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A New Question For Managers

n the vast array of articles, books and

courses on leadership, authors and trainers

alike often pose this question: Would you

work for you? The question presumes some

act of perfect cloning in which, for example,
I would be replicated with all of my experiences,
strengths and weaknesses, and would have to
work for my clone. This question is intended to
cause reflection and help managers realize how
much they would probably dread being on the
receiving end of the poor behaviors they often
dispense to others.

While the question is thought provoking for
many, I believe it does not go far enough, nor does
it apply to all managers. In fact, a number of man-
agers to whom [ have posed this question were
themselves raised with a succession of “C” bosses-
controlling, condescending, complaining, critical
and careless. “C” managers believe these behaviors
are appropriate to their job and have helped them
get where they are today. In other words, they
would work for clones of themselves and have in
the past worked for close approximations.

The more potent question, which I believe
reaches the widest spectrum of managerial ori-
entations, is: Would you want your spouse, sig-
nificant other, or your adult child in their first
or second major work experience to work with
your clone?

Think about the first part of this question. If
your spouse works, you've probably heard him or
her complain about the boss, the job, colleagues
or customers. How did you feel hearing these
frustrations, hurts or resentments? In those
moments of well-intended listening, you likely
wished your spouse worked for a more enlight-
ened, capable and caring manager—if for no
other reason than to save you from hearing these
complaints after your own long day.

Imagine now that your spouse works with your
clone. Would he or she bring you work-related
stories of new accomplishments, helpful coach-
ing, words of encouragement, exciting opportu-
nities and teamwork rewarded? Or would the
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anecdotes be about good work going unnoticed,
talents underused, ideas unheard, micromanage-
ment and acts of mistrust and insecurity?

Most parents would likely empathize with their
adult child in the workforce. As an adult child of
living parents, I have often shared work-related
frustrations and joys with them. Whether by
phone or in person, I knew they felt my experi-
ences with me, sometimes more deeply than I did.
In a loving and protective way, they shared my
pain and excitement and want only the best for me
in the world of work. Indeed, what concerned par-
ent would not want the best for his or her child?
So, to help managers examine their workplace
behavior, again consider the question: Would you
want your adult son or daughter to work with your
clone? What stories would they bring back to you
if they had to work with someone who thought,
behaved and managed exactly as you do at work?
How would those stories make you feel?

To benefit in a practical way from the new ques-
tion, consider this idea. First, make a list of posi-
tive practices, habits and beliefs you believe you
display at work that your spouse or adult child
would agree motivate, encourage and help others
feel good about the job and themselves. Second,
make a list of negative practices, habits and beliefs
you display at work that your spouse or adult child
would agree dampen, discourage and lead others
to feel frustrated or ready to leave. Finally, review
the lists for validation and comment with two
trusted peers, two trusted subordinates, and—if
you really can take the honest truth about how you
are perceived—your spouse and a working adult
child if you have one. This might be the best feed-
back you will ever get. It may also help those man-
agers who are now “C” bosses—controlling, con-
descending, complaining, careless and critical—
into becoming “A” bosses—advocating, advising,
affirming, acknowledging and allowing.
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and even customer focus. These once sincere
efforts to improve performance are now mostly
forgotten. Empowerment, however, is different.

Unlike other fads, I believe the desire of all
employees to be empowered will only grow over
time, and organizations that do not take this con-
cept seriously are ultimately at risk.

Empowerment is difficult to define. Based on
recent research, it is probably best understood as
a two-sided coin. One side is what managers can
do to share power and information, seek input,
provide opportunities for increased decision
making, etc. The other side is how individuals
actually feel about their jobs.

Clearly, the two sides of the empowerment coin
are related. Research has shown that if managers
do provide more information, autonomy and
opportunities for input and decision-making,
then employees will feel more job-related mean-
ing, impact, self-determination and confidence.

The research is also clear on the outcomes of
employee empowerment. Substantial improve-
ments in innovation, productivity, quality, cus-
tomer satisfaction, cost reduction and morale
have all been well-documented.

So, why is empowerment not a passing fad? First,
people will always desire the right to influence
what happens to them. Empowerment involves
workers having control over their jobs, using their
own judgment and not being told excessively how
to do things. Our desire for job-related empower-
ment is essentially an extension of our natural psy-
chological need for self-control and autonomy.

Second, younger workers expect it. Their atti-
tude toward work presumes that respect, oppor-
tunity to have impact and personal meaning are
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givens. If these workers feel expendable and their
contributions are not valued, they will leave. And
even in today’s economy, high turnover is lethal.

Finally, empowerment is not a fad because smart
managers know it improves performance and
morale. The data, frankly, are mixed on the long-
term benefits of re-engineering and TQM. They are
not mixed on empowerment. Organizations serious
about high performance will, sooner or later, have to
consider sharing power with employees.

To improve both sides of the empowerment
coin, consider these suggestions: Share lots of
information with all levels, including, for exam-
ple, data on performance, expenses, competi-
tion, customer feedback. Set clear boundaries. Be
clear on the important policies/processes, the
limits of authority and the priority of respective
goals. Support self-managing teams. Where pos-
sible, delegate whole projects to empowered
teams. Let them define the goals and measures.
Don’t over-control things. Given empowerment,
people may select an approach you don’t like.
Your integrity rests on how you respond. If their
idea is truly unacceptable, coach them so that
they decide what to change. Let people exercise
their “decision muscles.” Give choices, in as
many areas as possible, so people can strengthen
their capacity to make decisions.

Be a coach. Ensure that people understand the
“Big Picture” and how they fit into it. Provide
needed resources and support. Give constant
feedback, positive and constructive, and ask lots
of questions to stimulate learning.
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