Making Managers of
Technical Gurus

tech companies has created

a pressing short-term need
for a variety of technica
specialists. What is now coming
into view for many organizations,
however, is alonger range prob-
lem of finding enough technical
managers to supervise and
develop such-specialists and to
help set technical direction. The
problem is compounded by the
fact that there are numbers of
bright technical professionals un-
willing to become managers
because they don't want to let go
of their specialty.

The problem of making
managers of technical specialists
is not new, nor isit limited to
high-tech companies. Technica
specialties may differ, but the
problems of making the transi-
tion to management are the
same. Let's explore an example.

Steve is an exceptionally
talented systems analyst who has
worked in an MIS department of
a large corporation for 10 years.
Steve was made manager of his
unit two years ago. At that time
everyone, including Steve, be-
lieved the promotion was long
overdue and well deserved. Ask
Steve today about his manage-
ment job, however, and his
response is. "Becoming a
manager is a waste of a good
systems analyst." Ask Steve's
boss, and you will hear: "I can't
get him to manage the depart-
ment because he can't pass up
getting involved in ajuicy
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technical problem. He's just not
paying enough attention to the
bigger issues.”

The problems that lead to cases
such as Steve's do not have easy
solutions. Selecting technical
managers is a two-edged sword:
While people with effective
managerial skills are needed, it is
also crucia to promote technical-
ly credible people who can make
sound technical decisions. On the

managers improve their perfor-
mance. While it's true that there
are certain skills every manager
needs to learn, the process of ac-
quiring those skills and making
the transition into management
will depend on previous ex-
perience. The technical specialist
who has been rewarded for tak-
ing responsibility and working
autonomously will have a par-
ticularly difficult time under-

Facilitating the development of technical managers
requires an understanding of what technical
managers need to learn and a sense of when they
are most ready to learn.

other side, the dilemma facing
the specidist is that while he or
she may prefer doing the
technical work, going into
management is the route to
raises and higher status in the
organization. The challenge to
organizations is to help the
specialist sort out and under-
stand the consequences of the
decision to go into management,
as well as to facilitate the
development of managerial com-
petence in technical professionals
who are on a management career
track.

It might be argued that becom-
ing a manager requires learning
certain generic managerial skills
regardless of the function
managed. This thinking has led
most organizations to develop
general management develop-
ment programs to help all new
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standing the implications of a
managerial role and the com-
petencies required to perform it
effectively. The technical
specialist often needs specia help
to make the transition to
management.

Profile of new technical
managers

It helps to understand the con-
cerns of new technical managers
when developing their managerial
competence. Although there is a
danger in over-generalizing, the
following characteristics of new
technical managers seem to sur-
face repeatedly.

» Srong egoidentification
with technical competence. Most
technical managers will define
themselves by their technical
specialty rather than their
managerial role. Many began



thinking of themselves as
specialists early in their career
and have defined success and
feilvre in terms of technical ec-
complishments ever since. This
orientation changes dowly, even
after they have become
managers. Participation in pro-
fessional organizations may in-
crease loyalty to the technical
field rather than to management.
Some technical managers may be
S0 tied to their area of expertise
that they have not considered
how the role of manager differs
from the role of the individual
contributor. They get involved in
too many technical details.

* Srong achievement drive.
The opportunity to solve prob-
lems attracts many achieve-
ment-motivated people into
technical jobs, and the strongest
achievers are often selected to be
managers. This achievement
orientation remains even though
a new managerial position may
cal for significantly less in-
dividual achievement and much
more demand for influencing
others to achieve.

Achievement orientation has
been defined in terms of the
following needs. high need for in-
dependent responsibility; high
need for feedback; high self-
imposed standard of excellence;
and high need for efficiency.

Many characteristics of a
manager's job frustrate these
needs. To be successful,
managers must be interdepen-
dent, not independent. Managers
rarely get feedback. They must
be willing to accept a variety of
ways to get things done, and
they must handle interruptions
that make each day seem full of
inefficiencies.

* Low relationship orientation.
In many cases, the high need for
independent responsibility causes
technical specialists to prefer to
work alone. Their relationship
building is usually task focused,
and the relationships are limited
to others who have technical
talent. When specialists become
managers, their relationship-
building patterns often present a
stumbling block in their role as a
communication linking pin. The
problem is not simply one of
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developing competence in rela-
tionship building, communication
networking and conflict-resolving
sKills. The basic problem is that
the technical manager may not
value relationship building, and it
is difficult to develop a skill that
is not valued.

* Low levelsof strategic think-
ing on organizational issues.
When it comes to political
strategy, most technical
managers seem to have a prob-
lem. They move quickly from
godls to activities and neglect the
steps s0 hecessary to getting the
cooperation and support of
others.

Two reasons for this might be
their strong achievement orienta-
tion and the negative picture
most technical managers have of
organization politics.
Achievement-oriented thinking
typicaly leads a person to goals
and to those actions that will
most efficiently achieve the
goals. Political issues often ap-
pear irrelevant and therefore are

viewed as an inefficient digres-
sion. Furthermore, politics are
often seen as manipulative and
unethical. This can cause
technical managers to avoid
strategic thinking on organiza-
tional issues.

» Sdf-perception as a victim.
Most technical specialists have
never been taught to think
strategically. Therefore, they
tend to lose organizational bat-
tles and end up feeling misunder-
stood, powerless and victimized
by the organization. This, in
turn, becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy of helplessness.

There are many rationalizations
used to cover up afeeling of be-
ing the victim: "The key decision
makers will never understand
because they haven't the
technical background to ap-
preciate what I'm saying. All
they are interested in at the top
is earnings per share."

There are many legitimate en-
vironmental blocks that
managers encounter. But when
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confronted with these blocks, the
technical manager often gives up
rather than trying to exert
influence.

» Fear of technical ob-
solescence. Since most technical
managers continue to define suc-
cess and failure by their technical
competence, it's logical to
assume that they would fear fall-
ing behind technically. The ad-
ministrative and leadership tasks
of a managerial role make it hard
to remain "state of the art.” The
technical manager isn't solving
as many technical problems,
therefore he or she is not
developing and maintaining
technical competence as rapidly.

Some new technical managers
try to be both a specialist and a
manager, and this can lead to
burnout. The technical manager
must give up the need to be on
top of new technical develop-

ments and must find more effi-
cient ways of staying informed.

Helping technical managers

If the difficult transition from
specialist to manager is relatively
predictable, then organizations
can respond in a variety of ways.
Here are four specific responses
which can be useful. Develop
tools to help specialists explore
management careers before they
are faced with a decision to take
a management job. Assist new
technical managers making the
value/motivation shift to
managerial work. Provide key
managerial skill development ex-
periences for technical managers
who are ready to improve their
managerial competence. Work
with upper management to aid
them in creating an environment
which rewards the appropriate
balance of managerial and
technical competence.
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specialist will be informed about
what a management job entails.
Understanding the differences
between project leadership, pro-
gram management, supervision
and middle management will
foster good matchmaking of job
demands with personal desires.

When a technical specialist
first gets an assignment in a
management position, many com-
panies send the specialist to a
supervisory development pro-
gram. Unfortunately, most super-
visory programs are skill focused,
and the new technical supervisor
may not be ready or need to
learn supervision skills.

An engineer attended a pro-
gram on delegation skills after
being made a supervisor. The
program offered tips on how to
delegate and follow up on
assignments as well as a chance
to role-play a meeting in which
project work was to be
delegated. The engineers' reac-
tion to the program was, "Well,
| guess it was good to be ex-
posed to that, but it was nothing
new." The fact was, he already
knew how to delegate. On the
job, however, he failed to
delegate work: "It's faster doing
it myself. Besides, no one has as
much experience as | have." His
poor delegation performance was
not due to alack of competence
in delegation. He lacked the
motivation to delegate.

The engineer, like many new
technical managers, approached
the supervisor'sjob with an
orientation to achieve. In order
to do the job effectively, he
needed to discover the value of
influencing. The motivation
framework, referenced earlier, is
useful in assisting new technical
supervisors to appreciate new
ways of approaching their role.
While the new supervisor needs
to learn the policies and pro-
cedures he or she will have to
implement, the major focus of a
new technical supervisor's pro-
gram should be the value/motiva-
tion shifts required by the job
change.

After technical supervisors
have had supervisory experience,
there is a greater likelihood they
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standing of what technical
managers need to learn and a
sense of when they are most
ready to learn.

The most powerful support for
developing technical managers
comes from the organizational
environment. Often people with a
reputation for being top
specialists continue to get re-
quests for work in their specialty
long after they have been pro-
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moted to management. Since
they probably still enjoy the
technical work and are flattered
someone asked for their help,
such requests can be a block to a
smooth transition from doing to
managing.

Top management may com-
plain, "The people managing our
technical areas are very weak in
general management skills,"
while daily requesting the
technical manager to solve a par-
ticular technical problem with,
"...and | want you personally to
attend to this because you know
so much about it." The technical
manager pays attention to the
latter message because of its im-
mediacy. Continuing requests for
technical work imply that general
management skills are not impor-
tant. Since the work environment
is significant in the development
of managers, it is critical that it
support the development of
general management skills
among technical managers.

Rather than designing general
management development pro-
grams for al managers, it isim-
portant to pay attention to the
unique characteristics and needs
of specific types of managers
during the lengthy transition
period: at the pre-supervisor
stage, at the new supervisor
stage and at the experienced
supervisor or manager stage.
Well-timed supports targeted to
learning needs, along with
positive environmental support,
can facilitate and accelerate the
technical specialist's transition to
management. n
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