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There are hundreds of books on management.
This is not just another book about what makes an effective manager.
Becoming a Better Boss highlights why well-known
advice on good management is so rarely heeded.
By focusing on management through the eyes of an
employee, Julian Birkinshaw gives us insightful and
helpful advice on what we might do differently – both as
individual managers of others, and as architects of the
organizations in which we work.
The resulting book is a radical new look at what makes
good management which is applicable to both manager
and employee. It takes managers out of their comfort
zone and shows how you can do things differently.
It shows how the employee can help themselves be
managed more effectively and explores the limitations
and pathologies of the organizations we work for.
Keep reading for more insights from leading London
Business School author, Julian Birkinshaw…
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One of the defining features of Google’s management model – along- side it’s fun working
environment – is its analytical, data-driven approach to decision-making. New products are
launched through carefully controlled experiments. Highly paid persons’ opinions – HIPPOs
for short – are disdained. The company’s chief economist has even predicted that the sexy
job in the next 10 years will be statisticians.
So it is no surprise that when Google started to review its management practices, in
early 2009, it took a data-driven approach. Led by the VP for people operations, Laszlo
Bock, and codenamed Project Oxygen, the initiative involved gathering more than 10 000
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observations from performance reviews, feedback surveys, and interviews . After a lot of
numbercrunching, as well as some subjective interpreta- tion, the project team came up
with a list of eight ranked factors that defined the really good managers at Google:
Be a good coach.
Empower your team and don’t micromanage.
Express interest in team members’ success and personal well-being.
Don’t be a sissy: be productive and results-oriented.
Be a good communicator and listen to your team.
Help your employees with career development.
Have a clear vision and strategy for the team.
Have key technical skills so you can help advise the team.

WHY GOOD M ANAGEM ENT
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This is a good list. We can all agree, I think, that these are desirable attributes for managers. It
even includes a few surprises – technical skills had always been considered very important in
Google’s geeky, technocratic environment, yet they were ranked far lower than “softer” skills
around coaching and empowering people. The analysis helped Google to think much more
stringently about the types of people they wanted as department heads and team leaders.
But it is also a useless list. Why? Because we already knew all this. With the possible exception
of “don’t be a sissy,” I have seen versions of this list in every book ever written on management.
When I run seminars with executives or with MBA students, it takes about 20 minutes to
construct this list simply by drawing out the experiences of those in the room. Adam Bryant,
writing in The New York Times, called the list “forehead-slappingly obvious . . . reading like a
white- board gag from an episode of The Office.”

This gap between what we “know” and what we “do” provides the primary motivation for
this book. If we are to improve the practice of management, we need to move beyond how-to
lists and engage in a more thoughtful inquiry about what we are trying to achieve and what the
obstacles are that prevent us from achieving it. I wrote this book, in other words, to help you
become a better boss, but don’t expect any simple bullet-point lists of things to do. If being a
good manager was as simple as following a list of instructions, anyone could do it!
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So here is the problem. Let’s say you work at Google and you want to improve your managerial
skills. Are you going to study this list and evaluate your progress against each of the eight points?
Are you going to pin it up next to your desk, so you can refer to it next time you are meeting with
one of your team? My guess is you are not. This list is about as useful to you in becoming a better
manager as “ten steps to a healthier diet” to an overweight businessman or “how to perfect your
golf swing” to an aspiring Rory McIlroy. In all these cases, we can read the words and we know
what we are supposed to do. But we don’t know where to start, we don’t know how to prioritize
among the list of points, and we don’t know how to get out of our old habits. So our behavior
remains unchanged.

BECOMING A BETTER BOSS

INTRODUCTION

BUILDING A BETTER BUSINESS
There is also a secondary motivation for this book, namely a concern for the overall success and
welfare of large business organizations. As I write this in 2012, we face a very uncertain economic
future. While the macroeconomic story is the one that gathers most of the headlines, I believe a lot
of the problems of the last few years can be attributed to failures of management and leadership
in our large companies.

In these and many other cases, bad management is indeed to blame. But it is not worth just
pointing the finger at the CEO. Typically he takes the hit, as he should, but the problems of a
deficient culture or governance system usually stem from decisions made many years earlier. In
fact, I would argue that many of the management failures we are seeing today can be traced back
to an “industrial era” model of management that is no longer fit for purpose. This model – with
its emphasis on coordination through formal rules, hierarchical decision-making, and extrinsic
rewards – worked well for many years, but is ill-suited to today’s fast-paced, knowledge-based
business world.
My previous book, Reinventing Management, focused on these big picture issues. It described
how executives can challenge these deep- seated assumptions about how large organizations
work and how they can devise new and better ways of working.
This book tackles the same problems from the other direction, that is, by focusing on the choices
each of us makes, every day, about
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The financial services sector has, not unreasonably, attracted most of the negative attention.
Whether the offence is manipulating Libor, laundering money in Mexico, mis-selling pensions,
or rogue trading, the cause is always some sort of underlying deficiency in governance or
culture that makes the company in question prone to poor deci- sion-making. But plenty of other
sectors have also been fingered in the last couple of years – BP’s oil spill was condemned as an
“overarch- ing failure of management,” Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation was found to have
“failed to exercise proper oversight” following the phone-hacking scandal,
and pharmaceutical
2
company GSK was fined $3 billion for unethical drug-selling practices .
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we get our work done. The goal, essentially, is to reinvent the practice of management one
person at a time. If each one of us becomes more effective in our managerial work, we don’t just
improve the working lives of those around us, we also become agents of change for this broader
endeavour as well – to build better businesses.

T H E W AY F O R W A R D
The central idea in this book is that we can all become better bosses by starting with a more
realistic set of assumptions about the chal- lenges we face in the workplace. There are three
problems with the standard advice that is offered.

Second, it starts from a very rational view of human nature. Google is a company of engineers
where data is king. So not surprisingly, their approach to improving management in the company
is to see what the data says and to codify the results of their analysis in a way that everyone
can understand. Google is hardly alone in this – most large companies have carefully developed
lists of management “competen- cies” and most books on management have recipe books for
aspiring managers to follow. But this rational perspective is a gross simplifica- tion of reality. There
is now a great deal of evidence that we often behave in an unpredictable and nonrational manner,
and often in ways we don’t even realize.
Third, it assumes that the work of management is happening within a reasonably sensible
organizational environment, where objectives are clear, decisions are implemented, and rules are
followed. Again,
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First, it is usually offered from the perspective of the person doing the managing. Most
management books and articles are written by suc- cessful executives looking back on their
careers, or by academics or consultants who have interviewed or advised these same executives.
We get a view of how these individuals think and how they achieved what they did. But it is an
incomplete story, because it doesn’t give a voice to the people being managed – the employees
through whom the manager achieved his or her objectives.
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though, we know that many organizations are not remotely reason- able or sensible. People
pursue their own pet objectives, they subvert decisions, and they bend the rules. Managers
often end up succeeding despite the system, not because of it.
Given all these realities, is it a surprise that the standard advice goes unheeded? Or fails to make
a lasting impression on the way we work?
In this book I put forward a perspective on management that starts from a very different set of
assumptions.

Second, I encourage you to look in the mirror and to confront the biases and frailties that are
preventing you from being a really good manager. I show that, for most of us, being a good
manager is an “unnatural act” – something that we can learn to do, but only with a lot of
deliberate effort. By understanding the three primary areas of tension between our subconscious
instinct and our rational mind, we can become more effective at making the right choices when it
really matters.
Third, I rethink the role of the individual manager when the organ- ization he or she works for is
dysfunctional. I describe the typical pathologies and limitations of large companies and some of
the coping strategies that managers use to get things done despite the structure. I also introduce
the notion of active experimentation – the idea that you can make conscious but low-risk changes
to the way work gets done within your own part of the company.
These three perspectives are summarized below and they provide the overall structure for the
book.

WHY GOOD M ANAGEM ENT
IS SO DIFFICULT

First, and most importantly, I take an employee’s eye-view of management. I focus on the needs,
motivations, and fears of those working on the front lines of their companies, and ask them
what they are looking for in their managers. I examine cases where man- agers have completely
misunderstood the needs of their employees, and have paid the price, as well as cases where
they have done an exemplary job of seeing the world through the eyes of those doing the work.
This perspective suggests some important new techniques for becoming more attentive and
helping our employees to do their best work.
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WHO ISTHEBOOKFOR?
As you should have gathered by now, there are no “silver bullets” for becoming a better
boss; no hard-and-fast rules for improving the practice of management. So I am not going
to fall into the trap of providing you with a how-to list that summarizes all these ideas.
Good management has an analytical component – the folks in Google aren’t crazy – but it
is mostly about building deep expertise in relating to other people. Like improving our golf
swing, we become better man- agers through practice, feedback, and reflection. And like
trying to lose weight, we become more effective when we have got to grips with our own
biases and frailties as human beings. So while there are no silver bullets, there are plenty
of little tricks we can play on ourselves, and plenty of exercises we can try that will help us
develop the exper- tise we need to succeed.
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I have three types of reader in mind for this book:
• You as a manager of others. The book is all about the things you can do differently – to
give you a new outlook on your work, to help you reflect on your own biases, and to force
yourself out of your comfort zone.
• You as an employee. This book will help you understand why your manager isn’t as
helpful, articulate, or forgiving as you think he or she should be. And it will also help you
to manage him or her more effectively. It is sometimes said that you get the manager you
deserve: I don’t entirely buy that, but I do believe you have some degree of freedom to help
your manager do the job better.

The book is in two main parts. The first part provides the motiva- tion and background
for the core ideas in the book. I show how important it is to take management seriously
(Chapter 1), I sketch out the key dimensions of management and where it usually goes
wrong (Chapter 2), and I take a deep dive into the worldview of the employee (Chapter 3).
The second part provides a detailed discussion of the three alterna- tive perspectives: a reinterpretation of management through the eyes of the employee (Chapter 4), an exploration
of our own biases and frailties and how we can overcome them (Chapter 5), and a
discussion of the use of active experimentation to overcome the limitations and pathologies
of the organizations we work for (Chapter 6).
The final chapter (Chapter 7) looks to the future, to make sense of how technology and other
forces are changing the practice of man- agement. Taken as a whole, the flow of the book
represents an arc, from the “big picture” concerns addressed in Chapter 1, down to the
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• You as a manager of other managers. Many of the obstacles to good management
discussed in this book are not set in stone. If you want your own people to become more
effective in their work, there are plenty of things you can do to facilitate their improvement.
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worldview of the employee and manager, and then back up to the big picture again.
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“Becoming a Better Boss is a revolutionary approach to management because it starts from the view
of the person being managed, not the one doing the managing”.
GARY HAMEL, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR AND MANAGEMENT THINKER
“We know the secret of long term success is more engaged employees. In this book Julian Birkinshaw
shows how managers can do a much better job of fully engaging the people around them, so they can do
their best work”.
DAVID MACLEOD, AUTHOR OF THE MACLEOD REPORT TO THE UK GOVERNMENT,
“ENGAGING FOR SUCCESS”
“In Becoming a Better Boss, Julian Birkinshaw provides a clear roadmap for how we can all become
great managers”.
JAYSON DALLAS, GENERAL MANAGER, ROCHE UK

PETER CHEESE, CEO, CHARTERED INSTITUTE OF PERSONNEL AND DEVELOPMENT
“Julian’s new book is perhaps the world’s first discourse that looks at management from the eyes of
the employees”.
VINEET NAYAR, VICE CHAIRMAN, HCL TECHNOLOGIES

Find out what kind of manager you are… Take the test today!
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“Good leadership and management begins with good people management and it’s never been more
important given the increasing diversity of the workforce and the ways in which we work. Julian’s book
speaks to these challenges and is full of great case studies, models, and ideas about how to effectively
manage and engage the workforce of today…he is able to bring new perspectives and insights and deliver
these in a highly readable and engaging way”.
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Julian Birkinshaw is Professor and Chair of Strategy and Entrepreneurship at the
London Business School. He has PhD and MBA degrees in Business from the Richard
Ivey School of Business, University of Western Ontario, and a BSc (Hons) from the
University of Durham. He was awarded an Honorary Doctorate by the Stockholm School
of Economics, 2009.

In 1998 the leading British Management magazine Management Today profiled
Professor Birkinshaw as one of six of the “Next Generation of Management Gurus”. He
is regularly quoted in international media outlets, including CNN, BBC, The Economist,
the Wall Street Journal, and The Times. He speaks regularly at business conferences in
the UK, Europe, North America and Australia.
Professor Birkinshaw is co-founder with best-selling author Gary Hamel of the
Management Innovation Lab (MLab), a unique partnership between academia and
business that is seeking to accelerate the evolution of management.
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Professor Birkinshaw’s main area of expertise is in the strategy and management
of large multinational corporations, and on such specific issues as corporate
entrepreneurship, innovation, subsidiary–headquarters relationship, knowledge
management, network organizations, and global customer management. He is the
author of eleven other books, and over seventy articles in such journals as Harvard
Business Review, Sloan Management Review, Strategy Management Journal and
Academy of Management Journal. He is active as a consultant and executive educator
to many large companies, including Rio Tinto, SAP, GSK, ABB, Ericsson, Kone, Petrofac,
WPP, Bombardier, Sara Lee, HSBC, Akzo Nobel, Roche, Thyssen Krupp, UBS, PWC,
Coloplast, BBC, Unilever and Novo Nordisk.
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