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Absolutely no one likes to be micromanaged. It’s frustrating, demoralizing, and demotivating.
Yet, some managers can’t seem to help themselves. Dealing with a controlling boss who
doesn’t trust you is tough, but what if you’re the one doing the micromanaging?

If you’re like most micromanagers, you probably don’t even know that you’re doing it. Yet the
signs are clear:

You’re never quite satisfied with deliverables.
You often feel frustrated because you would’ve gone about the task differently.
You laser in on the details and take great pride and /or pain in making corrections.
You constantly want to know where all your team members are and what they’re working
on.
You ask for frequent updates on where things stand.
You prefer to be cc’d on emails.

Let’s face it. Paying attention to details and making sure the work is getting done are
important. So it’s easy to chalk all of the above up to a necessary part of managing. But they
aren’t necessary all the time. The problem with micromanagers is that they apply the same
level of intensity, scrutiny and in-your-face approach to every task, whether warranted or
not. The bottom line is: you need to stop. It’s harming your team’s morale and – ultimately –
their productivity.
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If you want to keep growing as a leader, ask
yourself these key questions.
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Take Steve (not his real name), a senior-level
executive whom I coached. He got some
feedback from his boss and employees that
helped him realize that his propensity to
micromanage had greater repercussions than
he realized:
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“He has difficulty letting go and is always
asking for the details. He needs to figure out
when the small stuff is no longer worth his time, and at what point can he trust his people
to get things done. Otherwise, he’s going to burn out his employees, and himself.”
“He’s so much more talented than some of the tasks he performs. He’s down in the weeds
and could be spending his time on higher-level strategic issues. He needs to determine
what his priorities are organizationally, rather than having his hands in a lot of small

details.”
“He gets too involved and becomes the bottleneck.”

While micromanaging may get you short-term results, over time it negatively impacts your
team, your organization, and yourself. You dilute your own productivity and you run out of
capacity to get important things done. You stunt your team members’ development and
demoralize them. You create an organizational vulnerability when your team isn’t used to
functioning without your presence and heavy involvement.

So what do you do if you want to stop micromanaging? Here are four strategies to help:

1. Get over yourself. We can all rationalize why we do what we do and the same holds true for
micromanagers. Here are some common excuses that chronic micromanagers give, and what
they really mean:
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These excuses lead to a disempowered, demoralized team. Instead of finding all the reasons
why you should micromanage, consider why you shouldn’t.

2. Let it go. The difference between managing and micromanaging is the focus on the
“micro.” At the core of moving away from micromanaging is letting go of the minutia. This
can be hard, but the key is to do it a little at a time. Start by looking at your to-do list to
determine what low hanging fruit you can pass on to a team member. Engage in explicit
discussions with your direct reports about what level of detail you will engage in and where
they will need to pull you in. You should also highlight the priorities on your list — the big
ticket items where you truly add value — and make sure that is where you are spending most
of your energy.

3. Give the “what,” not the “how.” There is nothing wrong with having an expectation about
a deliverable. But there’s a difference between sharing that expectation and dictating how to
get to that result. Your job as a manager is to clearly set the conditions of satisfaction for any
task you assign. Articulate what you envision the final outcome to look like, but don’t give
blow-by-blow instructions on how to get there. When in doubt, share the “what” and ask
(rather than tell) your team member about how they plan to get there. You might be surprised
that their approach, while different, may yield excellent results.

4. Expect to win (most of the time). Underlying your need to micromanage is a fear of failure.
By magnifying the risk of failure, your employees engage in “learned helplessness” where
they start believing that the only way they can perform is if you micromanage them. It’s a
vicious cycle. Instead, focus on setting your direct reports up for success. Be clear on what
success looks like. Provide the resources, information, and support needed to meet those
conditions. Give credit where credit is due. Over time, you’ll realize that a loss every now and
then helps build a strong track record in the long run.

Just as no one wants to be micromanaged, no one wants to be the much-abhorred
micromanager. But with a commitment to focus on the big picture and on motivating your
employees, you can redirect your efforts to be the most effective manager you can be.

Muriel Maignan Wilkins is a co-founder and managing partner of Paravis Partners, a boutique executive
coaching and leadership development firm. She is co-author, with Amy Jen Su, of Own the Room: Discover Your
Signature Voice to Master Your Leadership Presence.

This article is about COMMUNICATION
 FOLLOW THIS TOPIC

Related Topics: DELEGATION |

MOTIVATING PEOPLE

Comments
Leave a Comment

POST

12 COMMENTS

njnesmith Nesmith

4 months ago

Great article. Good practical advice, though very hard to truly adopt and integrate sustained changes. Takes
longer than a few weeks.
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