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 While we may lack a common 
 understanding of both what 
 micromanagement is, and why it exists, we 
 at least have a common reaction to it: 
 disdain and frustration. Micromanagement 
 is synonymous with bad management. 
 During the era of The Great Resignation 
 along with other underlying shifts in work 
 mindsets, companies need to pay careful 
 attention to why employees may leave. Bad 
 managers in general, and 
 micromanagement specifically, are both the 
 top reasons for departures and one of the 
 most fixable. And the problem is likely 
 worse than we think because language 
 such as “lack of trust” is often used as a 
 reason for departure when that is really an 
 explanation for what they experienced, 
 which was micromanagement. 

 Defining micromanagement 

 It is important to define micromanagement 
 so that we can properly identify it when it 
 occurs, and not confuse it with other bad 
 practices which may appear similar. 
 Micromanagement is fundamentally a 
 consistent effort to control every part of the 
 work, however small. Let’s break that down 
 a bit. Consistent effort is an important factor. 
 A CEO should be…yes, should be… asking 
 about a single piece of paper or a screw in a 
 piece of equipment at the right place, right 
 time, and for the right reason. Sometimes 
 people react to a manager asking about or 
 engaging in a detail and calling it 
 micromanagement, but only when it is a 
 consistent and persistent pattern that we 
 should call it micromanagement. 

 Another important element of 
 micromanagement is an effort to control, 

 which speaks to the intent. I choose the 
 phrase “effort to control” specifically 
 because it isn’t actual control. That level of 
 actual control is elusive, a myth. 
 Micromanagement is not control, which is 
 why it is such a bad practice. It is more 
 accurately only an effort to control. 

 Finally, micromanagement is about control 
 of every part of the work, in other words, 
 both the what and the how of the work. This 
 means that leaders exhibiting 
 micromanagement resist delegating, 
 discourages decision-making, and expect 
 frequent and detailed reports. There is less 
 focus on finding the right way than it being 
 the manager’s way because being the 
 manager’s way is comfortable to that 
 individual which is just another form of 
 control. 

 To be fair, how far you go with management 
 is a continuum, not a binary condition of 
 existence or absence. Many employees 
 want some freedom or even a lot of 
 freedom. Some would argue that the pursuit 
 of full autonomy isn’t really the goal. One of 
 my long-ago MIT professors, Jan Klein, 
 wrote about semi-autonomous, which might 
 be the more achievable goal, as far back as 
 this 1984 HBR article  Why Supervisors 
 Resist Employee Involvement  . Even CEOs 
 will argue that they are not autonomous, as 
 they answer to boards, banks, government 
 regulations, and of course, customers. But 
 there is a line somewhere across that 
 spectrum where management crosses over 
 to become micromanagement and therefore 
 destructive. We don’t want to throw the 
 proverbial baby (managing) out with the 
 bathwater (micromanaging). 

https://hbr.org/1984/09/why-supervisors-resist-employee-involvement
https://hbr.org/1984/09/why-supervisors-resist-employee-involvement
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 Why is micromanaging bad? 

 We know that we don’t like it when it 
 happens to us. However, that’s not enough 
 of a reason to eliminate micromanagement. 
 There are three primary costs to an 
 organization, or even just a team, that has 
 an unacceptable amount of 
 micromanagement. 

 First, the manager is rarely the closest 
 person to the problem. In Kent Bowen and 
 Steve Spear’s classic article  Decoding the 
 DNA of the Toyota Production System  , they 
 make a strong case for pushing 
 decision-making to the lowest level 
 possible. I support the premise but propose 
 different language in  People Solve 
 Problems  , and that is pushing decision 
 making and problem-solving closest to the 
 point of activity. We won’t dig too deeply into 
 making this happen, but simply use this 
 point to emphasize why micromanagement 
 is costly. The work being done, and all the 
 important context around it, is most often 
 best understood by those doing it. The 
 manager is at least one step further 
 removed from that work and therefore likely 
 to be missing some important context or 
 nuance that would help make a better 
 solution or decision. 

 Second, micromanagement disempowers 
 the team. We’ve all seen plenty of examples 
 where one engaged person can contribute 
 far more to the organization than two 
 disengaged ones. This is about much more 
 than capability, but about energy, 
 engagement, commitment, persistence, and 
 more. Micromanagement robs the team of 
 energy. They don’t feel valued, and in return 
 learn to not offer value. This is if the 

 employees stay, and that turnover is an 
 increasing cost for most organizations. 

 Third, is what happens when employees do 
 not stay, and that is we have turnover. We 
 don’t need a lot of time to explain the cost of 
 turnover - lost knowledge, lost time, cost of 
 hiring, cost of training, and more. As laid out 
 in the beginning of this article, 
 micromanagement is a contributor to 
 turnover, and to The Great Resignation. 

 Why does micromanagement 
 happen? 

 There are numerous reasons that drive 
 micromanagement, and when we do see it, 
 we should not presume to know which 
 cause it is without careful and thoughtful 
 analysis. Not all micromanagers are created 
 equal. Some are well-meaning but don’t 
 have what they need, while some are 
 well-meaning but don’t know better, while 
 some others are simply not well-meaning. 
 There is a common tendency to assume the 
 latter, but this is actually the least common 
 cause. 

 One reason, for certain, is personality. The 
 term “control freak” is thrown about casually, 
 and for good reason. As indicated earlier, 
 control through micromanagement is a 
 myth, but it is an effort or an intent to 
 achieve control by managing every little 
 aspect. When this is the reason, there is not 
 an easy antidote except coaching and 
 personal growth. 

 Managers are accountable for the 
 performance of their team and the related 
 processes. They are fundamentally required 
 to know how the performance is going and 
 ensure that things are going well. The key 

https://hbr.org/1999/09/decoding-the-dna-of-the-toyota-production-system
https://hbr.org/1999/09/decoding-the-dna-of-the-toyota-production-system
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 question you are asking, as a manager, is 
 whether things are operating normally, or 
 abnormally. If you don’t have an easy way 
 to answer this question, a natural reaction is 
 to dig in and look at all the work as it occurs 
 to try to determine how things are going. 
 This isn’t micromanagement with an intent 
 to control, but fulfilling a need to know how 
 things are going. Unfortunately, both the 
 appearance and the effect remain the same. 

 Another reason that managers end up, 
 unintentionally, in a micromanagement 
 mode is through an attempt to be helpful. At 
 the core, most managers want to support 
 and help their team. However, to do this, 
 they must be able to answer the where, 
 when, and how they can help. Without an 
 easy way to determine this, a manager must 
 get deeply involved in enough details that 
 they can at least attempt to figure out how 
 they can be helpful. 

 When micromanagement is based on bad 
 intentions, it is pretty easy to fix: you 
 remove that manager. However, this is the 
 minority of cases especially when you 
 consider how prevalent micromanagement 
 is found. Much of micromanagement comes 
 from good intentions, and so there must be 
 other ways we can solve this chronic 
 problem. 

 Better managers or better 
 management systems 

 There are two significant levers to drive 
 improvement: building better managers and 
 building better management systems. Both 
 are important and useful, however only 
 building better managers seems to get any 
 attention. I don’t want to discount the value 
 of having better managers, but since that 

 gets all the attention, let’s put a little focus 
 on the equally valid and more sustainable 
 leverage found within management 
 systems. 

 Working on management systems is the 
 equivalent of if you want to improve road 
 safety, instead of training everyone to just 
 drive safer, you change the roadway system 
 to make it inherently safer. Instead of just 
 hoping managers become better (although 
 we should never stop working on that), 
 shouldn’t we also find leverage in making 
 the system better? The goal of our 
 management systems should be to provide 
 managers with the information they need 
 without generating extra work or burden on 
 the team. That last part is tricky but 
 important. Of course, management could 
 get the information they need if the team 
 spent all of their time preparing 
 presentations, and sharing detailed updates 
 with the boss. But that’s not the goal. The 
 goal should be to make it easy for a 
 manager to know the important information 
 without imposing on the team. 

 Consider driving down the road. The 
 information you need is automatically 
 provided to you in a prioritized way. Inside 
 the cabin, you need the speed more often 
 (although not necessarily more) than your 
 engine temperature, and so that gauge is 
 more centrally visible than the other. Both 
 are available at a glance. If you’re in traffic, 
 the main piece of information you need is 
 when the car in front of you is braking, and 
 that information is packaged as a red light 
 right where you’re supposed to be looking. 
 The lines on the pavement keep you in the 
 right lane, the signs tell you important 
 instructions and more. GPS can fall into this 
 category, helping you navigate the 
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 turn-by-turn challenges of getting where you 
 are going. 

 The other key aspect of driving would be 
 knowing when something is wrong and that 
 you must change your operating model. The 
 check engine light, or any warning light, is 
 one example of your system telling you that 
 there is an abnormal condition and that you 
 must act differently. Your GPS serves this 
 purpose as well, whether you have made a 
 wrong turn or there is a road closure. The 
 point is, you don’t have to worry about what 
 you're missing, because the problem will 
 alert you when your attention is needed. 
 This answers the fundamental questions 
 every manager needs. 

 While this article will not go into the rather 
 deep and necessarily detailed work of 

 building or improving your management 
 systems, the analogy above should serve 
 you well. Design your management systems 
 first in a way that does not create a burden 
 for those doing the work, such as massive 
 reporting requirements. Second, design 
 your management systems to help you 
 operate normally, and easily stay well 
 informed, like driving your car. Third, design 
 your management systems to tell you when 
 things go wrong, and when you need to 
 change your attention and focus on a new 
 problem, also like driving your car. 

 Better management systems will not solve 
 all micromanagement. However, it is an 
 important tool in the fight against this bad 
 behavior, and one that is more scalable and 
 sustainable than only focusing on building 
 better managers. 
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