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FOREWORD

The Art of IT Management is the start to creating or extending competitive advantage 
– a must read!

IT is now core to improving every function in a company from simple electronic employee 
payroll deposits to the most complex business processes. An average IT department 
will yield average performance results; however, if a company aspires to leadership, 
exceptional IT is a requirement. Technology can only get you so far; it’s the IT employees 
who bring technical solutions to life and create value through business process trans-
formation, solution development and daily operational excellence. These are weighty 
tasks that make the IT manager role critical to the success of any company.

Transition into management is one of the most challenging career steps an IT profes-
sional makes. In The Art of IT Management, Robina offers practical advice to help man-
agers create an environment of mutual trust, respect and fulfilling work that helps IT 
employees and managers achieve their career best performance. The real life stories 
and advice she shares provide new IT managers with a great resource for successfully 
working through situations they’ll inevitably face, and gives experienced managers solid 
insights into looking to improve their teams’ results.

IT managers are agents of change for the company; yet, this is rarely included in the job 
description. As an IT manager, you have the responsibility to implement business pro-
cess changes, help set direction on strategic changes and ensure your employees have 
the skill-set needed to keep pace with technology. The Art of IT Management explains 
how IT professionals can position themselves as positive catalysts for change.

Robina understands that IT management is about personal growth and requires the 
acknowledgement that the skills that got you here are not the skills that will continue to 
propel your career forward. This book is a great resource for both new and experienced 
managers to deliver transformative business results and, in doing so, propel their careers 
forward.

Kim Stevenson
Corporate Vice President and  
Chief Information Officer
Intel Corporation
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PREFACEPREFACE

This book has been written primarily for IT managers just stepping into their first 
managerial position; however, many more seasoned IT managers and leaders will also 
benefit from this text. For some it may prove a useful refresher, for others it may fill a 
vital gap in their portfolio of knowledge or provide that ‘light bulb’ moment of revelation.

Most IT professionals who find themselves in a management position for the first time 
are ill prepared and hence may feel a little lost. Management is about people rather 
than process or procedure. You need the knowledge and know-how to show people the 
way, the vision to know where you are going, the passion to take people with you and 
the ability to empathise with individuals. Management is therefore an art rather than 
a science. There is no one particular right way; every situation you face as a manager 
will have an element of uniqueness. Your approach, therefore, has to be geared to the 
person concerned, the task in hand, their level of skill and maturity, their attitude and 
aptitude and so on.

This book will provide you with some theory and some tools and techniques, but, unlike 
many other books, its focus is on practical advice. You will find hints and tips, case  
studies, stories and examples from the world of IT. Many of the skills described in this 
book are generic management capabilities. What makes this book different and unique 
is that it has been written for the person with a scientific mind and a technical back-
ground; for someone who is undoubtedly highly intelligent with an enquiring mind, but 
may not be so capable in their dealings with people.

This book has been written from personal experience, I was a first time IT manager 
once. Although I studied mechanical engineering at University, I found I had a natural 
aptitude for building relationships with, and getting the best out of, people; hence I 
was rapidly promoted. By the age of 34 I held my first head of IT position, managing 
more than 70 people. Two years later I was the European CIO for a merchant bank.  
I have, therefore, ‘been there, done that and got the T-shirt’. For the past 19 years I have 
been engaged in the business of management development and executive coaching, 
primarily within the IT community. I have learned how people learn, what works and 
what doesn’t work. All the stories you will read in this book are true; all the advice has 
been personally tried and tested; all the tools and techniques have been road tested by 
other aspiring leaders who have gone before you with positive results.

If you are a new manager I would recommend that you read this book cover to cover. 
As you gain more experience you may want to dip and dive as you come across certain 
situations and face various challenges. If you are a more seasoned manager start with  
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PREFACE

the contents page and read those chapters of particular relevance or interest to you. 
I would challenge any IT leader or manager, no matter how experienced, not to take 
something away from this book, in particular Part 5. So, grab a comfy chair, sit back, 
relax, read and enjoy!

Finally, I wish you all the best in your current role and all your roles to come.
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ESSENTIAL MANAGEMENT SKILLS
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1 WHAT MAKES A GOOD MANAGER?

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

In the world of information technology (IT) many people get promoted to a managerial 
position because they are good at their job and that job is likely to be a technical one. How-
ever, being a manager is very different from being a ‘doer’. Often people are expected to 
rise to the challenge with little training, guidance or preparation and, just to make it even 
more difficult, they may also be expected to manage former ‘work mates’. No wonder the 
result is often described as ‘losing a good technician and gaining a poor manager’.

A manager’s role is to get the best out of their staff, as individual members and also as 
a collective team. There are many definitions of management/leadership; my favour-
ite one is ‘Consistently achieving results beyond expectations by creating a climate in 
which others can shine’ (Fellows, 2012).

People work best when they feel good about themselves, have interesting work to do 
and when they are afforded a sense of job satisfaction and the opportunity for growth 
and/or advancement. Research by Cass Business School suggests that:

 y 6% of people like to be told what to do;

 y 4% of people prefer complete freedom;

 y 90% of people respond best to freedom within guidelines.

As a manager your job is to provide the guidelines, but make sure there is freedom 
within. If you are too prescriptive your staff will lose any sense of job satisfaction, will 
become demotivated and will give you the bare minimum at best. You need to give 
enough, but not too much, guidance and support; this will differ with each member of 
your team. You must never do your staff’s job for them – you need to keep your eyes 
open, but your hands off – and you need to ask the right questions rather than providing 
the ‘right’ answers.

DELVING A LITTLE DEEPER INTO THE SUBJECT

When asked the question ‘what do you consider to be the main qualities of a leader?’ 
the most common answers are:

 y strong character;

 y charismatic;

3
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 y possesses great personal drive;

 y intelligent;

 y decisive;

 y courageous;

 y ability to be ruthless when necessary;

 y confident.

However, when asked to think about one’s own boss(es) and what leadership qualities 
are appreciated most, the answers are very different:

 y sense of humour;

 y unpretentious;

 y knowledgeable;

 y empathetic and supportive;

 y good listener;

 y honest and trustworthy;

 y prepared to admit mistakes;

 y consistent.

The two lists above are quite different in nature – the first is all about self and the sec-
ond more about your impact on others. This shows that management is all about your 
impact on others and about getting people to do what is asked of them, not because they 
are forced to, but because they want to.

As a manager there are five simple rules that will help you get the best out of your staff 
and establish your credibility as their leader:

 y Treat people well. Be fair, be considerate, be compassionate and be inspirational. 
Treat people as individuals; learn what each member of your team responds 
best to in terms of communication style, motivational techniques and feedback 
and reward mechanisms. You will find more on this in Chapters 3 and 8.

 y Get the instructions right. Make sure that you have communicated clearly and 
effectively; check for understanding. Ensure your people know exactly what 
is expected of them, by when and how their performance will be measured 
and judged. There should be a minimum standard that every member of your 
team will be required to meet. However, goals should be geared towards an 
individual; they should be achievable, but also stretch the person (see Chapter 2  
for more on this subject).

 y Motivate and inspire your people. Make sure that whatever you have delegated 
is sufficiently stretching and challenging, but within a person’s capability. 
People should, on balance, find their work interesting. If this is not the case you 
need to find out why and be prepared to make some role adjustments. Look for 
opportunities to praise, encourage, reward and provide constructive feedback.  
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 Be approachable and make yourself available to offer guidance when required. 
Take a personal interest in your team members and make your people feel 
good about themselves. Maintain a sense of humour – especially when things 
go wrong. You will find more on this subject in Chapters 3 and 4.

 y Let them get on with it. Allow people the freedom to do things their way. Focus 
on outcomes rather than the means of achieving those outcomes. Never ever 
take a task back. Ask questions to stimulate thought processes. If appropriate 
provide data, but not answers, and if necessary open doors or remove obstacles 
(see Chapter 2 for more on this).

 y Demonstrate your value. Many IT professionals do not have much respect or 
regard for the managerial role. They do not see its purpose or function. Another 
factor to consider is that as you become more focused on management activities 
you also become more distant from your technical roots and may find yourself 
managing people who know more than you do about the technical aspects of 
their job. But you still need to earn their respect. You will find guidance and 
examples of how you may achieve this in the following section.

HINTS AND TIPS

You might not be able to compete with your team technically, but you can value their 
technical expertise and take an interest in what they are doing. Similarly, they need to 
value your managerial skills and the role you perform.

The following list outlines the things that you should be doing:

 y Have a plan – i.e. be clear in your own mind what you want, when you want it 
and in what form you want it – and ensure that you have communicated it well; 
ensure that all your actions are consistent with that plan.

 y Build effective relationships with your team:

   Take an interest in them as people – I do not mean that you need to know what 
they did last Saturday evening, but you should know the names and rough ages 
of their children and you should know where they have just been on holiday and 
ask them how it was.

  Take an interest in their work but do not do it for them.

  Develop the ability to have conversations on a wide range of subjects.

  Find common ground of mutual interest.

 y Ensure that your people have the tools, resources and necessary training to 
do the things you ask of them. Resolve external issues that may impede their 
performance – fight the battles for them. If, for example, a member of your team 
is struggling to get the cooperation they need from another department, go and 
see the manager from that department and clear the path for them. For more 
information on this, see Chapter 22 on organisational politics.

 y Delegate by talking about desired outcomes, rather than being prescriptive as to 
how those outcomes should be achieved. See Chapter 2 for more on delegation.

5



THE ART OF IT MANAGEMENT

 y Look for opportunities to praise – be specific. ‘I really liked the way you handled 
that situation when …’, ‘I thought your conclusions were spot on in your analysis 
of …’ and so on. See Chapter 3 for more on giving feedback.

 y Ensure your team take the credit for your successes and open doors for them 
to demonstrate their capabilities in more senior circles. See Chapter 4 for more 
on developing your people.

 y Be open and honest and true to your values.

 y Ensure that you address their needs at all levels:

   Physical needs – people do not work effectively if they are too hot or cold, 
uncomfortable or in poor lighting conditions.

   Personal needs – you will need to make allowances for your people’s personal 
circumstances and commitments. If they are worried about being able to pick 
a child up on time or a sick relative left alone, their mind will not be focused on 
the job. This is always a fine balance: you need to be fair and reasonable from 
both the organisation’s and the individual’s perspective. You need to think how 
you would like to be dealt with if you were in their place. Mostly, good judgement 
comes with experience. If you have a mentor this may be a good time to seek 
their guidance.

   Motivational needs – different things motivate different people. It could be the 
opportunity for promotion, public recognition, the opportunity to learn or a pat 
on the back. You need to find out what works for each member of your team. 
You will find more on this subject in Chapter 3.

   Development needs – to keep people interested they need variety and to be 
stretched. Think how you could enhance their role; what other aspects of your 
role could you delegate? What training would they benefit from and where 
would coaching be more appropriate? Again, you will find more on this subject 
in Chapter 3.

   Aspirational needs – few people want to perform the same role for the rest of 
their working lives. Find out what each individual member of your team would 
like to be doing in one year and five years. What could you do to help them on 
their journey? See Chapter 4 for more on developing your people.

 y Let there be laughter in the office – people are more productive when they are 
happy and having a little fun.

 y Never forget that you are the boss and that you do have the right to tell one of 
your team to do something or not. Sometimes you will have to get tough just 
like a parent has to with a naughty child – respect runs both ways. See Chapter 
25 for more on conflict resolution.

 y Be fair and equitable while also treating people as individuals.

Demonstrate your value through action by doing things for your people that they could 
never hope to achieve themselves. Such supportive actions will also help you to build 
mutual trust. The following mini case illustrates this point nicely.
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WHAT MAKES A GOOD MANAGER?

George is a middle manager working in the IT department of a retail bank. The IT 
department underwent a major reorganisation and in his new role, George inherited 
a team of 17 very intelligent and highly skilled ‘super techies’. These people were 
exceedingly independent and had the reputation of being ‘unmanageable’. They 
viewed their own management as a hindrance rather than a help.

George was well aware that he needed to make an immediate impact and create 
a positive impression in the eyes of his new team. He also needed to demonstrate 
the value of his managerial position. His predecessor had had a tough time, being 
ignored, side-lined and sniped at, and although his predecessor was not a bad guy, 
he had never established his worth in the eyes of his team.

Within a few weeks, George had them ‘eating out of his hand’, talking to him, asking 
for his help on various political issues, involving him and doing anything he asked 
of them. How did he achieve this?

As everyone knows, reorganisations generally involve a physical component,  
i.e. where people sit. There was one particularly sought-after area within the large 
and essentially open-plan office; it was a south-facing window location that was 
somewhat ‘off the beaten track’. Everyone wanted to sit there and, predictably, 
the most competitive of George’s colleagues acquired this space for his team. At 
their level of management, George’s entire peer group had their own offices dotted 
around the big open-plan area and although responsibilities were changing, status 
was not; therefore, none of them was required or expected to move office. George 
played on his competitive colleague’s weakness – his ego – and offered to swap his 
own larger office for his colleague’s smaller one in exchange for the best physical 
location for his team. George instantly won his team’s respect and admiration. He 
never told them how he had achieved this feat, but merely quipped that it was ‘for 
him to know and them to wonder’. It was at this point that they started to understand 
what the role of a manager was all about and how George could be of use to them.

The following list outlines the things that you should not be doing:

 y Do not be tempted to do any member of your team’s job for them even if you 
could do it quicker and better yourself. Never ever take a job back and do 
not micro-manage. On the opposite side of the equation, neither should you 
abdicate responsibility – you must monitor progress and maintain an interest 
in their work. You will find more on this subject in Chapter 2.

 y Do not be too prescriptive of how they should achieve a certain task. Leave room 
for creativity and give people the opportunity to do it their own way.

 y Do not look for opportunities to criticise.

 y Do not blame your team when things go wrong; you can delegate authority, but 
you cannot delegate accountability.

 y Do not shut them out, or overtly take the credit for their successes.

 y Never ever say one thing, but then do another – make sure your words and 
deeds are congruent.
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 y Never lie to your team – it will destroy all trust. If you cannot tell them something 
because you have been bound by secrecy, then tell them you cannot tell them. 
Do not deny something is happening when it is – remember the rumour mill is 
a very powerful and surprisingly accurate source of information.

 y Do not try to be one of the ‘lads’ or ‘lasses’, but neither should you be aloof and 
distant. See Chapter 17 for more on moving from team mate to team leader.

 y Do not expect your staff to read your mind. Communicate clearly and check for 
understanding to ensure the message has been received as you intended.

 y Do not ever play one team member off against another.

 y Never be critical or give negative feedback to a member of your team in the 
presence of another person. You can tackle them in private, but always support 
them in public.

As time progresses you will move further away from your technical roots, it therefore 
becomes even more important for you to demonstrate your leadership capability and 
what a manager contributes to the team that the team members cannot.

REFERENCE

Fellows, D. (2012) Leadership and management. In: Charity Technology Conference.  
London, November 2012. London: Cass Business School, Centre for Charity Effective-
ness. Session 7.
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2 HOW TO DELEGATE EFFECTIVELY

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Delegation is about giving up part of your job with three prime objectives:

 y growing your subordinates;

 y creating space in your own diary so that your boss can delegate part of their 
job to you;

 y allowing yourself time to develop into your new role and, as time progresses, 
develop that role.

As a manager your organisational value lies not in what you can do, but rather what you 
can enable others to do; this is rooted in your ability to delegate.

In all my 33 years of experience working within IT functions and consulting to them,  
I find that the vast majority of junior to middle managers have far too much to do; they 
feel stressed that they cannot keep up with all the demands on their time and seldom 
leave the office at the appointed hour. In contrast, in many cases, their staff have too 
little planned work to do and hence plenty of time to indulge in perfectionism, experi-
mentation, creating new features and other ‘off-piste’ activities. When delegation does 
take place, IT managers often strike the wrong balance between task and people focus; 
between freedom and control.

All managers have a duty to develop their people so that they can achieve their full 
potential and, in so doing, contribute to the broader business success. This element 
of the manager’s role is a form of organisational stewardship that requires a level of 
selflessness and a willingness to see the key role of management as developing people.

Managers who fail to delegate or who delegate poorly are failing their organisation and 
failing in a duty of care to their people. Failure to delegate appropriately will lead to:

 y people not realising their talents and underperforming;

 y people not knowing what they are supposed to be doing;

 y people working at cross purposes or in general confusion;

 y missed deadlines, increased stress and, ultimately, burn-out;
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 y a vacuum when you need to move on and no one has the skills to succeed you. 
Indeed one of the biggest issues that organisations face today at all levels of 
management is succession.

DELVING A LITTLE DEEPER INTO THE SUBJECT

Understanding why managers avoid delegation, or fail to do it well, is the first step 
towards developing your own abilities. There are three principal psychological barriers 
to delegation:

 y It often involves giving up jobs that you like doing – this is the difference between 
being efficient and being effective. You may scrub floors efficiently, but being 
effective is about directing your efforts to the right job.

 y It usually involves overcoming the fear of losing control – people tend to think 
(sometimes rightly) that nobody else can do the job as well as them. When they 
give a task to someone, they then unfairly judge the quality of what is produced 
and often end up redoing all or part of it to their own exacting standards. This 
creates needless extra work and stress that could have been avoided.

 y There is a need to balance two, potentially competing, psychological contracts –  
one with your own leadership or customer who wants the outcome of your 
delegated task and the other with the person you delegated the task to. These 
contracts tend to be implicit rather than explicit and people are often lax at 
making sure that everyone’s expectations are aligned. You might find it helpful 
at this point to reread the five simple rules in Chapter 1.

In addition to the psychological barriers, there is also the practical barrier that delega-
tion takes time and effort. You need to select the right person, brief them properly, 
spend extra time guiding their efforts and reviewing their progress, and finally you need 
to check their output. This all takes time and effort and unless you create the time and 
space to do it properly, the chances are that your efforts will simply result in frustration 
and confusion.

Even when you manage to overcome the psychological and practical barriers that 
stop most managers from delegating effectively, you are still faced with the issue of 
organisational responsibility. You need to remember that you can delegate tasks and 
the authority to do those tasks, but you cannot delegate accountability. You are the 
manager. If it all goes wrong you are accountable because you have managed unwisely. 
Pointing downwards and claiming ‘the dumb cluck let me down’ is just another way 
of saying ‘I’m a poor manager who doesn’t know how to manage people and can’t see 
what is happening around me’. The buck stops with you – if you delegate and someone 
messes up, that someone is you.

HINTS AND TIPS

Delegation is an art rather than a science. It requires common sense, compassion, cour-
age and a genuine concern for the well-being and growth of your people. If you possess 
all these attributes, with a little practice you will become a great manager.
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HOW TO DELEGATE EFFECTIVELY

It is important to remember that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. You need to 
evaluate the person to whom you have chosen to delegate. First, consider if they have 
the skills and knowledge to do the task and, second, consider if they have the desire 
to take the task on. Use the skill/will matrix in Figure 2.1 to assess how you should 
approach and manage each potential delegatee.

Empower 
Capable & up for

the challenge 

Direct 
Nervous beginner

Excite 
Capable but de-

motivated

Skill

Guide 
Enthusiastic beginner

Low High

Lo
w

H
ig

h

Will

Figure 2.1 Skill versus will matrix

Direct those with low skill and low will – If your delegatee has neither the skill nor the 
will to do the task, your style of management needs to be directive i.e. prescriptive. You 
should start with relatively straightforward, well-bounded tasks that are likely to recur 
soon so that they can get additional practice at the same sort of activity. You will need to:

 y Start with the outcome: paint a clear picture of what needs to be achieved and 
how success will be measured.

 y Explain in reasonable detail how they should approach the task, but be flexible 
if they come up with any acceptable alternatives.

 y Check their understanding by asking them to explain, in their words, what you 
have just told them.

 y Provide clear guidelines: make sure that constraints and boundaries are 
explained. Advise them of the minimum standard required. Ensure that they 
have access to any information needed.

 y Work backwards from the deadline: if the output is needed by close of business 
next Friday, you need to set a deadline of close of business next Wednesday. 
Remember, they probably have not done this before and so they will need more 
time, and you will need time to check and possibly polish the output.

 y Give them just enough training as they are about to take on the task and top up 
as required.
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 y Supervise closely and provide frequent feedback against progress. Look for 
opportunities to praise, encourage and excite.

 y On completion, celebrate and reward their success.

 y Never, ever, be tempted to take the job back.

Guide those with low skill and high will – If your delegatee has the will but not the 
skill, your style of management needs to be one of guidance. Such people are ready 
and eager for a challenge but do not have the skills and knowledge required to perform 
well. They probably do not realise how little they know and in their eagerness are likely 
to charge into things and make mistakes – mistakes that they may not recognise and 
that may have serious consequences. They still need lots of direction, but you will need 
to be subtle about how you provide this as they tend to be impatient. You will need to:

 y Start with the outcome: paint a clear picture of what needs to be achieved and 
how success will be measured.

 y Suggest in broad terms how they may go about the task and ask them to bring 
back a detailed plan of action before they start work.

 y Check their plan and confirm their understanding of what outcomes need to be 
produced and advise them of the minimum required standard. Ensure that they 
have access to any information needed.

 y Work backwards from the deadline: if the output is needed by close of business 
next Friday, you need to set a deadline of close of business next Wednesday. 
Remember, they probably have not done this before and so they will need more 
time and you will need time to check and possibly polish the output.

 y Temper their enthusiasm by asking them to think through what might go wrong 
and where they may need help.

 y Give them just enough training as they are about to take on the task and top up 
as required. Identify people they can talk to who have done something similar.

 y Monitor their progress and provide feedback as appropriate. Look for 
opportunities to praise and encourage.

 y On completion, celebrate and reward their success.

 y Never, ever, be tempted to take the job back.

By adopting this approach, you will be able to control without demotivating and de-risk 
the situation while learning takes place and mistakes are likely. As progress is made 
you will be able to relax the frequency and depth of your controls.

Excite those with high skill and low will – If your delegatee has the skill but not the will 
to do the task, your style of management needs to excite. Such people are well able to 
do the required task, but are reluctant to step up to the plate. They may have had a pre-
vious bad experience or may not have learned to trust you. They may be bored and not 
sufficiently stretched. Managers often ignore or side-line these sorts of people as being 
too difficult. However, these are key resources and need to be engaged for their benefit, 
for the benefit of the team and for the benefit of the organisation. You will need to:
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 y Start with the outcome: paint a clear picture of what needs to be achieved and 
how success will be measured.

 y Encourage them by telling them what you think of their capabilities and explain 
why you feel they are well suited to the task.

 y Explore the reason for their reluctant attitude. Is it a question of your manage-
ment style, or some previous bad experience? Are they bored, in the wrong job 
or is some personal factor getting in the way? Find out what motivates them 
and what aspects of their job that they do enjoy.

 y Energise and engage them: use them as a sounding board for ideas, show them 
that you value their input and include them in scoping the task and defining the 
outputs and quality criteria to be used.

 y Ensure that they have access to any information needed and that there are no 
barriers to impede their progress.

 y Develop a coaching relationship, with the objective being their personal growth. 
Remember that the relationship between coach and coachee must be elective 
and trust based (see Chapter 28 for more on coaching).

 y Set them goals that will stretch their capability, monitor their progress and 
provide frequent feedback. Look for opportunities to praise, encourage and 
excite.

 y Ensure that they get wider recognition for their efforts – involve them in 
presentations to clients or senior leaders. Sing their praises to the rest of the 
team and your boss and peers. Celebrate and reward their success.

Empower those with high skill and high will – If your delegatee has the skill and the 
will to do the task then your style of management needs to be one of empowerment. 
Such people are ready and eager for the challenge. If you do not harness their energy, 
they will probably find a way to go around you. These are candidates for your succes-
sion planning. You should go beyond just delegating tasks to these people – you need 
to delegate decision-making also as this is a key management skill. You will need to:

 y Talk about the desired outcomes and ask them how they would achieve them.

 y Use analytical and explorative questions to check that they have considered 
every angle in relation to the problem or opportunity.

 y Involve them in decision-making and the identification of additional resources 
or information required. Ask them to identify any barriers that may impede 
their progress.

 y Give them the responsibility for getting other people up to speed and fulfil any 
training needs.

 y Adopt a coaching style in order to grow your ‘star performer’ (see Chapter 28 
for more on coaching).

 y Look for opportunities to praise and encourage. Do not ignore them and do not 
over-manage them.

 y On completion, celebrate and reward their success.
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Whatever your staff’s skill or will, remember that it is your job to open any doors that 
need to be opened so that they have access to the people and resources that they will 
need. Inform others what is going on so that they can help facilitate timely access to 
people and information.

Take your hands off, but keep your eyes open; be approachable and make yourself avail-
able for advice or guidance when required. Gain pleasure and job satisfaction through 
watching your staff grow and develop as a result of your nurturing efforts.
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