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It would be great if managing was 100% science – plug a few details 
into a proven formula, push the “Enter” key and voila – improved 
motivation and productivity.

In reality, though, managing is as much art as science.

Good supervision, for example, is the art of getting work done 
through people, while also building better people through work.

But there is real science to managing. And, regardless of the type 
of organization or the level of the manager. it consists of four basic 
components.

These four components of successful management are:

1. Plan the work

2. Organize the team

3. Assign and direct the work

4. Monitor the results and make adjustments.

It seems simple enough that anyone can make it happen. But it 
isn’t, and they can’t.

For instance, the best-laid plans are often laid waste by lack of 
organization, while even the most organized managers will be 
stymied if they aren’t flexible enough to adjust to results.

Similarly, managers who don’t recognize and play to their people’s 
strengths do a poor job of assigning tasks.

With so many ways for even the best efforts to fail, new managers 
are well-advised to learn from the mistakes of those who have 
come before them.

Reinventing the wheel is bad enough, reinventing a broken wheel 

9 Mistakes
New Managers Make Most Often
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can be disastrous.

New managers who recognize – and know how to 
avoid – these common mistakes will put the employees 
looking to them for direction in the best position to 
succeed!

To identify the nine most common mistakes new 
managers make, we survey managers and supervisors 
from all sorts of organizations all around the country.

Here’s what they tell us: 

■ Mistake No. 1

New managers persist in doing their old 
jobs rather than delegating so they can 
concentrate on the new one.
This is the No. 1 classic mistake almost every manager 
makes upon first being promoted. The good ones 
recognize it pretty quickly and make the needed 
change.

But many make this same mistake over and over, even 
though they know they shouldn’t. Why?

One main reason managers continue trying to do their 
old jobs is they haven’t yet learned how to delegate 
work effectively.

They hang onto every little task themselves, end up 
trying to do both jobs and, eventually, burn out.

At the same time, the people who report to them aren’t 
taking on new responsibilities and growing so they 
eventually burn out and lose motivation, too.

7 keys to delegating
Are workers trained? Are they 
motivated? Do they have the 
tools and equipment they 
need? If so, delegate freely.

Remember:

1. Delegating helps people 
grow and frees up a 
manager to tackle the 
higher-priority projects.

2. Define what authority goes 
with the delegated tasks. 
For instance, can the person 
hire? Is there a budget limit?

3. Delegate slightly more than 
you think a person can 
handle.

4. Agree on a way to monitor 
progress on a task or 
project.

5. Resist the urge to solve 
every problem. Give people 
good insight and let them 
solve it on their own.

6. Avoiding taking back a 
delegated project unless you 
absolutely must.

7. Act like you expect people to 
succeed and they often will.
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The Art of Delegating
Delegating is an essential tool for motivating and training your team 
so they can acheive their full potential.

By giving employees the authority to perform the work, you give 
them the chance to develop their own skills and knowledge of 
the job. That boosts confidence and morale – and the overall 
performance of your team.

And that is exactly what makes a successful manager. 

Delegating has five key components:

1.  Tell your team what outcome you want – how will you 
measure success?

2.  Make sure they know how you want them to do it –but stay 
open to suggestions from your team.

3.  Give them the resources and authority they need to get it 
done right.

4.  Discuss how success in the delegated task or project 
supports your organization’s overall success.

5. Give credit.

One of the most common misunderstandings about delegating 
is that giving authority to others means a manager is giving up 
control.

The reality is quite the opposite. Managers who are successful 
at delegating make sure employees apply the same criteria or 
reasoning they would themselves use to solve problems and 
achieve shared goals.

Those managers actually increase their ability to effectively control 
how things get done throughout their department or area, through 
the employees.

Rather than losing control, those managers steadily extend their 
control and win the respect of the people they manage.
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Handling smart 
people
It pays to hire people who are 
smart and self-motivated.

But problems occur once 
they’re onboard if no one looks 
out for their needs.

It always pays to:

1. Create an environment that 
encourages smart people to 
contribute and rewards their 
contributions.

2. Learn as much as you can 
about your smartest people. 
The more you understand, 
the better you can address 
their needs.

3. Protect smart people from 
organizational politics.

3. Understand what motivates 
your best performers. 
Titles rarely are enough. 
Smart people who are not 
challenged will jump ship.

5. Keep smart people informed 
on what’s taking place in the 
organization. The more they 
know, the more helpful they 
can be.

In addition to empowering employees who feel more 
and more capable and know they are trusted to get 
the job done right, delegating also frees up busy 
managers so they can find the time to work on the 
more substantial and important work they were 
promoted to do.

Lastly, new managers do best when they delegate 
entire pieces of a job, and not just a specific task or 
two. In other words, delegate not just the job, but the 
responsibility for the job as well.

■ Mistake No. 2:

New managers tend to be insecure and 
view smart people as competition, rather 
than the assets they really are.
Good managers grab solutions wherever they can be 
found.

Great solutions frequently come from one or two 
smart employees and managers who recognize and 
leverage those employees’ talents will have a better 
chance to solve tough problems.

Asking for and using employees’ solutions can also 
motivate your brightest people to commit more 
deeply to your team’s success.

It’s a fact of life: Some people are more talented than 
others. Successful managers find ways for the people 
with the most potential to shine the brightest.

Whenever you talk about your team’s 
accomplishments, make sure you pass the credit to 
the employees. Why? It’s good to build a reputation for 
developing rising stars.
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In an essay titled How to Manage Smart People, business consultant 
Scott Berkun put it very well:

“A manager who treats his reports as cogs in a wheel  
is guaranteed to get the performance of a cog in a  
wheel. But a manager that develops and grows people 
into new strengths and abilities will always get more  
out of the team.”

Cogs in the wheel are just fine if the task is simple and 
straightforward, and the wheel never needs greasing or changes 
direction.

But where does that happen?

A new manager is challenged with an array of ever-changing tasks, 
most of which must be performed under the “do more with less” 
scenario.

Ultimately, your own success depends on finding, nurturing and 
challenging smart employees.

Here are four keys to developing smart people:

1. Give them challenges
Smart people want to solve tough problems.

Give them the chance.

2. Limit the bureaucracy
Nothing will demoralize a smart worker faster than hitting a bunch 
of unnecessary barriers. Look for ways to eliminate or at least 
reduce those constraints and you’ll help good workers become 
great workers.

3. Hire other smart people
The more peas in this pod, the better. Instead of hiring to fill slots, 
look how each job candidate’s skills might uniquely contribute 
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to your team and the larger organization. Hire people who know 
more than you or who know more about things you know less 
about. That’s how you’ll offset your own weak spots and boost your 
strengths.

4. Be a smart boss
Good managers know everyone should always be learning, 
including themselves and they know smart people won’t tolerate  
a dumb boss.

It’s been said you can’t jump start a dead battery with another 
dead battery. Good managers must yearn to learn and model the 
behavior they want their employees to follow.

Mistake No. 3

New managers can be so afraid of making a mistake, 
they make no decisions at all.
It’s been said that indecision and delay are the parents of failure.

A sure-fire way for a new manager to lose the respect of employees 
– and superiors – is to be so afraid of making a mistake that they 
are paralyzed by indecision and end up not doing anything.

That is the quickest way to take the wind out of the sails of the 
people who are looking to their new manager for leadership.

So why do so many new managers – the same people who made 
important decisions daily as gifted employees – suddenly suffer 
from indecisiveness?

Two reasons stand out.

First: New managers want to prove their value by making the most 
correct decision. That can be paralyzing.

Second: New managers lack a clear picture of all the factors – and 
stakeholders – that they need to take into account when making a 
decision.
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Some managers view decision-making much like wine-
making – the longer it sits, the better it’s likely to be.

Unfortunately, as a new manager wrestles with all the 
possibilities and gathers every last piece of pertinent 
– or useless – information before making the decision, 
the deadline grows ever closer.

Underlings feel the pressure of the coming deadline 
and keep looking to the manager for guidance and 
advice.

Instead, they’re left to hang.

By the time the deadline arrives, the pressure has 
mounted so much that decisions are made based 
more on the deadline than desired business outcome.

3 constituencies new managers  
need to recognize
A lack of clarity as to who within the organization 
should be involved in the decision-making process is 
the other leading factor of indecision.

As a new manager, you would do well to establish early on:

1. Which superiors should be involved in the decision.

2.  Who (other departments, partners and suppliers, customers) 
will be affected by the decision.

3. Who should have input.

New managers who haven’t developed a working understanding 
of the roles of these three essential constituencies and how they 
fit together are likely to move too cautiously and risk being seen by 
others as indecisive.

Sometimes new managers may have inherited indecision from a 
former boss who suffered from the same malady. Asking questions 
and encouraging open dialogue is the remedy.

Every situation has 3 
possible solutions
A new manager is unsure 
of what to do in a particular 
situation.

So, like the proverbial deer 
frozen in the headlights of an 
oncoming truck, the manager 
does nothing at all. Bad call.

1. The right decision is of 
course the best possible 
decision.

2. The wrong decision is second 
best.

3. The worst decision of all is  
... no decision at all.
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Breaking a culture of indecision requires a manager to be willing to 
promote intellectual honesty and trust between co-workers.

By using interactions with employees as opportunities to model 
honest and decisive dialogue, managers help set the tone for their 
department and in their interactions with the other stakeholders.

Bonus: This open and honest management style spreads  
energy and determination throughout the organization, even  
in those instances where the new manager’s own proposal has 
been rejected.

Mistake No. 4

New managers fail to consider the impact of their 
promotion on relationships with former teammates 
and peers.
Being promoted to a position of responsibility over people you once 
worked side-by-side with is one of the more sensitive challenges a 
new manager must face.

The first thing a new manager learns is that it’s tough being best 
friends with a subordinate.

When dealing with this issue – and most every new manager 
promoted from within will face this – it helps to remember that 
you’ve been promoted by your employer to manage and not to win 
a popularity contest.

Two very common and troubling scenarios tend to surface 
immediately after an employee becomes a first-time manager.

The first scenario is the one where a former peer tries to capitalize 
on an existing friendship with the new manager.

The other is that a former peer resents the promotion and tries to 
undermine the new manager’s authority.

As a new manager, you can’t allow either scenario to continue 
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unchecked. And every new manager has the authority 
to stop it. So, nip both in the bud!

A good first step is confronting these scenarios head 
on. Take the person aside and address the situation 
face to face.

In this initial discussion, relate your own feelings about 
the changes in the relationship with your former peer.

Make clear there will be no special treatment and 
that you won’t sit idly while being undermined by an 
employee.

It is important to address these issues as soon as  
they appear.

Once you’ve established the new ground rules, ask 
your former peer directly for his or her understanding 
and support while your transition to your new role is 
still underway – and get a committed response from 
the person.

Hopefully, the need for discipline won’t arise, but don’t 
hesitate to use discipline if this situation isn’t quickly 
resolved.

Nothing undermines a new manager’s chances for 
success faster than being seen as playing favorites 
with old friends.

Obviously, if you’ve been going to lunch or hanging out 
after work with individuals you now are managing, it’s 
time to eliminate those personal outings.

(An occasional lunch may still be OK, once a week 
clearly isn’t.)

What if a former peer refuses to respect a new manager’s change  
in status?

While there may be an uncomfortable adjustment period at first, 

Key steps  
when managing 
former peers
Managing a former peer can 
give rise to a special kind of 
conflict with people who report 
to you.

The key is to address the 
situation right away and try to 
gain support as the transition is 
still underway.

Clarify any feelings about 
changes in the relationship, 
and how those changes might 
impact future work.

A new manager might consider 
pulling together the entire 
group of former peers to 
discuss adjusting to the new 
relationship.

Keep lines of communication 
open! When handled well, 
these tough talks can pay real 
dividends. Be firm, insist on 
fairness and let people know 
you won’t be sabotaged.



 Page 12 / 23

370 Technology Drive
Malvern, PA 19355
610-727-0515

© 2019 HR Morning
All rights reserved.

9 Mistakes New Managers Make Most Often

and there’s no avoiding it if that happens, the best solution is also 
the best long-term solution.

People will come to respect a manager who is a fair, engaged and 
thoughtful leader.

That respect is built over time.

Mistake No. 5

A new manager, knowingly or not, plays favorites.
There is nothing that will ruin a new manager’s team-building 
efforts faster than playing favorites, or being perceived by people in 
the group as playing favorites.

Favoritism is a morale killer!

And with that comes lowered productivity and disgruntled 
employees.

Failure is right around the corner.

There are a number of ways a new manager can single out people 
as favorites. Some of these are obvious and intentional. They are 
easily observed – and resented – by others in the group.

But some forms of favoritism are less obvious and may be 
completely unintentional on the part of the manager.

By far the top violation of managerial favoritism is the office 
romance.

Most organizations have rules governing these sorts of liaisons, 
usually when the relationship occurs within the same department.

Suffice it to say it’s never a good idea for a manager to be 
romantically involved with someone who reports directly to that 
manager, unless it is a husband/wife business with no other 
employees.

Ever!
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Another form of picking favorites involves colleagues, 
male or female, who go way back with each other. 
Perhaps they worked together previously at a different 
organization.

Or they’ve formed a bond after learning they attended 
the same high school or college.

These situations are especially poisonous when the 
manager appears to give special consideration to a 
friend who is not even considered by others to be a 
good worker.

Some new managers stumble into situations where 
they can be perceived as playing favorites even if they 
don’t mean to.

Consider, for instance, being a new manager when an 
employee comes up and says his or her child is sick.

No doubt the parent would likely be given permission 
to leave right away and go pick up her child from 
school or day care.

On the surface, this action is good and helpful. It 
shows a sensitive manager offering work/life balance 
to an employee.

But dissension could be brewing.

Non-parents may view the parent as receiving special 
treatment in the form of time off that is not available 
to them.

So while that may not be the classic understanding of 
favoritism, it can have the same debilitating effects if 
it’s not properly recognized and addressed.

Another type of “favoritism” may show up as new managers try 
to figure out how best to expend time and energy on employees 
based on their level of performance.

Playing favorites with 
A and B performers
New managers must learn to 
play favorites with all levels of 
good employees.

Both groups of employees 
need a manager’s attention.

For A-players:

1. Offer opportunities to share 
their success with others.

2. Broaden their scope within 
the organization.

3. Prepare them for more 
powerful roles in the 
company.

For B-players:

1. Train them to perform better 
in their current roles.

2. Offer new responsibilities 
and duties within their roles.

3. Try one-on-one coaching and 
problem-solving sessions.
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Many training experts say the majority of a manager’s energy 
should be directed toward star performers.

But how can a new manager best do that without alienating 
employees who don’t get plum assignments or other rewards?

First, it’s probably best to make sure the star performers get their 
just due. That should be a top priority for a new manager.

But it pays to remember that B-level performers bring other types 
of essential value to an organization.

While they may be less ambitious, they foster stability and a deep 
working knowledge of the organization’s culture and operational 
dynamics.

With their value more clearly defined in that light, new managers 
neglect B-players at their own peril.

Inexperienced or not, a manager’s job is to bring out the best in 
all employees. Recognizing people who can give more, and giving 
them the freedom to do that, is good favoritism!

Mistake No. 6

New managers don’t take a stand on ethical 
behavior or fail to do the right thing themselves.
Being unethical, or looking the other way when an employee acts 
unethically, will quickly undermine a new manager’s integrity in the 
eyes of other employees.

For new managers, business ethics is really about prioritizing the 
values of the workplace and ensuring their own behavior, and the 
behavior of employees, is aligned as closely as possible with those 
values.

Some ethical behavior is simple and straightforward. For instance, 
it’s never right to steal from the company. Everyone knows that.

But other behavior and decisions can fall into far grayer areas and 
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whether they are ethical or not may not always be so clear cut.

Right off the bat, new managers should study and understand any 
official Code of Ethics their organization may already have place. 
The Conference Board estimates 76% of organizations have some 
form of official ethical code.

Only then can the new manager be in the best position to make 
sure those ethics filter down to front line workers.

Day to day, one of the best ways to infuse ethics into those who 
report to you is by walking the talk and modeling ethical behavior.

Another way to approach the challenge is by directly discussing 
ethical decisions when concerns are raised. Occasional group 
discussions of company ethics are highly recommended.

In fact, experts in business ethics agree the actual process of 
discussing workplace ethics is often as important as the specific 
decisions and outcomes that result from those discussions.

In other words, it pays to raise ethical questions openly and 
honestly. That reinforces that it’s OK for employees to question 
what they may perceive as unethical behavior or, more likely, ask 
for guidance about situations where they are uncertain.

Most ethical dilemmas fall into that gray area. Consider these real-
life examples:

1.  A customer asks about a product then decides it’s too pricey. 
You know a competitor provides it cheaper. Do you tell the 
customer?

2.  A top employee refuses on religious grounds to use a 
software program because the company that designed the 
program is also a big promoter of health benefits for same-
sex partners. What do you do?

3.  A fellow manager confides to you that he plans to quit the 
company in two months. Your boss confides in you that she 
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plans to promote the manager who is leaving in two months. 
What do you do?

4.  A worker who you know is scheduled for layoff is in the midst 
of buying a new home. What do you do?

5.  Your company prides itself on merit-based pay. One of your 
employees has done a tremendous job all year, but she is 
also at the very top of her pay grade. Now what?

6.  You borrow a laptop computer from IT. When you turn it on, 
an instant messaging program boots up and voila, you are 
suddenly privy to someone else’s instant messages. What do 
you do?

The point of these very practical examples is that making the right 
decision isn’t always simple. It’s been said that when two good 
people argue over ethics, they are both right. There isn’t always one 
right answer.

It’s important that new managers set the stage so workers know it’s 
OK to address these tough questions and seek guidance.

Mistake No. 7

New managers fail to communicate laterally with 
other managers, as well as upward to their bosses 
and down to their own team.
To be properly motivated, people cannot be kept in the dark like 
mushrooms. Everyone needs to know what’s going on.

Obviously there are limits to the information any manager can 
freely share. Not everyone is in a position to be told everything.

That said, new managers must communicate – and should begin 
their new assignments deliberately practicing the art of over-
communicating.

Many new managers come to their positions with the mistaken 
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notion communication is a “soft skill.”

It’s not!

Poor communication has very “hard” business impacts. Those 
include, but are certainly not limited to, these six areas:

• Increased employee turnover

• Increased absenteeism

• Dissatisfied customers from poor customer service

• Higher product defect rates

• Lack of focus by staff on business objectives

• Stifled innovation

In fact, the list of negatives from poor communication alone could 
fill this entire report.

Communication generally comes at four separate levels in most 
organizations. They are:

1.  Organization-wide communication – involving all employees.

2.  Departmental communication – specific to one department 
or unit.

3.  Team communication – within one cohesive team or group.

4.  Individual communication – specific to one employee at any 
one time.

New managers can best build support and rapport early on by 
routinely asking themselves which of these four levels they need to 
be communicating with – depending on the information that needs 
to be shared.

When a new manager is uncertain which group should be included 
in the communication, it’s best to include your immediate superior 
and request feedback from that person on who else might benefit 
from the information.
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For employees, most workplace communication is an ongoing 
dialogue, keeping others up to speed on the job process.

But managers often have the heftier task of presenting new ideas, 
and introducing change. New managers’ success will be based, in 
part, on how well they execute those two tasks.

Here are six essential rules all managers – but especially new ones – 
should consider when faced with communicating significant ideas.

1.  Establish the objective. Whether the communication is 
spoken or written, what do you want to achieve? What do 
you want the listeners to remember? A common mistake is 
not stating the objective clearly.

2.  Know the audience. Is it an employee, a peer or a superior? 
Will the audience be receptive or skeptical of the message? 
If receptive, then the message can be very direct. If 
skeptical, then good support/evidence must be built into the 
statement.

3.  Know your own credibility. It’s always a good idea for new 
managers to have a healthy sense of their own credibility in 
the eyes of others. A common mistake is to make sweeping 
or over-reaching statements that aren’t tempered by 
managerial experience.

4.  Instill motivation. It’s a simple truth in life: People move on 
communications that benefit them. When communicating 
to any audience, be sure to tell the audience what’s in it for 
them.

5.  Pick a communication channel. One on one, group meeting, 
e-mail, official presentation to a large audience, etc.

6.  Document, document, document. If your message is 
sensitive, you may not want a written record. For everything 
else, write it down!
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Mistake No. 8

New managers fail to reach out for help, believing 
they have to appear all knowing.
Admitting you may not have all the answers is a crucial first step to 
problem solving.

Remember: Most first-time managers were promoted because they 
did their old jobs well, not because their superiors thought they 
knew everything.

If that were the case, they’d have been made president of the 
organization — or better yet, gone out and launched their own 
company!

Any helpful discussion about the problems managers can create 
by appearing to know it all must start with the adage: The more I 
learn, the more I realize how little I really know.

It’s a beneficial philosophy for everyone, but especially new 
managers.

Actively promoting learning sets the stage for the free flow of 
questions and answers between the manager and staff.

Some new managers may be especially sensitive if an employee is 
telling others, “I know more about this department than the new 
boss. I’ve been here longer. I taught him/her everything they know.”

Avoid letting that be an excuse for turning into a know-it-all. In time, 
a strong, fair and attentive manager will quiet those critics.

There is a difference between building a reputation as a manager 
who listens well and absorbs a lot of information — and being an 
obnoxious know-it-all.

Know-it-alls rub people the wrong way — and that’s especially 
destructive for new managers trying to build rapport above and 
below them.

Know-it-alls hijack and dominate conversations, stifling others’ 
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willingness to participate and offer what may have been useful 
suggestions and ideas.

Most know-it-alls find, over time, that there’s no one there to listen 
to them.

Equally troubling for a new manager is being mentored by another 
manager who already is a know-it-all. Why? The new manager will 
never get a word in edge-wise and is likely to never get credit when 
it’s due.

Here are five key steps a new manager can take when faced with 
the challenge of being mentored by a know-it-all.

1.  Never be too quick to dismiss the know-it-all’s ideas. The 
ideas themselves could be good and this person just may 
have the information needed to make them happen.

2.  When meeting with a know-it-all, bring an ample supply of 
information. A know-it-all will not put up with guesswork and 
assumptions but can be swayed by good evidence and data.

3.  When seeking information from a know-it-all, be sure to 
frame your questions clearly and narrowly. These folks like 
to go off on tangents that can be frustrating and counter-
productive.

4.  When a know-it-all is part of a group, try to make the 
discussion round-robin, so everyone has an equal chance to 
contribute.

5.  Be cautious when directly challenging a know-it-all’s 
interpretation of the facts. Avoid saying, “That information 
can’t be right.” Instead, pose a question: “How can we best 
be sure that information is accurate?”
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Mistake No. 9

New managers struggle to find their own style and 
tend to be either too direct or indirect with their 
subordinates.
Many new managers struggle to find that middle ground — just 
the right touch of camaraderie, support, empathy and managerial 
authority when dealing with subordinates.

Some shout commands and orders all the time.

Others are too wishy-washy — to the point the employee isn’t sure 
what is required and what isn’t.

It’s understandable that a new manager might struggle with his or 
her style. Some are tempted to emulate the previous manager. But 
they soon realize they are different.

When considering your own style, it helps to recall managers you’ve 
enjoyed working for in the past and to try to identify what they did 
that won your support.

Also, think about managers you haven’t enjoyed working for and 
identify what it was they did that turned you off.

These two activities will help provide a framework you can build on 
as you develop and refine your management style.

A good piece of advice borrowed from the military: “If you take care 
of your troops, your troops will take care of you.” That’s true no 
matter what the business is.

Here are tips and ideas for new managers that will help them 
improve results:

1.  Your superiors will name you a manager, but only your 
subordinates can make you a leader.

2.  Overbearing management always drives good people away.

3.  80% of problems are due to the system, not the people.  
Fix it.
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4.  Continuous learning is more than a catch phrase. Commit to 
ongoing training for yourself and others.

5.  Your subordinates will resist what they didn’t help to create.

6.  People are smart. They’ll figure out a manager’s agenda 
based on his or her actions, not words.

7.  Reward the behaviors you want people to repeat.

8  Get out of your office and walk around.

9  Never hold a meeting without an agenda.

10.  Don’t make promises you can’t keep.

11.  Admit mistakes.

12. Never lose your sense of humor.

13.  Avoid being a micromanager. People hate that!

14.  Play to people’s strengths. If subordinates do something well, 
have them do it often.

15.  Treat your employees as if they were your best customers.

16.  Set clear expectations and goals.

17.  Focus people on the key issues, not the workplace 
distractions.

18.  Don’t try to shut down the rumor mill. You can’t. Instead, 
feed it good information.

19  Catch people doing something well, and recognize them.

20.  Don’t treat everyone equally. Give your best performers 
higher recognition than your lower performers.

21.  Ask people what they need to kick butt, then give it to them.
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