
The Complete  
Guide for the  
First-time Leader 

Helping you lead high calibre teams  
of engaged individuals.  



About hellomonday

We help your  
organisation to:

• Scale development initiatives, providing 
coaching to all employees not just senior leaders

• Deliver development experiences aligned to 
your business strategy

• Prioritise development initiatives that result 
in long-term sustained learning and change

• Improve leadership and develop a high 
performing culture to fuel business growth 

We will help  
your people to:

• Find their focus, purpose and confidence 
• Learn, practise and reinforce habits through 

curated learning and impactful coaching
• Be equipped to tackle whatever comes their way
• Become a better leader and thrive professionally 

and personally
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It’s important to realise  
that being an effective leader  

isn’t about being everybody’s friend,  
the ‘cool’ manager, or the hero in every 
situation. It’s not about pleasing everyone, 
nor is it about micromanaging to the point 
that you end up becoming a bottleneck. 
It isn’t about taking on everyone else’s 
issues, nor taking credit for everything. 
In fact, if you crave recognition (or the 
spotlight), then leadership may not in  
fact be right for you.
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01 Foreword
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Congratulations! You’ve just been promoted. You’ve landed your 
first leadership role. You’re a manager now!

You’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. You set your eyes on the prize. 
The ladder was there, and it was yours to climb. This is exactly what you’ve always wanted.

Now, you’re feeling slightly terrified, right?

How are you possibly going to pull it off?

OK. Perhaps this question is a bit too dramatic. After all, ‘they’ also clearly believe in 
you and your ability to take on this new challenge. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have made 
it happen. Besides, surely somewhere along the way, your manager would have sat down 
with you, discussed your goals and aspirations, set a potential timeline towards leadership, 
and put a plan in place, and it wasn’t just a case of, “Surprise! It’s time to look after a team 
of people! Good luck”!

Now you just have to make it happen.

No doubt you’ve proven yourself in your career to date, but from now on you won’t be able 
to simply rely on the same skills that got you this far. Management requires a completely 
different skillset. It’s a whole new ball game. And putting on the leadership hat comes with 
a new set of rules, responsibilities, and, of course, brand-new challenges.
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Why would anyone actually want to be led by you?

This is a very important question, and you might not have an answer for it right now, 
which is why we’ll be asking it again later.

Right now, you’ve probably got more burning questions that you want the answers to. 
Like how will your former colleagues (and perhaps even friends) take direction from you now? 
Do you even know what type of leader you want to be? How will you juggle your regular 
day-to-day tasks along with your newfound management responsibilities? Is there an art 
to delivering negative feedback or having a difficult conversation with a team member who, 
until a few weeks ago, may have been your peer? How do you manage a group  
of totally different personalities? What do you do if you don’t know the answer  
to a question from someone in the team? Can you really empower individuals 
as a first-time leader?

And these questions are probably just the tip of the iceberg.

From the outset, it’s important to realise that being an effective 
leader isn’t about being everybody’s friend, the ‘cool’ manager, 
or the hero in every situation. It’s not about pleasing everyone, 
nor is it about micromanaging to the point that you end up 
becoming a bottleneck. It isn’t about taking on everyone 
else’s issues, nor taking credit for everything. In fact, if you 
crave recognition (or the spotlight), then leadership may not 
in fact be right for you.

Leadership is about setting your team up for success to  
the point where your team should be just as strong without 
you. It’s about being authentic, replacing the ‘I’ for the ‘we’, 
focusing on team goals, understanding the importance  
of clear communication, building meaningful relationships, 
encouraging collaboration, and being courageous.
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Nobody’s saying you don’t have a lot to learn. You do. But from now on you’ll also appreciate 
that leadership is an ongoing learning process.

The good news is that this eBook will help lay the foundations for what lies ahead. Whilst we 
can’t tell you what type of leader you should be, we can certainly share best practices, tips and 
advice around how to succeed as a first-time leader.

We’ll help you focus on the following:

We’ll dive into some of these topics in more detail than others. But we want to reassure you that 
we’ve got your back! We want to show you how to succeed in your new role, and how to best 
step up to the challenge of leading a team of high calibre, engaged individuals.

Enjoy the read!

Adopting a  
growth mindset

Managing your time 
to maximise your 

productivity

Communicating  
with impact

Setting expectations 
and delegating 

effectively

Providing feedback 
and managing team 

performance

Mastering the art of 
‘managing up’

1 2 3 4 5 6
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From now on you’ll also 
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The first-time leader 
‘Competency Continuum’
Hopefully the excitement of your promotion hasn’t 
worn off yet! Becoming a leader for the first time 
is an amazing achievement. 

But sometimes it can feel overwhelming and even terrifying.  
That’s all just part of the learning experience. Remember that even 
the best actors, musicians and sports stars still feel butterflies in their 
stomachs before they walk out onto the stage, court or field and into 
the spotlight.

This is your moment to shine. But it’s also important to understand 
the psychological journey you’re about to embark on.

Seriously, how are you feeling right now?
Rest assured, you are not the first new manager to feel like this. 
In fact, every first-time leader experiences this feeling as they step 
into their new role.
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Here’s a quick exercise for you.
Grab a blank sheet of paper, turn it horizontally, and draw a straight line along the middle of the page.

Then mark five points along the ‘axis’ from left to right, and label each of these ‘milestones’ as follows:

• Unconsciously incompetent  (UI)
• Consciously incompetent  (CI)
• Consciously competent   (CC)
• Unconsciously competent  (UC)
• [Subconsciously competent]  (SC)

Give your artistic masterpiece a title – the first-time leader ‘Competency Continuum’.

UI CI CC UC SC
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Nobody is expecting you  
to pick it all up overnight. 

After all, when it comes to managing 
people for the first time, there’s  
really no such thing as ‘hitting the 
ground running’.



Now let’s flesh this out in more detail.

Unconsciously incompetent

This stage represents the very early days of 
your leadership career when you literally don’t 
know what you don’t know. For some people 
this stage might even feel a bit ‘cruisy’.

Sure, you’ve had managers in the past and you 
may have decided what you liked or disliked 
about their various leadership styles. You may 
have worked with your colleagues for a while, 
but suddenly you’re their boss. But let’s face 
it (and sorry to be blunt here), when it comes 
to managing a team of people, you’re literally 
completely unaware.

If you are at this stage of the continuum, the 
next stage could be even more challenging. 

Consciously incompetent

It will then quickly become apparent just 
how much you don’t know about leading 
people. Or to put it another way, just how 
much you’re expected to know… and just 
how quickly you’re expected to pick it all up.

As we said earlier, from now on you won’t be 
able to simply rely on the same skills that got 
you this far. Leadership requires a completely 
different skillset. 

It’s not uncommon for a new leader to panic  
at this point. But please don’t stress too much. 
Nobody is expecting you to pick it all up 
overnight. After all, when it comes to managing 
people for the first time, there’s really no such 
thing as ‘hitting the ground running’.

It’s during this phase where you may start to 
feel uncertain, lose confidence, or even start to 
doubt your own ability to meet the organisation’s 
expectations of you, which is why it’s a good 
idea to find a buddy internally, a mentor who 
has been in the same shoes as you, or even 
better still, an experienced leadership coach to 
accompany you along the way.

Consciously competent

You know you’ve progressed to this next 
stage along the ‘Competency Continuum’ 
when you suddenly become aware just how 
much you know.

In terms of the dynamics of your team 
members, you’ve got a good idea of ‘who’s 
who in the zoo’; the internal management 
requirements are all starting to make sense; 
you’ve found your groove when it comes to 
your one-to-one catch ups and team meetings; 
you may even feel like you’ve had some early 
wins as a leader.

Above all, if you make a mistake, or if you’re 
unsure of something, you know who to ask, 
where to look, or you can quickly discover a 
way to find the solution yourself.

‘Consciously competent’ feels good.
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Unconsciously  
competent

Then one day you just wake up and it all 
feels like second nature to you.

You’re no longer feeling overwhelmed; you 
can swap hats seamlessly between meeting 
your own on-the-job deliverables and leading 
your team; you go into your weekly catch ups 
with your team members well-prepared; you 
present in a leadership meeting confidently; 
or you might even be asked to take the lead 
on an important project.

You’re “cooking with gas”.

For many new leaders, it can take 6, 9 or even 
12 months to reach this point, so please don’t 
put too much pressure on yourself.

Subconsciously  
competent

This point along the ‘Competency 
Continuum’ probably doesn’t really apply to 
first-time leaders. But for any new manager, 
‘subconsciously competent’ is definitely 
something to aspire to.

At some point down the track you might 
find yourself waking up in the middle of the 
night remembering a challenging conversation 
you had a year earlier that had a very similar 
backstory to a situation you know you have 
to deal with tomorrow; you might be asked 
to provide some leadership tips for a blog or 
journal article; you may be invited to speak 
at a conference; you might even be asked to 
become a coach or mentor yourself; and one 
day you might even see individuals that you 
previously led displaying leadership traits that 
they observed in you.

It’s a very nice feeling.
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Whether you keep a copy of your ‘Competency Continuum’ in a drawer or take a photo of it and 
save it somewhere that you can quickly come back to is entirely up to you. But it’s important that 
every now and then you pause and recognise where you are at. You may even want to highlight 
what stage you feel you are at when you have that ‘aha’ moment and realise that you are in fact 
progressing along the axis.

Please note that it’s not uncommon for a first-time leader to slip back to the left along the 
continuum. This could happen (most commonly from stage 3 back to stage 2) if, for example, you 
have a heated discussion with one of your team members as part of one of your first performance 
reviews, or when you are faced with your first resignation.

It’s also not uncommon for new managers to be at different stages along the 
‘Competency Continuum’, even if you were all promoted at the same time. 
There is no prescribed timing as to when anyone should progress from 
one stage to the next. So technically the milestones along the axis on 
your drawing don’t necessarily need to be equally spaced. 

And finally, remember that where a leader falls along the 
continuum is not ‘absolute’. Rather it is task based. You may 
be ‘unconsciously competent’ on a particular element of your 
job, but ‘consciously incompetent’ on another. For example, 
when you move from an individual contributor, where you 
are ‘unconsciously competent’ on most tasks, to a first-time 
leadership role where you are ‘consciously incompetent’ on 
many tasks, you will feel the weight of it.

What stage you are at doesn’t really matter, as long 
as you feel as though you can genuinely celebrate your 
progression as you move along the timeline to the right.
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Getting your mindset 
into gear 
We certainly don’t want to come across as overly 
‘lecture-like’, academic, or prescriptive here, so please 
consider this relatively short section to be more of a 
refresher or reminder. 

One would assume that in getting to this stage in your career you have 
probably thought about your mindset and how by becoming a leader, 
you won’t solely be operating with an employee mindset moving 
forward, but now adding a leadership mindset to the way you perform 
at work.

For example, as an individual contributor, you may have embraced new 
opportunities for personal growth, while as a leader you would seek 
new opportunities for your team members’ growth and development. 
Or prior to your promotion, you may have been focused on how you 
could succeed individually, while moving forward you’ll be more 
focused on how others can be successful.

There are many facets to a leadership mindset, but for the first-time 
leader in particular, we’re going to focus on the basics.
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As you step up from being an employee to a leader, one of the most important shifts is from potentially having a fixed 
mindset to embracing a growth mindset. Sure, as a team member you may have been able to get away with being afraid of 
change or difficult work situations, avoiding challenges or dreading feedback (perhaps even viewing it as a personal attack) 
– all traits of a fixed mindset). However, as a new leader, you will ideally be ambitious and more interested in developing 
yourself (and others) than in worrying about what others might think of you. You will realise that it’s OK to be vulnerable 
in front of your team members. You will recognise failure as an opportunity to learn. You will embrace new challenges and 
welcome feedback from those around you. Above all, you will consciously focus on your own personal and professional 
development. In fact, by reading this eBook, you are already demonstrating traits of leading with a growth mindset.

Individual Contributor Leader

Thinks that with work, their skills can improve over time Sees potential in all employees and improves performance

Embraces new opportunities for personal growth Sees opportunities for their team

Accepts and acts on feedback Believes feedback is ongoing and constructive

Focuses on how ‘I’ can achieve success Focuses on how others will achieve success

Values learning in failure Recognises and rewards the value of learning in failure
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Demonstrating empathy, actively listening (more about this later), encouraging collaboration 
and developing the individuals within your team are also solid traits of a growth mindset and will 
result in higher engagement levels and, in turn, less turnover.

One thing every leader is having to deal with today is change. With the amount of change and 
uncertainty out there, and increasing levels of anxiety within teams, leaders need to approach 
every day (no matter how challenging) with a growth mindset and embrace the fact that 
everyone is operating outside their comfort zone.

Whenever you can, show that you are committed to your own up-skilling and self-improvement 
and to the development of your individual team members, too. Set regular goals for 
yourself and your people even in the most challenging times. Above all, prove to 
those around you (both above and below you in the organisation) that you are 
more than comfortable guiding your team through uncharted territory.
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Managing your time to 
maximise your productivity
It’s not uncommon for many new leaders to spend 
their days in a frenzy of activity but achieving very 
little because they are not concentrating on doing 
the most important things.

Assuming that today isn’t literally your first day in your new  
leadership role, think back to yesterday. What did you accomplish?  
More importantly, what was on your to-do list? What did you hope to 
get done? Were the tasks you worked on during the day the ones with 
the highest priority? Did you find yourself doing stuff at the last minute? 
How often did you find yourself dealing with unexpected interruptions 
from your team members? Did you end up having to do your ‘own work’ 
after hours just to keep on top of all the management stuff? 

At the heart of managing your time as a first-time leader is an 
important shift in focus. Concentrating on results (your own and 
your team’s)… not on being busy.

It’s important to realise that procrastination is as tempting for any 
new leader as it is deadly. “I’ll get to it later” has led to the downfall 
of many new managers learning to spin all their new plates, since after 
too many “laters”, the work piles up so high that expectations and 
responsibilities seem insurmountable.

From a leader’s point  
of view, time management 

should be more about helping 
oneself and others make wise 
and often courageous or difficult 
decisions as opposed to doing 
more with less. 
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Don’t be lured into thinking that working harder (longer hours as a result 
of ‘managing by day’ and doing all your ‘other stuff’ by night) increases your 
productivity. Whilst this idea might work up to a point, beyond that it can become 
extremely detrimental to both your health (increased stress) and your effectiveness 
(making poorer leadership decisions). 

We’re not here to share our thoughts on the downsides of multitasking or to 
give advice on how to avoid the plethora of distractions that can creep into all 
our workdays. Nor are we here to recommend productivity apps for you to track 
and understand exactly how and where you spend your time. And we’re certainly 
not going to suggest you even try to “do more with less”. After all, from a leader’s 
point of view, time management should be more about helping oneself and others 
make wise and often courageous or difficult decisions as opposed to doing more 
with less. 

For a first-time manager in particular, it’s important to improve your productivity 
by (among other things) being proactive, not reactive; shifting your attitude and 
mindset from that of an employee to that of a leader; running efficient one-to-one 
and team meetings; learning to say ‘no’; being team oriented and not process 
driven; being ‘present’ for each individual team member; and above all focusing 
on the Time Management Matrix (opposite) and understanding what’s truly urgent, 
important, not urgent, or perhaps even not important at all.

Many new leaders will often find themselves creating a ‘phantom workload’ 
where the amount of work feels real and unavoidable but might end up adding 
several unnecessary hours to the day with very little benefit. Tell-tale signs of 
a potential ‘phantom workload’ might include lengthy meetings (typically resulting 
in no real outcomes), too many meetings (also known as ‘meetings for the sake of 
meetings’), time wasted addressing the same issue repeatedly with multiple team 
members, crafting and sending lengthy emails (the content of which could have 
been articulated on a quick team call), or holding on to tasks which could easily 
be actioned by other team members. We’ll come back to this point later when we 
look at delegation and empowerment.

Important but 
not urgent

Important  
and urgent

Not important 
and not urgent

Not important 
but urgent

Includes:  
trivia, junk mail,  

some phone calls  
or emails

Includes: interruptions, 
some calls, some emails  
or reports, some ‘pressing 
matters’ and sometimes 
popular activities

This is your quadrant 
of quality and leadership 

and includes: preparation, 
planning, prevention, 

relationship building and 
true relaxation

Pressing problems,  
deadline driven  
projects, last minute 
preparation for  
scheduled activities
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As soon as you find yourself falling into (or being tempted to fall into) the vicious cycle of 
increased pressure resulting from what might actually be an unnecessary, self-enforced 
workload, recognise what’s going on and shift your focus to what is more deserving of your 
energy and attention. On that note, you might want to get your hands on a copy of Brian Tracy’s 
“Eat That Frog” which will help ensure you get more of the important things done – today!

At the start of every day or at the very least at the beginning of every week, try to block your 
calendar and clearly distinguish between your regular on-the-job commitments and your 
leadership responsibilities. Actually visualising your week, picturing when you can put your 
head down and work on (for example) client work, spreadsheets, programming, sales activities 
or whatever your core job entails as opposed to when you have to put on your leadership hat 
should help alleviate challenges around avoidance, procrastination, or simply not getting 
around to stuff.

If you find yourself responsible for, say, three or four team members in your 
new role, you might also want to consider having all your one-to-one 
meetings on the same day to remain in “leadership mode” as opposed 
to staggering them throughout the week. 

Refining your approach to time management might involve some 
specific behavioural changes now that you have stepped into 
a leadership role. But tweaking your habits, thoughts and 
actions around how and where you spend your time is all part 
of the leadership development process, right?
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Mastering the art of 
‘managing up’
There’s plenty of information out there for managers 
(and aspiring managers) on how to lead; the difference 
between being a leader and being a manager; or how 
best to keep your team members motivated – through 
good times and bad. 

However, it’s very rare to find advice for first-time leaders on how 
to manage their relationship with their boss – the subtle (albeit all too 
important) art of ‘managing up’ – and how, as a new leader, you can 
have a positive impact on your own manager. 

Remember, just because you have been promoted into a leadership 
role, you’re still an employee and until you’re at the very top of the org 
chart, you will always report to someone whether that be an individual 
or perhaps a board.

Your relationship with your manager could be pivotal to your success 
or failure as a new leader. You can leverage the relationship you have 
with your boss in several ways, from obtaining valuable advice to 
securing important support and insights for your own professional 
and career development.

Just because you have 
been promoted into 

a leadership role, you’re still 
an employee and until you’re 
at the very top of the org 
chart, you will always report 
to someone whether that be an 
individual or perhaps a board.
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How you support your manager, how well you communicate with your manager, and how you can make 
a positive impression on your manager (without being seen as arrogant or an irritating brown-noser), 
are a few of the most important traits you can have as you progress through your career as a leader. 

However, a poor relationship with your manager (or not understanding the importance of cultivating this 
relationship at this stage of your career) could result in little advice, limited support, finding yourself isolated, 
or worst still ignored or pushed out.

Managing up is something that you should think about constantly. However, it’s important to understand that 
it’s not about managing your boss per se, but more about managing the relationship with your boss that will help 
you achieve your own leadership goals.

Given it’s still early days on your leadership journey, we wanted to share some tips on managing up that you 
may want to refer to from time to time.

Know what your boss 
expects of you 
Just because you’re now a leader yourself, you still 
need to know exactly what your manager expects of 
you. If, for whatever reason, you are unsure – you must 
ask. In your regular catchups, instead of simply talking 
about what you have done or will be doing with your 
team, make sure you check that you’re performing as 
expected. If you aren’t, this is the perfect opportunity to 
course correct. But rather than simply asking your boss 
for a solution, make sure you already have some options 
or alternatives up your sleeve. This will reinforce that as 
a leader you are proactive and have a solution mindset.

Facetime is your friend 
And we’re not talking about the app here! Avoid 
relying purely on email communication with your boss. 
Sure, some stuff can be conveyed electronically, but 
remember – visibility feeds credibility particularly as a 
new leader. Wherever possible, provide quick updates 
in person or on video chat. That way you can actually 
see and gauge your manager’s reaction to the news 
you are delivering. 
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Support your boss 
Whilst you will hopefully be familiar with your 
own goals and OKRs as a team leader, do you really 
understand what your manager’s objectives are for 
the business, and subsequently, how your actions 
and results have a direct impact on both their role 
and the business objectives? The best way to show 
support towards your manager here is to think about 
the collective vs purely thinking about yourself or your 
own team’s results. 

It’s also important to stand by your manager in difficult 
times. This is another very powerful part of building 
a solid professional relationship with your boss. One 
thing that you’ll eventually learn to appreciate, is that 
it’s very lonely at the top, so by standing by your boss 
during tough times will also energise them to continue 
to do their best for you. If you can show your boss 
that you’ve got their back, then when times are tough, 
they’ll have yours, too. 

Finally make sure you never cross the line and 
undermine your boss. As long as you have a boss, 
it’s your job to respect their role and their position 
within the organisation. If you disagree with them, 
show support in public but by all means share your 
concerns (being mindful of your tone and manner) 
privately so you can get clarity. 

Be aware of how your boss 
might perceive you 
Sure, this one’s a bit of a sensitive one as it might even 
push you outside your comfort zone when it comes to 
focusing on your level of self-awareness or emotional 
intelligence as a first-time leader. You need to make 
sure you’re aware of how certain actions (or lack 
thereof) may be impacting your performance in your 
new role. For example, make sure you are always 
prepared for meetings with your boss – regardless of 
whether it’s a weekly check-in or a performance review. 

It’s up to you to maintain a positive impression. Always 
be truthful, honest and tactful. It’s all about having 
genuine interactions with your boss and always 
demonstrating that you truly care for the overall 
business as well as your team. 
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Communicating  
with impact 
It’s never too early in your leadership career to ask 
yourself why anyone would want to be led by you. 

While this could be quite a confronting question for any new 
leader (and you might not necessarily have the answer to it right now), 
it’s something you should definitely think about.

A good place to start might be to look back on your own career. 
Who would you consider to have been a great leader? Who has made 
a real difference to you in your professional life? Who has mentored or 
guided you? Who has influenced your beliefs and professional values? 
Who showed faith in you, when perhaps others didn’t? 

Once again without wanting to put a dampener on the moment, 
it’s probably a good time to remind you that people don’t leave 
companies. They leave leaders. And two of the most common reasons 
people give for leaving (their leader) is because they believe they were 
kept in the dark or weren’t given any clear direction, or they felt that 
they weren’t given a voice, or they weren’t listened to.

Both of these reasons come down to poor or ineffective 
communication.

Who would you consider  
to have been a great leader?  

Who has made a real difference to 
you in your professional life? Who has 
influenced your beliefs and professional 
values? Who showed faith in you,  
when perhaps others didn’t? 
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Clear or effective communication lies at the very heart of successful 
leadership. In fact, effective communication and effective leadership 
are closely intertwined. If you don’t get communication right, 
everything else pretty much falls apart. This is particularly true for a 
first-time leader when you move from “mate to manager” – from being 
the peer to the leader, when you have to build a new level of rapport, 
establish new relationships, and start to set expectations (we’ll come 
back to this in more detail later).

No matter how big or small your team is, part of being an effective 
communicator is to ensure everyone is on the same page. You need to 
be able to clearly articulate your plan, the vision for the business, and 
your expectations. Whether you are talking to your team as a group, 
or to an individual team member during a weekly 1:1 catch up, you 
must have clarity around ‘the story’ and the plan ahead. The words 
you use, how you deliver your message, and the consistency with 
which you drive that message home will make all the difference to 
ensuring everyone is on the same page. After all, you want everyone 
on board the same train traveling in the same direction. 

Whilst you might not think this relates to communication per se, 
communicating with impact is all about creating a climate of trust.

As a leader, you are responsible for the environment you create. 
Not the culture, the actual environment, and this starts with you 
having a positive mental attitude… always. If you look angry or sound 
frustrated, all it takes is for just one of your team members to believe 
you are angry at them, and this can ruin the day for everyone. 

You want your team to look up to you; to respect you; and to trust 
you. But adhering to a “tough love” or “tough empathy” philosophy 
will also help you in the long run. 

You will never be accused of over communicating. Tell them everything 
or tell them nothing at all. Rest assured; nobody will resign from your 
organisation because they felt you told them too much! The danger in 
only telling them half the story though, is that they will fill in the gaps 
and create their own situation in their head. This perception will quickly 
become their reality and that’s a downward spiral in the making. 

This means that if you told your team that funding was around the 
corner and the potential investor pulls out, don’t keep that information 
from the team assuming they will forget what you told them in the 
first place. If you tell the team you’re making an offer to an amazing 
candidate and for whatever reason the candidate turns the job down, 
bring the team up to speed asap.

In the majority of teams, too many things are just swept under the 
carpet on the assumption that people don’t need to know the bad 
news. That assumption couldn’t be further from the truth. 

When communicating to your team, or even to the broader business, 
please understand that it’s OK to speak from the heart. Even the 
most successful leaders are not invincible. It’s perfectly fine to reveal 
your vulnerability. And you know what? Sometimes it’s even OK 
to ask for help or admit you don’t know the answer to a particular 
question. Sure, that takes courage, but when your team sees you being 
courageous, that’s another big tick on the trust board and a win on the 
communication front.
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As a new leader, one thing you will want to be very mindful of is that if your team hears you only 
use the words “I” or “me” they may quickly start to lose faith in you. It comes back to the trust 
and credibility piece. When you make it more about “we” and “us” they will believe in the vision 
more and, in turn, will feel more inspired to perform. 

However, there’s no certainty that your team member(s) will always share your passion, 
enthusiasm, or conviction for whatever it is you’re trying to accomplish. There will be times when 
points of view may differ, competing agendas may clash, and barriers may even be put up. This 
is when you need to activate your leadership superpower – the ability to construct a compelling 
case and present it with confidence to bring those around you on side. This will also allow you 
to build more solid relationships with your team members.

Remember, though, you really don’t want to come across as a “my way or the highway” 
type of boss. It’s better to be seen as a leader who respects others and strives for 
a win-win outcome.

Another way to ensure your team members respect you is to ensure they 
all feel like their voices are being heard. 

Active listening is without doubt one of the most essential skills 
for a leader, since if you listen (but really listen), you are already 
well on the way to being able to build strong relationships and 
influence those around you. 

Are you actively listening to your employees today? Not 
just hearing (as in voices talking at you), but listening to, 
understanding, being present for, and showing that you 
genuinely care? 

Active listening and being present and truly engaged 
for those around you is a skill that doesn’t always come 
naturally simply because we can be so easily distracted. It 
demonstrates a high level of respect and care towards your 
team members through careful observation of both verbal and 
non-verbal responses and not passing judgement in any way.
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Authenticity counts – a lot.  
Be honest and sincere. It’s

never worth trying to sound like 
someone you’re not. Don’t disguise 
who you are. People will never trust 
someone they feel is inauthentic. 



Here’s another quick exercise for you. Below is a list of general non-verbal responses. 
Try to give 2 or 3 meanings to each behaviour:

Sometimes what you think your team member is demonstrating isn’t actually the situation at all. 
For example, when your team member smiles slightly, are they happy with what you are saying, 
or are they distracted by a completely different thought? Or does a shoulder shrug indicate 
uncertainty or perhaps a zero-care factor?

Hearing what somebody is saying to you (ie the act of processing the actual words being said) 
certainly doesn’t mean that you are necessarily understanding what they are saying or showing 
any empathy towards the person talking to you.

How often have you caught yourself automatically (maybe even consciously) nodding your head 
or making one of your standard ‘acknowledgement sounds’ when you are fully aware that you 
had either stopped listening, or perhaps weren’t even listening properly at all in the first place? 
Are you guilty of glancing at your phone when having a conversation with one of your team 
members? Or, if you are speaking to them on the phone, are you also ‘just quickly’ checking your 
emails to stay on top of your in-box? 

Your team member nods 
her head up and down

Your team member’s 
lower lip quivers slightly

Your team member 
smiles slightly

Your team member 
yawns

Your team member 
shrugs his shoulders

Your team member 
inhales quickly
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Active listening can never involve multitasking – not even just the 
quick glance at a text message or email, or checking your calendar for 
what meetings are coming up after the one you’re in. These brief and 
seemingly meaningless actions simply reinforce to the team member 
you are speaking to that you are more interested in what you are 
looking at than in what they are sharing with you. This is a sure way 
to lose respect and trust as a leader. 

For a new leader in particular, part of active listening is not just the 
ability to understand what your team member is saying, but it’s also 
the intrinsic ability to pick up on the nuances of the unspoken word – 
what they might not be saying, or what for whatever reason they may 
have intentionally chosen not to share with you. 

This is where a leader can really step up – by being completely 
present, probing, asking more questions, reinforcing that the 
team member is in a safe space, and by connecting the dots when 
something doesn’t feel quite right. 

One way to ensure this ‘presence’ is by maintaining eye contact. 
Where possible when speaking (and actively listening) to a team 
member, if you are not sitting together in the same room, try to 
connect via video chat. This will force you to maintain eye contact 
and be more engaged. 

Often a team member will approach their leader because they 
simply want a confidential sounding board, they want to be heard, to 
be respected, and to be recognised for making a positive contribution 
to the success of the team. If the team members feel that suggestions 
can’t be made, or if commitments aren’t met, then they will simply 
assume that their leader isn’t actively listening, isn’t present or 
engaged in any way, and therefore sadly isn’t interested in hearing 
what they have to say. 

Having said that, it’s not enough for a leader to simply hear what their 
individual team members have to say. Authenticity counts – a lot. Be 
honest and sincere. It’s never worth trying to sound like someone 
you’re not. Don’t disguise who you are. People will never trust 
someone they feel is inauthentic. 

A leader also needs to show empathy; to be present; and to show 
how much they care. And the only way to genuinely demonstrate 
each of these traits is to actively listen – one of the pillars of effective 
communication.
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07
Setting and managing 
expectations
Have you ever walked out of a restaurant or a movie 
and thought, “what a letdown?” Or “I wonder what all 
the hype was about?”

Perhaps when you were growing up, a parent or teacher said something 
along the lines of, “I would have expected more from you!”.

We all have expectations. Of others; of ourselves; of situations and 
experiences. But let’s face it, expectations are completely subjective. 
Think about it for a moment – one person might think “Game of Thrones” 
is a television masterpiece, while someone else couldn’t think of anything 
worse than even watching a single episode. An exquisite meal in a five-
star restaurant might tick all the boxes for a foodie, but someone else 
might have preferred a take-away taco or falafel. Or one high school 
student who puts all their effort into an essay about George Orwell’s 
“Nineteen Eighty-Four” might be devastated with a 16/20, while another 
student might be over the moon with exactly the same result.

It’s no different in a professional setting. You will have your own 
expectations about the organisation and of your manager. And your 
manager will have their expectations of you and your performance.

It’s critical for leaders to  
set expectations for both 

their individual team members 
and for the team as a whole. 
Otherwise, your people may 
flounder if they are unsure of 
where the bar has even been set.
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For a first-time leader it’s important to understand the significance of setting (and managing) 
expectations. After all, if you don’t set expectations carefully, you have no right to be 
disappointed with the (potential lack of) results. Nor is it possible to give any constructive 
feedback if expectations aren’t clearly set from the get-go.

It is critical for leaders to set expectations for both their individual team members and for the 
team as a whole. Otherwise, your people may flounder if they are unsure of where the bar has 
even been set and exactly where their contribution lies in the scheme of things.

Leaders will then compare the expectations they have (or have had) of certain team members 
versus their actual performance or output and this will typically result in one of three potential 
outcomes – either ‘dissatisfaction’, ‘mere satisfaction’, or ‘delight’ in terms of what the team 
member achieved or delivered. 

However, it’s just as important not to be unrealistic or to set your expectations of your team too 
high, since this could also set you up for disappointment. 

For a new leader in particular, some of the more common gaps that could appear when it comes 
to setting and managing expectations include: 

• A knowledge gap – where your team member might not have adequate knowledge or have 
had sufficient training to perform at the level you’re expecting them to. 

• A standards gap – where there is a misalignment between what your team member thinks 
you expect, and what you actually expect. Or 

• A satisfaction gap – where there is a significant difference between what you 
expected and what your team member delivers. 

If nothing else, your team members want clarity. They don’t want 
any confusion. They want to feel empowered (more about that  
in the following section). But above all, they want you to set clear 
(and ideally realistic) expectations and objectives as part of their 
path to success. The result will be higher employee performance, 
an improvement in work standards, and an increase in the level 
of employee confidence... in you.
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It’s just as important not to  
be unrealistic or to set your

expectations of your team too high, 
since this could also set you up for 
disappointment. 



Here are a few pointers for first-time leaders.

Expectations can’t  
just be ‘cut and paste’ 

The expectations or objectives you set for the 
broader team should be designed for everyone 
in the group to digest as a unit. However, the 
expectations you set for each individual team 
member need to be different according to each 
person’s skillset, capability, and level in the 
business. You might raise the bar with a certain 
team member, set more realistically achievable 
expectations for another, and perhaps even 
revise expectations during a project if it 
becomes apparent that you potentially gave 
them too much rope. 

Set expectations early and  
make them crystal clear 

There’s no point setting expectations after 
a project has started. Or, if you are monitoring 
a team member’s progress throughout (eg) 
a quarter, then you can’t set the expectations 
one month in. Strong leaders make their 
expectations very clear from the outset. They 
have them clearly defined (and documented) 
so there’s no room for uncertainty. It’s 
important to put the expectations in writing 
and always ask your team member to repeat 
the expectations back to you in their own 
words to ensure that you are both on the same 
page. You certainly don’t want anything lost 
in translation. 

Articulate  
the Why 

Teams and individual team members need 
(and want) context. Exactly why are you 
setting the prescribed expectations? How 
does what you’re expecting of them fit into 
the bigger picture? It’s important to remember 
here that there is a difference between 
the actual task(s) you are setting and what 
your expectations are in terms of delivery, 
outcomes, or achievement. You want the 
members of your team to know that what they 
are doing is important regardless of where 
they sit in the organisational structure. 
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What does satisfaction  
look like to you? 

It’s critical for a leader to paint a clear picture 
of exactly what satisfaction (in terms of the 
deliverable or the outcome) means. Then take 
it a step further and give a specific example 
of what ‘dissatisfaction’, ‘mere satisfaction’, or 
‘delight’ would look like for a particular project. 
Then any future conversations can be shaped 
around how the result(s) can be best achieved, 
which can also empower the individual 
team member to feel more of a sense of 
accountability. 

Ensure all your  
expectations are measurable

Sometimes vague expectations are 
worse than no expectations at all. Vague 
expectations create more uncertainty, more of 
a grey area, and the accountability mentioned 
above cannot be brought into question. When 
you set your expectations for your teams 
and individual employees, you need to be 
clear about exactly how you will measure 
their success – ideally creating clarity while 
also establishing a feedback mechanism 
between you and your team members. 
How are you planning to measure outcomes, 
and more importantly exactly when and over 
what specific time frame are you planning 
to determine and assess a team member’s 
personal performance or achievement?

Make sure you then regularly check in with 
your team members to see how they are 
tracking against your expectations. Too many 
leaders set expectations and then they are 
never re-visited or might only be spoken about 
in a performance review 6 or 12 months later. 

Once you have set clear expectations, it 
then becomes a lot easier to manage the 
expectations and ideally avoid any scenarios 
that might fall into the knowledge, standards 
or satisfaction gap buckets outlined above. 
It also becomes a lot easier to provide 
constructive feedback.

4 5
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08
Becoming comfortable with 
delegating and empowering
Apologies in advance for asking you to think back 
to your childhood again, but it really does help to set 
the scene here. 

You might not realise it, but you’ve been on the receiving end of both 
delegation and empowerment ever since you were a kid.

Here are a few simple scenarios to help jog your memory:

• You were asked / told to take the rubbish out? Delegation.
• You were asked / told to do your shoelaces up yourself? 

Empowerment.
• You were asked / told to make your bed? Delegation.
• You were asked / told to walk your younger sibling to the bus stop? 

Empowerment.

Whilst you might not be able to link getting yourself ready for 
school or tidying your room to leading a group of people for the first 
time, we hope that by the end of this section you are feeling more 
comfortable with the art of delegating and empowering, since these 
are not simply ‘nice to have’ concepts. They are both essential to 
building and leading a high performing team.You might not realise 

it, but you’ve been 
on the receiving end of both 
delegation and empowerment 
ever since you were a kid.
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Of course, if you thought that your parents asked you to take the garbage out because they were 
sick of doing it, you’d probably be right. And that’s one of the big differences between delegation 
at home as opposed to delegation at work. In a professional setting and as a leader, you should 
never delegate a task because you think the task is beneath you. Delegation does not mean 
giving your team members mindless, boring, or time-consuming tasks that you can’t be bothered 
doing yourself or that you’re sick of doing.

Think about how you got to where you are today. There’s a good chance you were probably 
able to prove yourself because you had tasks delegated to you or you were empowered by your 
manager. Perhaps you were asked to take care of things while your boss went on leave or to 
onboard the new team members in his absence? Maybe you were given the green light to run 
a big project or take the lead on a major proposal while your manager supported you from 
the sidelines. Or what about that time the CEO asked you to organise the annual 
company conference because she knew you had great organisational skills and 
a natural flare for event management? How did that make you feel?

On the other hand, how would you have felt if you hadn’t been given 
any extra responsibilities, challenges to step up to, or additional 
opportunities to prove yourself beyond your day-to-day tasks?

As a first-time leader, it’s important to understand that if you 
don’t delegate or empower, your team members might become 
disengaged and resentful.

Sure, sometimes it’s easier to just do something yourself, 
but at the same time being a control freak won’t win you 
any brownie points either. But of course, there’s a fine line 
between not wanting to relinquish control and worrying 
that perhaps your people might think you’re only asking 
them to do something because you might not know how to 
do it yourself.

32

If for whatever reason you 
choose not to empower those

around you, you will quickly find 
yourself on your own as your team 
members will choose to leave because 
they don’t feel trusted, respected, 
invested in, or enlightened in any way.



These are just a few examples of tasks that you could delegate to your team members:

• Onboarding or training new staff
• Building customer relationships
• Projects that will help boost skills
• Tasks that play to individual strengths
• Opportunities to be creative

• Research that might help with a proposal
• Work that will push someone outside their 

comfort zone
• Running/facilitating team meetings
• Organising a client event

However, there are a few ‘rookie errors’ that many first-time leaders find themselves making. 
Where possible, try to avoid delegating something that should really be your responsibility  
and then complaining that it isn’t done well enough; delegating a task and then doing it yourself 
anyway; micromanaging a project that you delegated; or delegating a task that you wouldn’t 
be prepared to do yourself. There’s a big difference between supporting from the sidelines, 
‘overseeing’ a project, keeping an eye on things, and micromanaging. 

As a leader, delegation certainly doesn’t mean washing your hands of any accountability on a 
particular task. You still need to be able to support your people and be there should any issues 
arise. But when your team members realise that you trust them enough to have delegated certain 
responsibilities, it will boost their motivation levels (and respect for you) immensely.

Whilst it might sound somewhat clichéd, no one person really makes a team successful  
on their own. You were empowered at some point in your career by a leader (or leaders) 
who saw potential in you, and you would remember how this felt and how it 
helped you in terms of your own professional development. If you try to 
do everything yourself and manage in a vacuum, you will quite simply 
burn out. At the same time, if for whatever reason you choose  
not to empower those around you, you will quickly find yourself 
on your own as your team members will choose to leave 
because they don’t feel trusted, respected, invested in,  
or enlightened in any way.

33

As a first-time leader, it’s 
important to understand

that if you don’t delegate or empower, 
your team members might become 
disengaged and resentful.



09
The importance of giving 
and receiving feedback 
Often one of the most nerve-wracking situations 
a first-time leader will find themselves in is having 
to deliver constructive feedback to a team member.

Singing someone’s praises? That’s a walk in the park! But having 
to provide negative feedback around an employee’s performance 
is an entirely different story.

We’ve all been on the receiving end of feedback – no doubt both 
positive and negative – at some point in our careers. How did you 
feel when your manager patted you on the back and acknowledged 
you for a job well done? Now what about when the feedback wasn’t 
all glowing and your manager shared some suggested areas for 
improvement? Even if the constructive feedback wasn’t overly harsh, 
it can still feel like you’re being torn to shreds.

It has been said that managers spend on average 200 hours every 
year delivering feedback. And yet 94% of employees (let’s face it, 
that’s pretty much everybody in an organisation) don’t feel that the 
feedback they receive is valuable or worth their time in any way. 
Feedback is often described as extremely subjective, demotivating, 
and unhelpful. Some employees go so far as to say that receiving 
feedback from their manager can be worse than a visit to the dentist!

As a first-time leader, 
when you sit down with 

one of your team members and 
provide them with constructive 
feedback, you want your feedback 
to enable positive change. 
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As a first-time leader, when you sit down with one of your team members and provide them  
with constructive feedback, you want your feedback to enable positive change. You want them 
to feel supported and motivated as opposed to experiencing the real ‘buzz kill’ that so many 
employees typically feel. They want to feel like they are taking part in an authentic, meaningful, 
two-way conversation. Above all, they want to believe you genuinely care about their 
professional development.

Regular feedback (whether it’s positive or constructive) is key to employee happiness. However, 
now is probably a good time to remind you that any feedback you provide to a team member 
needs to be:

• Based on observations, not hearsay
• Timely and specific
• Focused on context

• Descriptive, not judgemental
• Behavioural, not personal
• As objective as possible

Frequent conversations held between managers (especially first-time leaders) and employees 
around performance feedback, goal setting, mindset, professional development, and career 
aspirations can actually transform performance. This type of ongoing feedback can become 
energising, collaborative, and above all empowering.

Please don’t fall for the ‘feedback sandwich’ technique – a common scenario where the negative 
or constructive feedback is surrounded by often vague and potentially even insincere positive 
feedback simply to avoid any awkward silences. Tempting as it may be, you will most likely be 
met with a defensive response, or that ‘eyes glazed over’ look as your team member completely 
disengages from the conversation.

Sure, delivering negative feedback can be stressful for a first-time leader. In fact, it can be  
a process littered with land mines. Think back to the ‘Competency Continuum’ outlined earlier. 
The potential confrontation arising from these difficult conversations could certainly cause a new 
manager to slide back to the left. Whilst you might feel like the ‘feedback sandwich’ might soften 
the blow, you still really don’t want to hand your team member a “sh*t sandwich’, since no matter 
how good the ‘bread’ might be, if the filling isn’t nice, they won’t want the sandwich.

There is absolutely nothing wrong with negative feedback. There is only something wrong with 
poorly delivered negative feedback. When you can learn to deliver constructive feedback in an 
effective manner, then you should never need to sandwich it with positive feedback.
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Hopefully as you get more comfortable addressing potential areas for improvement, you will 
realise that it’s actually possible to increase employee engagement by providing effective negative 
feedback. The solution to effective feedback isn’t repackaging. The solution is to improve the 
quality of the delivery.

When sharing feedback, consider the following technique: 

Describe the situation, context, and observed behaviour. This helps anchor the feedback in time 
and place. The more specific, the better. At this point your team member should be crystal clear on 
what situation or point in time is being referred to. Then try to explain the impact of the behaviour 
on you, the team, the client, the stakeholder, the project, etc.

When discussing any potential areas for performance improvement, follow each of the steps 
above, but then describe alternative behaviour that would ideally result in a more positive outcome 
along with the alternative impact that you would hope to see as a result of the tweaked behaviour.

Situation/Standard 

When did it happen  
or what are your standards?

Action

What is the action  
they performed or  
what did they do?

Impact

What impact did  
those actions have on 
results/the individual?

Do/Develop 

How can they build  
on this for the future?

Situation/Standard 

Describe the situation you 
are referring to or outline the 

standard expected so they have 
something to benchmark their 

performance against. 

Action

Outline the behaviour  
or action you have observed 

and are addressing in  
the feedback 

Impact

Describe the impact that 
their behaviour / actions 

have had 

Do/Develop 

Outline the behaviour or 
action you have observed 
and are addressing in the 

feedback 

S A I D
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Think about how you might use the SAID feedback technique as a first-time leader  
in the following situations:

• A person from your team is late for work every morning
• One of your team members is always texting during team meetings
• A high performer appears to enjoy talking down to admin staff
• One team member refuses to turn their camera on for Zoom meetings

Having said all this, for anyone stepping up into a leadership role for the first time,  
asking for feedback can be even more important than giving it.

How do you feel when someone says, “Hey, can I give you some feedback?”  
Most people have an intense physiological reaction to feedback but the advice from  
the experts is that we should start asking for it more. 

Many common perceptions about feedback are wrong. For example,  
do we really hate feedback? Or is it more that we just don’t like it 
when it comes unsolicited from other people? 

By abandoning the formal often one-way feedback process and 
moving to a more regular two-way dialogue type model, both 
parties will start to feel less threatened. The concept of asking 
for feedback is far better for your mental health as a new 
leader. But don’t just ask your manager for feedback on your 
performance. Get comfortable asking your team members 
how they think you’re doing in the job, too. By doing this 
confidently, you will avoid any nasty surprises.
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Don’t just ask your manager for 
feedback on your performance.

Get comfortable asking your team 
members how they think you’re 
doing in the job, too. By doing this 
confidently, you will avoid any nasty 
surprises.
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As a first-time leader, it’s  
important that you don’t isolate 

yourself. Operate transparently, be 
authentic, remain humble, and establish 
solid relationships. Whenever possible 
display empathy, communicate clearly, 
set expectations and delegate effectively. 
Lead by example, ask for honest feedback, 
stay motivated but at the same time 
ensure that you don’t burn out.
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10 Conclusion
So… are you ready for all the challenges that lie ahead?

Of course, you are!

But before we wrap up, we’re just going to ask you one more time… why would anyone 
want to be led by you?

Perhaps while reading this eBook, you felt yourself or at least your confidence slipping back 
somewhat along the ‘Competency Continuum’. If so, we hope you are now feeling more equipped 
to embrace your role as a consciously competent new leader.

You’ve got this.

In putting this eBook together, our mission was simple. To help take the stress, confusion, panic, 
and angst out of transitioning into your first leadership role and to make the process as smooth 
and calm as possible. In terms of a guide, we covered a lot including: 

• Adopting a growth mindset
• Managing your time to maximise your productivity
• Communicating with impact
• Setting expectations and delegating effectively
• Providing feedback and managing team performance
• Mastering the art of ‘managing up’

Remember that from now on you won’t be able to simply rely on the same skills that got 
you this far. Leadership requires a completely different skillset and comes with a new set 
of rules and responsibilities.
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Here are a few final tips.
Being an effective leader (and particularly an effective new leader) 
isn’t about always giving advice. It’s more about taming the advice 
monster, since if you keep telling people stuff (‘advising’ them),  
then they will keep asking you and you will never get anything done. 
In fact, you don’t even always have to have all the answers.

Leadership is about focusing on yourself, focusing on your team 
members, and focusing on the broader organisation. Focusing 
internally (on yourself and your team members) will help you create 
a culture of awareness and reflection. Focusing outwardly (on the 
organisation as a whole) will help you innovate and think more 
strategically.

As a first-time leader, it’s important that you don’t isolate yourself. 
Operate transparently, be authentic, remain humble, and establish 
solid relationships. Whenever possible display empathy, communicate 
clearly, set expectations and delegate effectively. Lead by example, 
ask for honest feedback, stay motivated but at the same time ensure 
that you don’t burn out.

In all your regular interactions with your team members, try to get 
into the habit of asking them, “Is there anything else I can help you 
with?”. It’s an incredibly powerful question and will help reinforce that 
critical element of trust and your commitment to their professional 
development.

How you choose to make the most of this guide moving forward  
is entirely up to you. You may already have strong time management 
skills but just need to focus on your growth mindset; perhaps you 
want to focus on delivering constructive feedback or having those 
slightly more difficult conversations; or perhaps you believe that you 
communicate with impact but hadn’t really considered the importance 
of ‘managing up’ before.

Developing as a leader is an ongoing journey. You never actually  
stop learning and the best way to learn is by sharing in the wisdom  
of others. So, whether you come back and read it again cover to cover, 
or simply refer to the tips and suggestions scattered throughout that 
we have consolidated in the Key take-aways, we wanted to cover as 
much as possible to ensure you are armed and ready to become the 
leader you have always wanted to be.

By getting this far you should hopefully feel more comfortable, but 
if you are still feeling overwhelmed in any way, you can always reach 
out. We’ve been helping leaders unlock their full potential for over 
35 years and our expert coaches are always here to help you.

hellomonday 
Realise your full potential.

In all your regular 
interactions with your team 

members, try to get into the habit 
of asking them, “Is there anything 
else I can help you with?”. 
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11 
Key Take-aways

We wanted to provide you with a summary of all the key tips we’ve shared throughout this eBook. 
We’ve included the key sound bites from each section and listed them here. You can use this as a ready 
reckoner and come back to it any time.

Remember… leadership is a continual learning process.

1   From now on you won’t be able to simply rely on the same skills 
that got you this far. Management requires a completely different 
skillset. It’s a whole new ball game. And putting on the leadership 
hat comes with a new set of rules, responsibilities, and of course 
brand-new challenges.

2   Being an effective leader isn’t about being everybody’s friend, the 
‘cool’ manager, or the hero in every situation. It’s not about pleasing 
everyone, nor is it about micromanaging to the point that you end 
up becoming a bottleneck. It isn’t about taking on everyone else’s 
issues, nor taking credit for everything. 

3   Leadership is about setting your team up for success to the 
point where your team should be just as strong without you. 
It’s about being authentic, focusing on team goals, understanding 
the importance of clear communication, building meaningful 
relationships, encouraging collaboration, and being courageous.

4   It’s important that every now and then you pause and recognise 
where you are at on the first-time leader ‘Competency Continuum’. 
You may even want to highlight what stage you feel you are at 
when you have that ‘aha’ moment and realise that you are in fact 
progressing along the axis.

5   As you step up from being an employee to a leader, one of the 
most important shifts is from potentially having a fixed mindset 
to embracing a growth mindset. As a new leader, you will ideally 
be more interested in developing yourself (and others) than in 
worrying about what others might think of you. You will realise  
that it’s OK to be vulnerable in front of your team members.  
You will recognise failure as an opportunity to learn. Above all,  
you will embrace new challenges and welcome feedback from 
those around you. 
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6   Whenever you can, show that you are committed to your own 
up-skilling and self-improvement and to the development of 
your individual team members, too. Set regular goals for yourself 
and your people even in the most challenging times. Prove to 
those around you (both above and below you in the organisation) 
that you are more than comfortable guiding your team through 
uncharted territory.

7   At the heart of managing your time as a first-time leader is an 
important shift in focus. Concentrating on results (your own and 
your team’s)… not on being busy.

8   For a first-time manager it’s important to improve your productivity 
by being proactive, not reactive; shifting your attitude and mindset 
from that of an employee to that of a leader; running efficient  
one-to-one and team meetings; learning to say ‘no’; being team 
oriented and not process driven; being ‘present’ for each individual 
team member; and above all focusing on the Time Management 
Matrix (see page 17) and understanding what’s truly urgent, 
important, not urgent, or perhaps even not important at all.

9   As soon as you find yourself falling into (or being tempted to 
fall into) the vicious cycle of increased pressure resulting from 
what might actually be an unnecessary, self-enforced workload, 
recognise what’s going on and shift your focus to what is more 
deserving of your energy and attention. 

10   At the start of every day or at the very least at the beginning 
of every week, try to block your calendar and clearly distinguish 
between your regular on-the-job commitments and your 
leadership responsibilities. Actually visualising your week, 
picturing when you can put your head down and work on whatever 
your core job entails as opposed to when you have to put on your 
leadership hat should help alleviate challenges around avoidance, 
procrastination, or simply not getting around to stuff.

11   Just because you have been promoted into a leadership role, 
you’re still an employee and until you’re at the very top of the 
org chart, you will always report to someone whether that be 
an individual or perhaps a board.
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12   Managing up is something that you should think about constantly. 
However, it’s important to understand that it’s not about managing 
your boss per se, but more about managing the relationship with 
your boss that will help you achieve your own leadership goals.

13   One thing that you’ll eventually learn to appreciate, is that it’s very 
lonely at the top, so by standing by your boss during tough times 
will also energise them to continue to do their best for you. If you 
can show your boss that you’ve got their back, then when times are 
tough, they’ll have yours, too.

14   Part of being an effective leader is to ensure everyone is on the 
same page. You need to be able to clearly articulate your plan,  
the vision for the business, and your expectations. Whether you are 
talking to your team as a group, or to an individual team member 
during a weekly 1:1 catch up, you must have clarity around ‘the 
story’ and the plan ahead.

15   You are responsible for the environment you create. Not the culture, 
the actual environment, and this starts with you having a positive 
mental attitude… always. If you look angry or sound frustrated, 
all it takes is for just one of your team members to believe you are 
angry at them, and this can ruin the day for everyone. You want 
your team to look up to you; to respect you; and to trust you. But 
adhering to a “tough love” or “tough empathy” philosophy will also 
help you in the long run.

16   It’s OK to ask for help or admit you don’t know the answer to a 
particular question. Sure, that takes courage, but when your team 
sees you being courageous, that’s another big tick on the trust 
board and a win on the communication front.

17   Active listening is without doubt one of the most essential skills 
for a leader, since if you listen (but really listen), you are already 
well on the way to being able to build strong relationships and 
influence those around you. Active listening demonstrates a high 
level of respect and care towards your team members through 
careful observation of both verbal and non-verbal responses and 
not passing judgement in any way.
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18   It is critical for leaders to set expectations for both their individual 
team members and for the team as a whole. Otherwise, your 
people may flounder if they are unsure of where the bar has even 
been set and exactly where their contribution lies in the scheme 
of things.

19   Your team members want clarity. They don’t want any confusion. 
They want to feel empowered, and they want you to set clear 
(and ideally realistic) expectations and objectives as part of their 
path to success. The result will be higher employee performance, 
an improvement in work standards, and an increase in the level of 
employee confidence... in you.

20   When you set your expectations for your teams and individual 
employees, you need to be clear about exactly how you will 
measure their success – ideally creating clarity while also 
establishing a feedback mechanism between you and your team 
members. How are you planning to measure outcomes, and more 
importantly exactly when and over what specific time frame are 
you planning to determine and assess a team member’s personal 
performance or achievement?

21   As a leader, you should never delegate a task because you think 
the task is beneath you. Delegation does not mean giving your 
team members mindless, boring, or time-consuming tasks that 
you can’t be bothered doing yourself or that you’re sick of doing.

22   Try to avoid delegating something that should really be your 
responsibility and then complaining that it isn’t done well 
enough; delegating a task and then doing it yourself anyway; 
micromanaging a project that you delegated; or delegating a task 
that you wouldn’t be prepared to do yourself. 

23   Regular feedback (whether it’s positive or constructive) is key to 
employee happiness. Any feedback you provide to a team member 
needs to be:

• Based on observations, not hearsay
• Timely and specific
• Focused on context
• Descriptive, not judgemental
• Behavioural, not personal
• As objective as possible
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24   There is absolutely nothing wrong with negative feedback.  
There is only something wrong with poorly delivered negative 
feedback. When you can learn to deliver constructive feedback  
in an effective manner, then you should never need to sandwich  
it with positive feedback.

25   When providing feedback, consider the following technique: 
Describe the situation, context, and observed behaviour.  
This helps anchor the feedback in time and place. The more 
specific, the better. At this point your team member should be 
crystal clear on what situation or point in time is being referred to. 
Then try to explain the impact of the behaviour on you, the team, 
the client, the stakeholder, the project, etc.

26   Get comfortable asking your team members how they think  
you’re doing in the job. By doing this confidently, you will avoid  
any nasty surprises.

27   As a first-time leader, it’s important that you don’t isolate 
yourself. Operate transparently, be authentic, remain humble, and 
establish solid relationships. Whenever possible display empathy, 
communicate clearly, set expectations and delegate effectively. 
Lead by example, ask for honest feedback, stay motivated but at 
the same time ensure that you don’t burn out.

Leadership is about focusing  
on yourself, focusing on your  

team members, and focusing on the 
broader organisation. 
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