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Managing a few people is challenging, so what happens when promotion means your team grows
from three people to 15 overnight?
A manager in this situation must scale their management style, and fast. The first thing to realise,
says Mary Abbajay, president of Careerstone, a training and consulting firm, is that what works for
managing one or two people will not necessarily work for more.

Think carefully about your workload and learn to adapt. Long catch-ups are fine when managing
small teams, but shorter, more focused conversations with team members can be just as effective.
Recently, Ms Abbajay advised a young leader whose
team is about to grow from three people to 15.
Currently, the manager is friends with everyone on
her team. But Ms Abberjay points out that these
friendships may have to change, and “you have to be
OK with that”.
The example highlights another pitfall: managers
sometimes feel “a need to prove themselves to all
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these people. Some get a little nervous”.
Lee Martin, senior vice-president of strategic development at Getty Images, has been in the same
situation. He joined the photography agency Allsport in 1983, which at the time had six staff. Mr
Martin became one of the company’s four owners, who then managed rapid growth of the business
to 180 people — half of which Mr Martin was directly responsible for.
Allsport was bought out in 1998 by Getty, and at one point Mr Martin had up to 600 direct or
indirect reports.
He says setting clear goals at a team and individual level is key. “Less is more. Don’t try and boil
the ocean and try to do everything,” he says. “I have always tried to lead by example. I have never
asked my team to do things I wouldn’t do.”
When he managed a small team, he was involved in day-to-day work. But with larger teams, he
learnt how to trust and delegate.
Ms Abbajay says the bigger a team gets, the more managers must let go. “Micromanagement is one
thing that drives everybody crazy,” she says. Be clear about expectations, but remember “you have
to allow people to make mistakes”.

Derek Lidow, a former global CEO, entrepreneur and author of Building on Bedrock: What Sam
Walton, Walt Disney, and Other Great Self-Made Entrepreneurs Can Teach Us About Building
Valuable Companies, says managing a handful of people means building bonds between
individuals. But when managing 10 or more, the task is more about motivating them.
“You need to appeal more broadly to some core basic needs. There is a need to establish that a
team has an overarching purpose,” he adds. “That transition trips up a lot of people. Some are great
one-on-one, but are less comfortable with larger groups.”
Yaping Gong, head of management at Hong Kong University of Science and Technology Business
School, suggests a “structural response” to a growing team. For example, if a manager finds
themselves leading 10 or more staff, they could create multiple small teams and appoint leaders to
each of them.
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Both of these are also important. Many mangers want to make their mark quickly, but it is not
always the right strategy.
“If taking over an existing high-performing team,” says Ms Abberjay, “don’t upset the apple cart
until you know what works well and what doesn’t. Learn the existing culture before you change it.”
Technology and flexible working mean managers may also have to grapple with an increasing
number of remote workers. Here, says Mikko Summala, a manager at start-up Parking Energy,
communication should be thought through carefully.
The vice-president of sales and marketing for the company, which develops an electric car charging
system, draws on previous experience in a job where he built a virtual team of 100 people.
“For remote workers communication doesn’t happen
by the coffee machine or in the corridor,” Mr
Summala says. “Google Hangouts, Skype and email is
where people in different locations communicate. So [a manager] has to be organised and have a
communication strategy. Revisit [this strategy] every three months for a healthcheck on how
communication is going.”

Prof Gong believes that when stepping up to manage more people, guidance on how to provide
feedback and effectively monitor progress is required. And when a manager is taking on ever larger
teams, then “leadership training is critical”, he says. Such training may consist of goal-setting and
communicating a vision for example
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Mr Lidow points out that another effective form of training is to shadow a person who is at a
similar level to that which they are rising. “Spend a week with them and have a debrief every
morning or evening.”
It’s like having a mentor with lots of additional insight, he adds, and “it’s a good way to see what
works and what doesn’t and you get a visual connection with the skill set”.
But Mr Summala admits training can be more difficult in organisations where resources are scarce.
Start-ups, for example, are chronically underfunded as everything goes into developing a product.
While there are many things to consider when taking on the management of a larger team, Getty’s
Mr Martin is keen to stress that managing is not a top down process. “You have to take people with
you — if you don’t you are going to fail.”
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