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ARE you a bad boss?

Introduction

It always seems like it’s the other person who needs improvement. People are forever thinking about how others need to change, only occasionally entertaining the painful thought that they themselves actually might be able to make a tweak here or there in their own behavior. 

According to one estimate based on several national surveys, “the base rate for flawed leadership is somewhere between 60% and 70%.”
 In other words, “somewhere between six and seven out of every ten managers in corporate America are not very good as managers.” Another researcher estimated that as many as 90% of workers have experienced at least one abusive boss during their working careers.
 Effective bosses can (and need to be) demanding and results oriented, but that is not the same thing as being insensitive and demeaning.

Given the very high base rate for supervisory ineffectiveness, chances are pretty good that you could benefit from some personal improvement! 

Why not give yourself a little test. Below are a dozen items that are sometimes found on employee opinion surveys and 360-degree feedback questionnaires. These are some of the most important things that supervisors can do to keep the people who work for them from experiencing frustration and aggravation, and to avoid being the bad-guy character in some employee’s boss-from-hell story told over beers at the local pub or on a web site for all to read.

For each of the dozen items below, indicate whether you currently do it well or whether you could stand some improvement. (Nobody is looking, so be candid. Really think about which of these behaviors you do well and which you could stand to strengthen.)

Self-Test

	Yes, I do this well
	No, I need to work on this
	Click on the item to read commentary and suggestions

	(
	(
	1.  I keep people informed about things that affect them.

	(
	(
	2.  I make it easy for people to say what is on their minds.

	(
	(
	3.  I establish clear performance expectations with my employees.

	(
	(
	4.  I put employees’ talents, skills, and knowledge to good use.

	(
	(
	5.  I work closely with inexperienced employees while leaving experienced employees alone to do their jobs.

	(
	(
	6.  I recognize and acknowledge the accomplishments of my employees.

	(
	(
	7.  I deal quickly with employees who are causing problems.

	(
	(
	8.  I remove obstacles that interfere with employees’ achieving their goals.

	(
	(
	9.  I own up to mistakes.

	(
	(
	10.  I treat employees with respect, regardless of their background or role in the organization.

	(
	(
	11.  I challenge decisions and actions when appropriate.

	(
	(
	12.  I have “organizational savvy” and know how to make things happen.


Exploring bad bossitis

To find out more about any one of these behaviors, click on it. You will find: 

a. A description of what it might be like if the shoe were on the other foot – that is, if your boss needed development on the behavior in question and you were on the receiving end of the bad behavior. 

b. A description of how employees generally react to that particular variety of ineffective boss behavior. 

c. Two questions for you to answer: What are you currently doing to be effective with respect to the behavior in question? What could you do differently to become more effective?

The more of these items that you could stand to do better, the more likely it is that your employees are talking about you behind your back ... that you have deflated their enthusiasm about their job ... that you have lowered yourself to the rank of bad boss (in your employees’ eyes) while simultaneously knocking your employees down a rung or two. Not exactly a win-win situation!

On the other hand, the more items you say “yes” to, the more likely you are to inspire high levels of performance, commitment, engagement, and teamwork; clearly a more desirable state of affairs.

You can “score” your behavior by counting the number of nos. And you can see the interpretation of your score in the scoring key at the bottom of this document. Your “score” is only suggestive. This is intended as an awareness-raising exercise.

Commentaries
I keep people informed about things that affect them.
What if your boss kept you in the dark? Consider these examples…

· Your boss doesn’t clue you in to your agency’s strategic goals and how your job contributes to their achievement. 

· He doesn’t share with you your division’s performance statistics and what they mean to the agency’s – and your – success. 

· He doesn’t tell you about the important official who is visiting the office this afternoon and, when the official is there, doesn’t introduce you. 

· He doesn’t give you information he’s just learned about another division’s work that has a bearing on a project you’re responsible for.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· You may know how it feels to have important information withheld from you, to not be “in the know.” A little deflated, knocked down a rung or two in importance, isolated from the real action. 

What do you do to keep your employees informed? 

What could you do differently to be more effective at keeping them informed? 

( Return to Questionnaire
I make it easy for people to say what is on their minds.
What if your boss made it difficult for you to speak up? Consider these examples…

· You are in your boss’s office trying to talk to her and she keeps looking at her calendar and writing notes on a document she is proofing.

· Your boss revels in the power that resides in her position. Her formality, stiffness, and aloof demeanor make it difficult to just walk into her office and have a chat with her. 

· Your boss speaks definitively, making it appear that her word is the last word and no other input is required. 

· Your boss is a talker and doesn’t give you a chance to get in a word, even edgewise. 

· Your boss doesn’t ask you for your opinions or suggestions. 

 How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· You undoubtedly have known people who have made it difficult for you to make your view known, and you’ve probably worked for a boss who was like this. (If you haven’t, you’ve beaten the odds.) How do you feel when you are shut out of the conversation, blocked from providing input you believe to be important? 

What do you do to make it easy for your employees to say what is on their minds?

What can you do to make it easier for them to speak up?

( Return to Questionnaire
I establish clear performance expectation with my employees.
What if your boss didn’t establish clearly what was expected of you? Consider these examples…

· In your job, you have only a vague idea what it is you’re supposed to do. 

· Your boss seems coy and acts like he doesn’t want to talk about it when you ask for clarification. 

· You don’t know what the boundaries are within which you can operate and make decisions yourself. 

· Your boss gives you a distressed look when you take the initiative in some matters, and gives you the same distressed look when you go to her for a decision on other matters – there’s no rhyme or reason. 

· Your boss doesn’t tell you on what basis you’re going to be evaluated. 

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· Chances are you know how it feels to have a boss who doesn’t share much with you in the way of performance expectations. Most people feel frustrated and experience stress over the uncertainty. Some bosses believe they are “empowering” their employees by giving vague direction and turning them loose to do great things, but results expectations need to be clearly set. 

What do you do to help clarify for employees what is expected of them and what the boundaries are within which they are free to operate?

What can you do differently to be more effective at clarifying expectations?

( Return to Questionnaire
i put employees’ talents, skills and knowledge to good use.
What if your boss weren’t making the best use of your skills? Consider these examples…

· Your job is a promising one, but your boss keeps loading you up with busy work. 

· You never get to do what you thought you were hired to do. 

· You have the feeling your boss doesn’t have confidence in your ability to handle real work, or simply doesn’t trust you to do the real work. 

· You read a document that your boss was responsible for and find embarrassing errors and gaps of knowledge in the report, knowledge you could have provided if only you’d been asked. 

· You look around you and see others doing poorly exactly the kind of work that you would do well, if only you could be given the chance.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· If your boss doesn’t know what your skills are, or what specialized knowledge you have, it would not be unusual. This is especially true when starting out with a new boss – and when the boss discovers what you’re good at and begins to make use of it, what a relief it is. The normal reaction to not having your talents tapped is a decline in motivation.

What do you do to make better use of your employees’ skills?

What can you differently to better utilize your employees’ skills?

( Return to Questionnaire
i work closely with inexperienced employees while leaving experienced employees alone to do their jobs.
What if your boss treated all employees the same, despite differences in experience and confidence? Consider these examples…

· You’re new on the job. Your boss treats you as if you’ve been around for years and you know all the ropes. He doesn’t give you enough direction for you to know how to begin a project. He doesn’t explain how to access the readily available resources you’ll need. When you mess up, he doesn’t turn it into a learning opportunity. 

· You have years of experience and are the master of your job. But the boss treats you like you’re wet behind the ears. He gives tedious direction when assigning tasks you can do with your eyes closed. 

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· Many people in supervisory roles are capable of working only in one gear – they have difficulty making adjustments based on the amount of competence and confidence a particular employee has. As a result, some employees are overindulged while others are under-supervised.

· If your boss really is a one-gear supervisor, you know how it feels to be on the receiving end. The boss’s behavior often appears to be inappropriate or out of synch. “Doesn’t he realize I need more guidance?” or “Doesn’t he realize I know what I’m doing?” are the typical reactions. You grow accustomed to his ineptness, but it makes you wonder about the boss’s competence as a boss.

What do you do to work with your employees differently depending on their needs?

What else could you do to address your employees as individuals?

( Return to Questionnaire
I recognize and acknowledge the accomplishments of my employees
What if your boss didn’t acknowledge your accomplishments? Consider this example…

· You knock yourself out to finish a project by the deadline and your boss doesn’t even say thank you. When speaking to a group, your boss describes the project you’ve made a major contribution to and fails to mention that its success is due largely to your work. She might even attempt to take credit for the project herself. 

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· If your boss acts this way, your reaction is likely to be: “Why bother?” Why bother putting in long hours, giving your all to support this person who appears to not even notice your efforts? 

What do you do to recognize your employees for what they accomplish? 

What can you do differently to do a better job of this?

( Return to Questionnaire
I deal quickly with subordinates who are causing problems.
What if your boss didn’t address employee performance problems? Consider this example…

· Your coworker goofs off, produces shoddy work, is rude to a customer, uses company resources inappropriately, or just plain doesn’t know what he’s doing. And your boss does nothing about it. You see nothing happening to try to correct the problem or set this coworker straight. It’s as if the boss isn’t capable of distinguishing poor performance from good ... or doesn’t care.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· If you’ve been witness to a boss who didn’t confront employee problems, what effect did it have on you and other employees? Most employees initially react with disgust and become (usually) silently contemptuous of the boss. If the boss continues to let problems go unaddressed, the employees become complacent. They also become much less eager to work hard for the boss and much more willing to tell disrespectful stories behind the boss’s back. 

· Incidentally, we have found the matter of dealing with employee performance problems to be one of the most common development needs of people who have supervisory responsibility. 

What do you do to address performance problems among your subordinates?

What can you do differently to be more effective at confronting performance problems?

( Return to Questionnaire
i remove obstacles that interfere with employees’ achieving their goals.
What if your boss didn’t try to remove or minimize obstacles? Consider these examples…

· You tell your boss you are having problems getting cooperation from another department, and she responds, “Work it out.” 

· You are waiting for an approval from higher up and need to get it quickly, but your boss doesn’t go to bat for you. 

· It seems like obstacles arise every time you try to get something done and when you describe the problems to your boss she says, “I know, I run into those problems, too,” and does nothing to deal with the obstacles. 

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· Does your boss help you when you encounter obstacles? If not, you know the consequences of this kind of behavior. Sometimes employees will rise to the occasion and become very creative in dealing with the obstacles – and sometimes their methods end up getting the boss in trouble. Generally, however, there is a decrement in performance (things don’t get done as well because obstacles were in the way) and a fall-off in respect for the boss.

What do you do to remove or minimize obstacles?

What can you do differently to be a more effective obstacle reducer?

( Return to Questionnaire
i own up to mistakes.
What if your boss were not up-front and honest with you? Consider these examples…

· Your boss makes a mistake and never admits it. 

· He covers up little things, like getting off the elevator on the wrong floor and later claiming she was supposed to meet someone on that floor. 

· He doesn’t reveal things about himself. 

· He claims to have spent the morning at an offsite business meeting when in fact he was taking care of personal business. 

· And perhaps he covers up bigger things, like the billing error, the inappropriate commitment to a client, the impetuous comment to an employee. 

When things go wrong, he blames it on someone else.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· Everyone covers up a mistake now and then, and usually it’s quite harmless. But have you worked for someone who does it habitually? It can quickly erode trust and respect. It speaks directly to one’s integrity and credibility. An unintended consequence of not owning up to your missteps is that you don’t give yourself an opportunity to learn, to alter your behavior in order to become more effective.

What do you do to be up-front and honest with your employees?

What can you do differently to improve others’ perceptions of your honesty?

( Return to Questionnaire
i treat employees with respect, regardless of their background or role in the organization.
What if your boss acted disrespectfully to you? Consider these examples…

· On the elevator, the boss ignores you and other lower-level employees. 

· In a meeting, the boss frequently interrupts you but listens with rapt attention when a peer or superior is talking. 

· The boss confides in and pals around with a group of subordinates whose backgrounds are similar to hers, while having little interaction with you and other subordinates whose backgrounds are different. 

· After you present a suggestion to your boss, she recounts the encounter with her close associates, ridiculing the suggestion and mocking your accent and awkward use of words. 

· The boss makes fun of your name (you’re from a different cultural background). 

· The boss embraces an idea presented to her by a close colleague, an idea she had earlier rejected when you presented it to her.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· If anyone has treated you this way, you remember it well. In most people, it elicits a feeling of being hurt and a resulting anger directed toward the source. In organizations, this anger is usually controlled. But it goes underground, to surface in variety of aggressive guises. A popular reaction is to plot to “get even” with the person who slighted you. None of this is very healthy!

· Incidentally, there was a pilot who flew the chartered jets that ferried several presidential candidates around the country in a recent election year. He got to see how the different candidates treated the service staff on board the plane, himself included. There were dramatic differences. One candidate was cold and aloof and never spoke directly to them, asking the flight attendant for a cocktail through his chief of staff. He made them feel diminished, like necessary but unwanted elements of his grand campaign. Another was warm and friendly, learning the crewmembers’ names, asking their opinions, and telling stories. He made them feel worthy. Through assessment of this one category of behavior, the pilot was able to do a rich character study of each candidate. And, significantly, his vote in the election was determined not by the candidates’ party affiliation or position on substantive issues, but by how the candidates treated “the help”!

What do you do to show respect for those who are different from yourself?

What can you do differently to ensure others see you as respectful of them?

( Return to Questionnaire
i challenge decisions and actions when appropriate.
What if your boss lacked the courage to challenge decisions and actions? Consider these examples…

· Your boss knows something is wrong but isn’t willing to stand up and speak out about it. 

· At a meeting, someone begins talking derisively about a person not present, but the boss lets the conversation go on, even joins in the lambasting. 

· Your boss has a chance to suggest to the agency head that a high-level decision is ill advised, but chickens out. 

· After you share your concerns about an issue with your boss, he promises to bring it up at the next meeting he has with his boss, but he decides it would be politically unwise to do so and doesn’t bring it up.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

· If you’ve worked for someone like this, you know the effect such boss behavior has on you. The main consequence of not standing up to higher authority or to popular opinion is that people lose respect for the boss.   Standing up to a higher authority, also known as moxie, has to do with courage. Like the cowardly lion in the Oz story, without courage the king of the jungle gets no respect … and isn’t the king.

What do you do to act courageously?

What can you do differently to boost your courage?

( Return to Questionnaire
I have “organization savvy” and know how to make things happen.
What if your boss were ineffective at making things happen? Consider these examples…

· Your boss meets with you and the rest of her staff and talks about grand plans, but little ever comes of the talk. 

· She agrees to have an adjustment made in your salary, but it takes months for her to figure out how to maneuver through the bureaucracy to make it happen. 

· You watch as other divisions engage in exciting initiatives and launch new programs, but the group you are part of seems to be stuck in committee. 

· Your boss lays out elaborate plans but never seems to be able to pull the trigger to gets things started. 

· Your boss doesn’t seem to have a network of “doers” or friendly enablers in other parts of the agency, in other agencies, or in the local community whom she can contact to help make things happen.

How would you react to this bad boss behavior?

If you’ve worked for a boss like this, you know how frustrating it can be. 

· Most employees like to see things happen. The boss who is inept at achieving results, who gets caught up in over-planning or over-analysis, or who doesn’t know the secrets to making things happen within the agency can cause a great deal of exasperation. Most employees will seek out another boss who is more action-oriented and better connected.

What do you do to translate talk into action?

What can you do differently to more effectively make things happen?

( Return to Questionnaire
Scoring key

	Number of no’s
	Text

	0
	You are a marvelous boss. Almost too good to be true. In fact, this score is too good to be true. You might want to double-check your answers. If your answers are indeed valid, there are some very nice managerial opportunities awaiting you in almost any organization.

	1-4
	The behaviors you checked as needing development are causing you some difficulties with your employees. But in the big scheme of things this result is in the “pretty darn good” range. Not bad! Check out the commentaries for each of the items you checked as needing improvement. You may find some useful insights and tips.

	5-9
	No question about it. You have checked enough behaviors to cause a great deal of consternation. It is certain that your employees are talking about you, and not necessarily singing your praises. But, if it is any consolation, you are definitely in the majority – a member of the bad boss gang. Check out the commentaries for each of the items you checked as needing improvement. You will find some useful insights and tips.

	10-12
	Must be some mistake here. Your score indicates you are the boss from hell. Better check your answers one more time. Are you sure you answered the questions properly? If you really did respond properly, be sure to check out the commentaries for each of the items you checked as needing improvement. You will absolutely find some useful insights and tips.


www.performanceSolutions.nc.gov/motivationInitiatives/PerformanceMgmt/CounselingandAddressingPerformanceProblems/AreYouaBadBoss.doc
� Robert Hogan, Robert Raskin, and Dan Fazzini. “The Dark Side of Charisma.” In Kenneth E. and Miriam B. Clark (editors), Measures of Leadership (Center for Creative Leadership, 1990).


� Harvey Hornstein. Brutal Bosses and Their Prey (Riverhead Books / G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1996).
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