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Ask not what a company can do for you . . .
By SUSAN PINKER 

Wednesday, February 23, 2005 Updated at 2:02 PM EDT

Dear Susan,

How long can I tolerate a key sales manager who gets the "what" part of results right, but the "how" part wrong? He/she delivers the results, but the wrong way.

- Frustrated CEO

Dear Frustrated, 

If you tie the "how" to this manager's performance reviews, she'll get it. 

But your "how long" makes me wonder what you've already tried and how close this manager is to her expiration date. 

If you're willing to extend her shelf life, think of that old joke: How many psychologists does it take to change a light bulb? One, but she has to really want to change. If your manager's advancement is on the line, she'll really want to change.

Start with outlining two or three concrete objectives for her, separating process and outcome as distinct goals. This means breaking down the "how" of your expectations into concrete, bite-sized chunks and incorporating them into this manager's 360 degree reviews. If you don't already use a standard rating scale, you can create Likert scales (rate from 1 to 5 this employee's ability to ...) to give you a crude measurement. 

These kinds of scales were used in a large study showing how feedback from direct reports influenced the effectiveness of 8,000 senior managers and executives from 100 U.S. corporations. Only when feedback was solicited from team members and direct reports was management training at all effective, according to Marshall Goldsmith, an executive coach and founder of Marshall Goldsmith Partners LLC, in an article published in the fall of 2004 in strategy + Business magazine.

So, this manager should be rated not only on achieving her sales targets but on her ability to interact respectfully with direct reports and colleagues, or whatever part of the "how" she's now missing.

For example, if she undermines co-workers in other departments to raise her profile or boost sales, is unresponsive to her staff or customers or behaves unethically, this could be captured with items on the rating scale.

Once the assessment is done, provide some one-to-one coaching so that she has alternatives. Then give her a practice period of at least six to eight months to improve.

Then, using the rating scales, ask for feedback again. Only by soliciting the views of this manager's entourage -- and tying her advancement to her progress -- will you get any clue as to whether she really wants to change.

Susan Pinker is a psychologist and writer.
Send your questions to:
spinker@globeandmail.ca.
Fax: 514-481-9352 
