companies. We found a strong association 
between increased employee engagement 
and significant increases in financial gains. 

the manager performance and employee 
engagement measures and, ultimately, be-
tween manager performance and financial 
results.

• We looked at the factors that most directly 
influence employee orientation to cus-
tomer service. Across a population of 
North American retail companies, we 
found that store management is the stron-
gest single driver of associate engage-
ment, which, in turn, influences customer 
and quality orientation. These elements, 
in turn, push up sales growth and perfor-
mance against sales goals. A similar find-
ing emerged in a customer service analysis 
we performed for a global technology 
company. Senior leadership sets the ser-
vice tone, but local managers create the 
environment in which a service ethic be-
comes real for customers.
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• When we surveyed 314 companies 
worldwide about their talent management 
practices, we learned that less than a 
quarter believe their managers perform 
effectively. We were encouraged, however, 
to find that 68 percent of the surveyed 
companies (and 72 percent of the high-
performing organizations) plan to 
increase emphasis on improving manager 
performance in the next three years 
(Towers Watson, 2010, “Creating a 
su s t a inab l e  r ewards  and  t a l en t 
management model”). 

A 2010 study by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit found that the motivational ability of 
the immediate line manager is the single most 
important contributor to employee engage-
ment, ahead of such factors as senior 
management values, vision and charisma. 
Chris Bones of Manchester Business School 
reinforces the point: “There is no real evi-
dence to say that leadership makes a 
difference. The only people that can help 
employees reach positive answers to those 
questions that directly influence engagement, 
such as ‘Do I feel valued?’ or ‘Is my career 
progressing?’ are their immediate managers” 
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2010).

What’s at stake with manager performance is 
not just happier and more engaged employ-
ees. The real prize for organizations with 
high-performing supervisors and managers is 
the competitive advantage they can produce. 

But what do the best managers do to make 
the greatest possible contribution to enter-
prise prosperity? To answer that question, we 
set about to define an updated model of man-
ager performance, one that reflects both the 
evolving realities of the workplace and the 
enduring truths of employee behavior. 

The Manager 
Performance Model
We used data from our Global Workforce 
Study to develop a manager performance 
model that captures the key elements of our 
client-specific and industry-focused research 
(Towers Watson, 2010, “The New Employ-
ment Deal: How Far, How Fast and How 
Enduring”). The analysis produced a model 
that encompasses five categories of perfor-
mance requirements. The factors in the 
performance model aren’t by themselves 
shocking — it’s how they are executed that 
makes the difference between great managers 
and mediocre ones.

Performance Category 1 –- 
Executing Tasks
This element consists of planning work, 
clarifying job-related roles, structuring spe-
cific job tasks, monitoring performance and 
making the necessary adjustments to ensure 
that work meets organizational needs and 
supports business strategy. These factors 
come readily to mind when we think about 
the manager’s basic responsibility for ensur-
ing that a unit achieves its strategy 
contribution goals. Overseeing task execu-
tion is, in many ways, the most conventional 
aspect of the manager’s job. The exhibit 
below shows the wide gap between effective 
and ineffective managers, as rated by 
employee respondents to our Global Work-
force Study.

ExHIBIT	1:	EFFECTIVE MANAGERS 
ExCEL AT MATCHING TASKS 
WITH ABILITIES AND CRAFTING 
INDIVIDUALIZED JOBS

My Immediate 
Manager:

Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager 

is Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Assigns tasks 
suited to my 
skills and abilities

81% 27%

Understands the 
challenges I face 
in my job

77% 18%

Helps remove 
obstacles to 
doing my job well

74% 12%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures are percent of respondents 
in each category giving favorable answers (“Agree” or 
“Tend to agree”) for each immediate manager item. 

Solidly performing managers use the avail-
able planning tools effectively, assign work 
fairly across the work group and treat 
employees equally well. These are necessary 
but not sufficient requirements for effective 
performance. In our analysis, outstanding 
managers stood out by doing significantly 
better in one key area: helping employees 
craft jobs that have ample energizing ele-
ments (such as interesting work and fulfilling 
team relationships) and the right level of chal-
lenge (neither too much nor too little of 
factors like a broad role and a sense of urgen-
cy) with the fewest possible performance 
obstacles (role ambiguity and organizational 
politics, for instance). Outstanding managers 
achieved the elusive alignment between indi-
vidually engaging, purposeful work and jobs 
that contribute to the organization’s ability 
to achieve and sustain a marketplace lead.

Performance Category 2 – 
Developing People
The next element of the performance model 
calls for managers to create opportunities for 
each employee to add to her storehouse of 
skills and knowledge. As Exhibit 2 shows, 
effective managers understand the “me” mes-
sage — they personalize each employee’s 
development experience. 

ExHIBIT	2:	STRONG MANAGERS 
ENSURE THAT DEVELOPMENT IS 
HIGHLY PERSONALIZED

My Immediate 
Manager:

Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager 

is Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Provides me 
opportunities to 
develop my skills

72% 17%

Helps me with 
career planning 
and decisions

58% 10%

Helps me to 
access learning 
opportunities 
outside my 
organization

57% 12%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures are percent of respondents 
in each category giving favorable answers (“Agree” or 
“Tend to agree”) for each immediate manager item. 

The highest performing managers don’t just 
connect people with training, coach them or 
give frequent feedback, however. These are 
table stakes. To be truly effective, they must 
also create networks of internal and external 
learning contacts for employees. In a study of 
attorneys at prestigious New York law firms, 
researchers Monica Higgins and David 
Thomas from the Harvard Business School 
found that having an array of developmental 
contacts within the organization did more for 
young lawyers striving for partnership than 
did having a single, even senior and effective, 
mentoring contact. They concluded, “Our 
results show that while the quality of an indi-
vidual’s primary developmental relationship 
does affect short-term career outcomes such 
as work satisfaction and intentions to remain 
[with the firm], it is the composition of one’s 
entire constellation of developers that 
accounts for longer term career outcomes 
such as organizational retention and career 
advancement.” The research also made a 
point about the particular importance of a 
network of contacts in the current work envi-
ronment: “In an era of organizational 
restructuring and globalization, it will 
become increasingly difficult for individuals 
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➤

to develop and maintain single sources of 
mentoring support. Both mentors’ as well as 
protégés’ careers are likely to be in flux … 
Individuals will need to search for alternative 
sources of help as they navigate their careers” 
(Higgins and Thomas, 2001). We can think 
of the constellation of development sources 
as a network of relationships with the pri-
mary manager as the central point (the pole 
star, if you will). The manager helps create the 
constellation by making her contacts avail-
able to trusted employees. She works with 
each employee to craft an individual long-
term plan for growth and advancement. The 
learning experiences she helps deliver enable 
people to master their work and maximize 
their performance.

Performance Category 3 – 
Delivering the Deal
Managers play a central role in brokering the 
exchange of each employee’s investment of 
human capital (knowledge, skills, talent and 
behavior) for the array of financial and non-
financial, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards they 
receive. Managers’ development efforts 
helped employees build their human capital. 
More than this, the manager also must ensure 
that each individual receives an adequate 
return on the investment of that asset. We 
refer to this reciprocal arrangement as the 
deal between employee and enterprise.

It’s hardly news that people work for reasons 
that go much deeper than financial rewards. 
Decades of research have shown that indi-
viduals are energized by intrinsic motivations 
that financial rewards can’t address. Manag-
ers have responsibility for bringing these 
kinds of intrinsically fulfilling elements into 
alignment with what the organization needs 
to achieve strategic success. Solidly perform-
ing managers apply the organization’s 
reward systems equitably. They adhere to the 
company’s stated (though rarely well execut-
ed) pay-for-performance philosophy and do 
their best to administer reward systems 
effectively. But managers who strive for 
excellent performance go well beyond these 
basics. They understand that pay frequently 
fails to reinforce performance and that own-
ership behavior doesn’t come from holding 
a miniscule portion of a company’s equity. 
Rather, they use the entire portfolio of intrin-
sic rewards at their disposal (satisfying tasks, 
opportunities to master skills, recognition 
for success) to make employees feel indi-
vidually appreciated. When we survey 
managers, we find that the most astute 
among them are aware of the power of cus-

tomizing these reward areas. Exhibit 3 
illustrates how employees evaluate effective 
and ineffective managers on this critical per-
formance criterion.

ExHIBIT	3:	EFFECTIVE MANAGERS 
DELIVER BOTH INTRINSIC AND 
ExTRINSIC REWARDS

My Immediate 
Manager:

Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager 

is Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Provides frequent 
recognition for a 
job well done

73% 17%

Makes fair 
decisions 
about how my 
performance links 
to pay

66% 11%

Effectively 
deals with poor 
performers

58% 10%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures are percent of respondents 
in each category giving favorable answers (“Agree” or 
“Tend to agree”) for each immediate manager item.

Think about a manager whose unit has two 
people with similar backgrounds and experi-
ence but very different ambitions. One is an 
aspiring star contributor; the other has 
designs on a top executive position. Each 
should have a customized deal that recog-
nizes his or her particular needs and career 
goals. The Star Contributor, for example, 
might require a rapid succession of high-
pro f i l e  p ro j e c t s  and  exposure  to 
industry-leading thinkers as a reward for per-
formance. The Future Executive, in contrast, 
might be willing to accept a longer-term quid 
pro quo for his contribution, progressing 
steadily through a sequence of incrementally 
broader leadership roles with increasing vis-
ibility to senior executives.

In describing what they call sustainable man-
agement organizations (SMOs), agile, 
adaptable companies that achieve extended 
success by addressing the demands of multi-
ple stakeholder groups, authors Ed Lawler 
and Chris Worley support the notion of indi-
vidually customized deals: “Given the large 
individual differences that exist in people’s 
reward, career, and work preferences, in 
SMOs an individualized and differentiated 
reward approach is needed … Organizations 
can give individuals choices in terms of what 
type of incentive rewards they might receive, 
for example, cash or stock, and indeed what 
kind of incentive plan they are on (a lot of or 
little pay at risk) … More broadly applicable 

is giving individuals choices with respect to 
the fringe benefits that they receive and … in 
their work arrangements and working condi-
tions” (Lawler and Crowley, 2010).

Performance Category 4 – 
Energizing Change
Effective managers envision, plan for and cre-
ate the future. Sometimes, this requires them 
to respond to change that is imposed and 
unavoidable — reorganization, strategic redi-
rection or downsizing, for example. In other 
cases, innovation and creativity may spark 
the change, as people develop new offerings 
or find better ways to work. As Exhibit 4 
indicates, there are wide differences between 
the performance of effective and ineffective 
managers in both change arenas.

ExHIBIT	4: EFFECTIVE MANAGERS 
HANDLE BOTH PROACTIVE AND 
REACTIVE CHANGE

My Immediate 
Manager:

Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager 

is Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Encourages new 
ideas and new 
ways of doing 
things

73% 17%

Keeps me 
informed about 
changes in my 
organization that 
affect my work unit

77% 17%

Is good at 
explaining the 
reasons for 
changes that 
happen in the 
organization

73% 12%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures are percent of respondents 
in each category giving favorable answers (“Agree” or 
“Tend to agree”) for each immediate manager item. 

Innovation-driven change is affirmative and 
forward-looking (though not necessarily 
gentle or easy). The best managers handle this 
by encouraging employees to focus intently 
on improving products, services and work 
processes. But change can have a dark side as 
well, when economic conditions, competitor 
success or unexpected shifts in customer 
behavior make adapting a requirement mere-
ly for survival. Our research has identified two 
factors required to sustain employee engage-
ment through challenging periods like these.

We call one factor performance support. 
Managers provide unit-specific support for 
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the rest of the organization, would observe 
and experience. But effective managers don’t 
define their roles solely through the eyes of 
others. Instead, strong managers hold them-
selves to an internal, self-defined standard of 
acting and speaking, regardless of the require-
ments imposed by the external world. 
Scholars of leadership call this authenticity 
(Walumbwa, 2008). As with the other ele-
ments of the performance model, our research 
uncovered a set of dimensions that differenti-
ate effective and ineffective performers. 
Examples of these appear in Exhibit 5.

ExHIBIT	5: HIGH-PERFORMING 
MANAGERS UNDERSTAND 
THEMSELVES, BEHAVE CONSISTENTLY 
AND SEEK EMPLOYEE CONTRIBUTIONS

My Immediate 
Manager:

Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager 

is Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Recognizes 
his or her own 
strengths and 
weaknesses

69% 14%

Listens carefully 
to different 
points of view 
before reaching 
conclusions

76% 15%

Acts in ways 
consistent with 
his or her words

85% 11%

Shows respect 
for my personal 
feelings and 
circumstances

79% 20%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures are percent of respondents 
in each category giving favorable answers (“Agree” or 
“Tend to agree”) for each immediate manager item. 

The data in Exhibit 5 show the dramatic dif-
ferences between managers rated by 
employees as effective and those whose per-
formance falls short. Every manager, of 
course, must act with integrity. But the best 
managers also display the humility, intellec-
tual honesty, interpersonal sensitivity and 
behavioral consistency required to perform 
effectively across all core elements of the 
manager model. These elements form a basis 
for establishment of a trusting relationship 
between manager and employee. 

Key Themes for 
Managers
Cutting across the five elements of the model 
are three fundamental themes that should 

What’s at stake with manager performance is not just 
happier and more engaged employees. The real prize for 
organizations with high-performing supervisors and 
managers is the competitive advantage they can produce. 

performance by making sure employees have 
the wherewithal to execute their jobs effec-
tively. Managers get high performance 
support scores when employees perceive that:

• physical work conditions are comfortable 
and conducive to high productivity;

• all the resources and tools required to do 
their jobs (physical, financial, informational) 
are readily available;

• safety on the job is never compromised, 
even at the expense of production; and

• unit staffing is sufficient to ensure that 
the workload is manageable and fairly 
allocated.

The second sustainable engagement factor is 
an organizational climate that promotes 
employees’ physical, psychological and 
social health. We call this well-being. 
Employee well-being is important for rea-
sons that extend beyond sustaining 
engagement and providing regenerative 
power in the face of organizational change. 
The well-being of the workforce also has 
major implications for organizations’ health 
care costs. By one estimate, American 
employers spend $13,000 annually per 
employee in total direct and indirect health-
related costs. Plus, for every dollar spent on 
medical services and pharmaceuticals, com-
panies lose another $2.30 on health-related 
productivity costs — the expenses associated 
with absenteeism and low productivity. 
Depression is the single most expensive 
health condition, carrying an annual total 
cost of more than $350 per full-time employ-
ee (Loeppke, 2009). The requirements for 
managers to foster employee well-being and 
lower these costs are embedded in the per-
formance model: ensuring that work tasks 
align with employee ability; helping people 
master their jobs; managing workloads to 
allow for a balance between work and per-
sonal life; reducing workplace stress. By 
reducing the care requirements associated 
with depression and anxiety alone, manag-
ers can make a major financial contribution 
to their companies.

Add to these factors the competitive advan-
tages that accrue to companies whose 
employees continue to innovate and pro-
duce efficiently even in challenging 
economic and competitive environments. 
This advantage produces impressive finan-
cial returns. In a Towers Watson study of 50 
global companies, we found that companies 
with low employee engagement produced 
operating margins of 9.9 percent on average. 
Organizations that raised engagement sig-
nificantly turned in operating margins of 
14.3 percent. But companies with high 
engagement, sustained with both perfor-
mance support and employee well-being, 
had average margins of 27.4 percent, almost 
three times the performance of low-engage-
ment organizations.

We believe this four-part model — executing 
tasks, developing people, delivering the deal 
and energizing change — appropriately bal-
ances individual interests with those of the 
enterprise. Although the four manager per-
formance components represent discrete 
categories, real success comes when manag-
ers integrate them into a seamless set of 
behaviors. For example, in performing their 
task-related responsibilities, strong managers 
help people craft jobs that contribute to skill-
building and mastery. Likewise, they can 
ensure that employees’ developmental efforts 
build skills that contribute to the creation and 
implementation of new and improved work 
systems and technologies. These, in turn, can 
fuel positive change. The best-performing 
managers can frame learning opportunities 
as rewards in themselves, especially for high-
performing employees who value learning 
and want to get ahead.

Our manager performance architecture needs 
just one more component: a foundation.

The Foundation — 
Authenticity and Trust
To this point, we’ve described manager per-
formance requirements that employees, and 
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govern how managers should approach the 
performance challenge: 

• Treat employees as individual investors, 
not as organizational assets.

• Manage the paradox of availability.

• Perform the manager role from offstage.

Here’s what each of those recommendations 
means for managers.

Treat Employees as Individual 
Investors, Not as Organizational 
Assets
Throughout the last 15 years or so, “workers 
as assets” has become the dominant meta-
phor applied to the people who work in 
modern organizations. The asset metaphor 
shortchanges workers by placing them in the 
same class as drill presses, buses and comput-
ers. The asset is not the person, but rather the 
human capital that each person possesses — 
the skills, knowledge, talents and behaviors 
that he or she brings to work every Monday 
morning. High ROI on human capital invest-
ment leads to greater contribution and vice 
versa. And while well-invested human capital 
benefits both individual and organization, let 
there be no ambiguity about who owns it: 
people, not companies, own human capital. 
People, not companies, decide how much will 
be contributed and how much withheld 
(Davenport, 1999).

Employees want managers who pay attention 
to each person’s talents and interests and cus-
tomize their work, their development 
opportunities and their rewards to yield the 
desired return on human capital investment. 
As Exhibit 6 suggests, such factors as indi-
vidual commitment to the organization may 
influence which elements of the reward port-
folio, job content and development plan an 
individual values most.

Most work groups will have some employees 
who take the long view. They would prefer to 
work for a single organization for as long as 
possible, presuming they get paid reasonably 
well and receive opportunities to learn skills 
that help them do their jobs better. Other 
members of the team, perhaps made skeptical 
by watching their friends lose their jobs dur-
ing the last downsizing, will look at the 
implicit employment contract differently. 
Unconstrained by loyalty to the company, 
they will tend to move early and often for 
better opportunities. They too want to 
increase their compensation over time, but 
they care even more than the long-term folks 
about growing their skills for the next job (in 
their organization or another one) and mov-
ing up the ladder into senior management (in 
their present company or somewhere else). If 
your enterprise can provide these opportuni-
ties, they may well stay put. But absent a way 
to move vertically and increase their organi-
zational status, they will move on to where 
the grass looks greener.

These patterns may vary within any specific 
unit, of course, but a key point remains: 
Effective managers must understand what 
each individual requires as his or her return 
on human capital investment and work the 
organizational systems to deliver that value. 
This customization requirement cuts across 
all elements of the performance model: job 
structure supporting task execution, human 
capital development, delivery of the deal and 
environment supporting resilience in the face 
of change.

Manage the Paradox of 
Availability
Our manager performance model is predi-
cated on a strong version of the fundamental 
raison d’être for managers — that the man-
ager position exists to increase the 
productivity of employees. Respondents to 
our global survey said, however, that less than 
50 percent of managers have enough time to 
spend on the people aspects of their job. We 
discovered that effective managers differ sig-
nificantly from the less-effective counterparts 
in how frequently they have contact with 
employees. Exhibit 7 presents the data.

ExHIBIT	7: EFFECTIVE MANAGERS 
HAVE MORE FREqUENT CONTACT 
WITH EMPLOYEES AND BUILD 
COMFORT WITH AUTONOMY

Survey Item Agree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

Disagree that 
Immediate 
Manager is 
Effective

How	frequently	do	you	interact	with	your	
immediate	manager?

•  Once a day/
several times 
a day

74% 68%

•  About once 
every few days/
once a week

24% 19%

•  About once 
every two 
weeks/once a 
month or less 
often

3% 13%

I	feel	comfortable	
managing	my	
work	on	my	
own,	with	little	
direct	manager	
oversight.

89% 56%

Note: Respondents are divided into two categories: those 
who agree that they have an effective manager and 
those who disagree. Figures for contact frequency reflect 
respondent choices

Skillful managers perform a clever sleight of 
hand — they have more frequent contact ➤

ExHIBIT	6: MANAGERS MUST RECOGNIZE THAT DEFINITIONS OF CAREER 
ADVANCEMENT VARY AMONG EMPLOYEES

Definitions	of	Career	
Advancement	

Percent Choosing Each Advancement Element 

Total	
Population

Employees	Saying	
They	Prefer	to	Work	
for	One	Organization	

for	Career

Employees	Saying	
They	Prefer	to	Change	

Organizations	When	Better	
Opportunities	Arise

Increasing my compensation 61% 58% 61%

Acquiring new skills for my 
current job 51% 49% 49%

Acquiring new skills to make 
me eligible for other jobs 50% 45% 53%

Achieving higher status in 
the organization 45% 43% 46%

Moving up a well-defined 
career path 35% 32% 36%

Obtaining a senior 
management position 29% 25% 31%

Moving laterally to take 
on different but equivalent 
roles

21% 19% 21%

Other factors 7% 8% 8%

Note: Respondents were asked to select all elements that apply. 
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power, autonomy adds to the total amount 
of power available to do work. The autono-
my dialogue sounds different: Manager: 
“You are competent and engaged in your 
work. You know the results that are expect-
ed. How do you want to do your job?” 
Employee: “I’ll get back to you.”

For an example of workplace freedom, con-
sider the case of Zappos, the quirky online 
retailer, now part of Amazon.com. Zappos 
has moved as far from the call-center-as-
electronic sweatshop as it’s possible to go. 
“We do our best to hire positive people and 
put them in an environment where the posi-
tive thinking is reinforced,” said Tony Hsieh, 
Zappos chief executive (O’Brien, 2009). 
That environment is script-free and free-
dom-rich. Jobs are designed to let people use 
their creativity and their imaginations to 
delight customers. In one case overheard by 
a magazine reporter, a customer complained 
that her boots from Zappos had begun leak-
ing after almost a year of use. The rep not 
only sent out a new pair, in spite of a policy 
that used shoes can’t be returned, but also 
mailed the customer a handwritten thank-
you note (O’Brien, 2009). This kind of 
initiative can occur only within a flexible job 
structure that affords substantial freedom to 
act autonomously.

What Human 
Resources Can Do
HR’s first job is advocacy, urging executives 
to accept that the performance model laid out 
here produces better economic results for the 
organization than other manager job con-
cepts. They must become evangelists for the 
role performance elements that make it pos-
sible for managers to fulfill the potential 
we’ve identified. Here are some of the spe-
cific requirements HR must meet to maximize 
its contribution to manager excellence:

• Don’t compromise on the required attri-
butes when filling open supervisor and 
manager positions. Examine your com-
pensation systems, titling conventions and 
cultural norms of prestige. Don’t allow 
these factors to drive your company to 
promote people into positions where they 
can do more harm than good to the orga-
nization, their employees and themselves. 
Waiting for the right candidate — people 
who have demonstrated the potential to 
execute the five performance elements of 
our model — is better than putting the 
wrong person in any supervisor or man-

with employees and yet they enable employ-
ees to have greater comfort doing their work 
with less manager oversight. How do they 
create this paradox? By employing what we 
call punctuated availability. They don’t sit 
behind their computer screens and make 
employees wait to get advice about how to 
approach a task, coaching to build a key skill, 
explanation of some aspect of their deal or 
reassurance about an organizational change. 
Instead, they make themselves accessible to 
employees when employees need them. They 
are just-in-time managers: They remain avail-
able but don’t hover; they stay accessible but 
don’t micromanage.

employees’ human capital, eTelecare has 
been able to reshuffle the competitive deck 
in its business, delivering a differentiated 
offering in an industry that usually cares 
mostly about cost.

Perform the Manager Role 
from Offstage
The paradox of availability has a corollary: 
The best managers concentrate on managing 
the work environment rather than the 
employees. Our research suggests that effec-
tive 21st century managers behave like 

A Philippines-based call center organiza-
tion, eTelecare, provides an instructive case. 
In an industry where managers often have 
20 or more employees reporting to them, 
eTelecare has a ratio of customer service 
representatives to team leaders of just eight 
to one, less than half the industry norm. 
Supervisors at eTelecare invest an hour a 
week coaching each employee, on top of the 
time they spend monitoring employee per-
formance. They also put at least 10 percent 
of their time each week into developing 
process improvements that help employees 
do their work independently. Employees 
report that team leaders, freed up from the 
burdens of wide spans, have more time to 
help employees develop their service skills 
and technical knowledge. This investment 
in staff development enables eTelecare to 
build the skills of its representatives quick-
ly. Some staff members make the leap from 
entry level to licensed securities sales repre-
sentative in just 18 months (Hagel, 2004). 

As founder Derek Holley said: “Our clients 
don’t just come to us because of our cost 
advantage relative to their in-house U.S. 
operations; they want to be sure that we 
will deliver superior service to their custom-
ers. They stay with us because they simply 
can’t replicate our service levels in their 
own operations” (Hagel, 2009). By giving 
managers the time to focus on growing 

sculptors (working with employees to craft 
job roles that fit both individual needs and 
organizational requirements); catalysts (initi-
ating action in the workplace but often 
avoiding direct involvement); and conduc-
tors (orchestrating the efforts of others and 
enriching the environment in which they per-
form, while not actually playing the music). 
These roles mean giving people both the free-
dom to act independently and the ability to 
do so successfully — in other words, provid-
ing for effective autonomy. Fostering effective 
autonomy has emerged from our research as 
an increasingly important engagement factor 
within the post-millennium workforce.

Autonomy differs in important ways from 
empowerment. When people speak of 
empowerment, they generally refer to the 
transfer of power from a manager to an 
employee. It’s a zero-sum game, where the 
manager’s power diminishes by the amount 
given to the employee. The empowerment 
exchange between manager and employee 
sounds like this: Manager: “I have power and 
I am transferring some of it to you.” Employ-
ee: “Thanks, boss.”

Autonomy refers to something subtly but 
significantly different. Essentially, it means 
self-rule, incorporating the notion of free-
dom to decide how best to get things done. 
Rather than subdividing a given quantity of 

HR’s first job is advocacy, urging executives to accept 
that the performance model laid out here produces 
better economic results for the organization than other 
manager job concepts.
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ager job. The wait is worth it. Whatever 
benefit comes from filling a position 
quickly soon disappears if employee en-
gagement, development, performance and 
well-being are sacrificed.

• Make it a top priority to do something 
about the low-performing managers in the 
organization. Some should go back to be-
ing individual contributors — and they 
would probably be happier if they could. 
Others simply may not belong in the com-
pany. Don’t prolong their agony and 
yours by keeping them in positions that 
drain their energy and hinder organiza-
tional success. 

• Consider letting individual contributors 
have a trial run in their first supervisor po-
sition, perhaps overseeing a specific initia-
tive or a modest project. Make it a brief, 
no-harm-no-foul experience, and then de-
cide whether they can best contribute as 
managers or as direct output producers 
(but not both). Let them choose the right 
path with impunity.

• Define manager performance metrics that 
reflect the full contribution of the role. 
Don’t overemphasize the manager’s direct 
production. Instead, focus chiefly on the 
unit’s production and financial perfor-
mance, but also monitor the growth of 
employees’ human capital, the state of their 
engagement and their levels of perceived 
well-being. Use the elements set out in Ex-
hibits 1 through 5 as an index for assessing 
manager performance. Of course, perfor-
mance will vary across the criteria, ranging 
from pretty strong in some areas for some 
managers to fairly poor in other areas for 
other managers. The encouraging point is 
that they all have a lot to gain from improv-
ing. By enhancing their competence in each 
area, managers not only improve their own 
performance, but also the ability of their 
teams to contribute to the competitive suc-
cess of the enterprise. 

• Make a specific effort to prepare managers 
to play their part in delivering the deal. 
Don’t make them solve mysteries about the 
components or intention of the organiza-
tion’s reward systems. Give them latitude 
to apply those systems with judgment and 
individual sensitivity. 

• Make sure your managers have full infor-
mation about the organization’s learning 
and development opportunities. In par-
ticular, help them map the available cross-
organization moves, so that they can 
guide employees in their use and integrate 

them suitably with other learning strate-
gies. Also ensure that managers’ efforts to 
help employees develop their human cap-
ital align with goal setting, performance 
evaluation and rewards. HR must deliver 
a fully articulated system that managers 
can apply.

• Structure managers’ reward portfolios — 
the deal they have with the organization 
— so they align with these ways of measur-
ing. Don’t tilt the pay system toward indi-
vidual output.

• Don’t give in to the temptation to shift HR 
duties to managers without a careful as-
sessment of the workload and time alloca-
tion implications. Our performance model 
places high enough demands on them. 
Don’t make managers’ jobs harder by giv-
ing them a heavy load of HR administra-
tion tasks.

• Remember that employee well-being is a 
whole-system concept that requires close 
connection between managers and HR. 
Make it a campaign to work with manag-
ers to understand and improve well-being. 
The potential health care cost savings 
are dramatic.

• Never put managers in a position where 
they must compromise the trust they have 
built with employees. This means always 
ensuring that they have full information 
about the organization and its strategy, 
challenges and position in the marketplace. 
It also means giving them freedom to re-
spond to organizational change in ways 
that preserve their integrity and reinforce 
their authenticity.

HR’s relationship with managers should have 
many facets — ally, trusted adviser, coach — 
with each party playing these roles for the 
other as the situation requires. When the rela-
tionship works best, manager and HR will act 
as partners — investment partners, business 
partners, sparring partners. After all, HR and 
line managers have a common goal: make the 
enterprise competitively successful through 
the contributed strengths of the employees 
who work there. They should need no more 
powerful bond than that goal and no greater 
reason to do everything possible to ensure 
that the manager population becomes a 
source of sustainable success. 
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