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Paul Glen, Author of “Leading Geeks”, presented on both the differences and the similarities in geekworkers and other employees, and why the leadership of technical employees is fundamentally different from leading other employees. 

Paul Glen: Good morning. Welcome to your last session. I wrote a book, “Leading Geeks”. I’m always asked why I bothered writing a book about geeks. I’ve spent my career managing technical folks. I’ve read many of the One-Minute books. About half of you manage folks. This isn’t just about management. I read a lot of business books. There was a disconnect between what I was observing on the ground and what was happening to me. I decided it was me. I must be missing something. Actually, leading geeks is fundamentally different than managing others.

· Reason 1. Geeks are different from other people. Followers are never considered. But maybe who you lead affects how you lead.
· Reason 2. Geekwork is fundamentally different from other work. Books talk about leading in multiple contexts. You think leadership, you think management, people in suits. When I say leader, what picture pops into your head? <charismatic, inspiring, lead by example, able to do same work as team members> These are abstract. What human being pops into your head? <Genghis Khan, John Kennedy, Churchill during the war, Steve Jobs> Military, political, captains of industry. Leading in this context, a technical leader. What person comes to mind? <Bill Gates> Architectural? <Bill Joy> A few names that pop into our heads. We draw lessons from leadership everywhere than where we live. Military, moral. All areas. But what you might lead people to do affects how you lead. Sales versus war, versus people developing a system.

Participant: Corporation manager's think anyone can be a manager. 

Paul Glen: Upper management thinks a manager is a manager is a manager, that it doesn’t matter who or what. I disagree. Nature of work is important to consider.

· Reason. Power is useless with geeks. Intertwined with notions of power. At core, power is simple. Not a place on an organization chart. It is a feature of relationships. One person’s ability to direct the behavior as another. As geeks, we don’t deliver power through behavior, but how we think. Geek behavior at work. Sit and type. All our boss can do is demand you sit and type. Can’t make you be brilliant.

Need to consider these in technical realm. Architects are out to influence. Without authority to enforce, you r ability to influence is critical. Your job is more about politics than you want to realize. So what? Peter Drucker. A lot of interesting observations. Business has two functions. Marketing and innovation. Geeks are sooooooooo important for marketing. We’ll skip that and talk innovation. Technology is the absolute key behind everything you do. If technology is critical for any organization, if we’re not the source of innovation, we will be the implementers of it. Very few new business strategies not dependent on technology for deliver. Performance of technology critical. Leading technology is vital. Drucker noticed that management is young as a study. 150 years old. It’s done pretty well. Productivity multiplied about 50 times over past century. Backbone on which industrial and post industrial world built. Will this happen again in next 100 years? If we want continue growth, knowledge work and knowledge workers need to improve. New conversation. My perspective on how to being to improve productivity of information workers.

· Myth 1: Leadership is universal. Good leaders treat everyone alike.
· Truth. If you want to lead someone, start out by understanding them.

The myth strikes me as loony. If I’m going to lead, it’s not about me, it’s about them, the person I’m leading. What’s so special about technical people? I’m not stereotyping. We self select to do this. We all love technology. Patterns and attitudes common among those who do this work. 

· Geeks are more loyal to their technology than they are to you.

A geek changes companies. But geeks don’t change their career. Loyal to their technology. At Christmas, kid geeks are more interested in how something works than the toy itself.

· Geeks revere the rational.

It’s no surprise Star Trek is loved by geeks. Who is by far the most popular character? Spock. By far. Why? Something in that image, something about reason devoid of emotion that we as technical folks finds appealing. Not usual in general population. Sales. Reason makes people think, emotions make people act. In general, pretty true. Among technical folks, reason makes people think, emotion makes people suspicious. Take a geek to a sales meeting. They don’t get the groups emotion. Not useful when dealing with technical folks. 

· Myth 2: If you know a tree, you understand a forest.
· Truth: Groups are not just a collection of individuals.

Knowing the individuals does not mean you understand the group. You’re all polite, giggling at the right moments, even after two days. But if I were to announce your flights have all been cancelled, arbitrarily by the government, we’d have a small mob. Same people, different scale. Are there scaling factors with geeks in a work environment?

· Geeks ignore official hierarchy . . . deliberately.

Geeks will say they hate hierarchy. They love meritocracy. Flat and demographic. But geeks love hierarchy. Just not yours. Farm of cubicles, people doing their work. You take photos of where people walk for 24 hours. At the end, put on wall of where people have gone. Certain nodes with lots of lines, others with few. The cube with all the lines is probably not you. You’re the boss, head of something. Official position, therefore you’re suspect. That person with all the lines is high up on the geek hierarchy. Might be the smartest person, project therapist. Whatever, they’re high up in the geekhood structure. How many of you have gone to a meeting and sprang new policy on people. What’s everyone in the room doing? Frowning, wondering if it’s good. Watch that one person to see if he’s happy and thinks good. The opinion leader. Not you, just because you have the corner office. 

· Ambivalence about groups.

We simultaneously love and loath technology. In school, rewarded for right answers. You get the right answer from … <books, teachers> Individual effort. All about what you do. My test, my paper, my quiz. Don’t look, that’s cheating. You’re taught that cooperation is cheating. Then you graduate. Congratulations! You’re part of a team! They’ve been trained that working in a group is cheating. Push and pull of liking and despising working in groups. 

Participant: Bigger dynamic, harder to break, dynamic between the group and the group.

Paul Glen: We’ll actually be talking about that. Subgroup dynamics.

· Myth 3: Good leaders can lead anyone to do anything.
· Truth: What you would lead people to do affects how you lead them.

I don’t buy leadership is leadership is leadership. We draw most leadership ideals from political and military examples. Does that really matter when dealing with technology? The work we do is fundamentally different from other work. This is a form of creative word, so unusual, it impacts the leadership.

· Geekwork is different from other work.
· Failure is normal.

Failure is a totally normal function in our industry. 

Participant: Depends on the work you do. We’re creative, solving problems no one could solve before.

Paul Glen: Yes, and because it’s creative, failure is normal. Classified to three categories. Failed, succeeded, challenged. Does this look like your life? <nods> How many of you want to show this to your CFO? Not a pretty picture. This is bad, isn’t it? Embarrassing. But it’s embarrassing on how good it is. So what? What does this have to do with leadership? How many of you have been on unmitigated disaster projects? <no hands> You guys are so lying! We’ve all been on them. The boss marches in, failure is not an option. How well does that work out? You try that gambit and have unified everyone’s thoughts -- failure is ALWAYS an option! Now everyone hates you more than before. Have you improved or changed anything?

Participant: Role of manager is more or less enabled them to succeed.

Paul Glen: Hold on to that idea. Let’s talk about that failure is not an option meeting. Have you changed possibility of success? <no> People now know you know less than they thought you did. Have you changed project? <dynamics of group has changed> What you’ve changed is not probably of failure, but cost of failure. No one will walk into the bosses office and tell him it’s not working and to kill it. Success is defined who reduce the cost of failure. How many on disaster project were surprised by the disaster? Everyone knows. The only people who succeeds are the ones who kill it off early. Nature of our work has affect on leadership relationship. 

· Subordinates know more than managers.
· Knowledge inversion violates almost every common assumption about management and leadership.

Dilbert. Stupid boss, smart subordinate. No matter how smart you are, the minute push back and someone slides in, they know more about the project than you do. Bosses don’t know everything about a project. The more you move up, the less you know about the technology. The problem isn’t that this occurs, but that we deny it. Our assumption is messed up. How many of you have had experience of thinking, how dare that person write my review when they don’t know the technology of what I’m working on? Think bosses unqualified to judge. Bosses are in bad shape as well. Compelled to make decision on things they’re unsuited to make decisions on. They think FORTRAN the same thing as dotnet. Compelled to decide direction. The person in charge doesn’t necessarily know more about the technology, but the business and the organization. Separation of services. Normal feature. 

· What does leadership mean with geeks?

Participant: For me, my biggest problem isn’t managing the people below me, but influencing the people above me.…

Paul Glen: I’ll see if we can weave that in. Common in architecture groups. 

Participant: As major architecture changes drive through an organization, there is entrenched interest. In my career, organizational inertia or structure built around old technology. Resistance in changing to new technologies. How to deal with?

Paul Glen: Important question. Let me think on that one.

If this is our world, what does it mean to lead in technical environment? Traditional leadership in a sales organization is top down. Establish and maintain power base, direct subordinate, make decisions, motivate employees, furnish results. How do you get away telling people what to do? <pay them, access to resources or power> How do you get away standing up and telling people stuff as representative of a group? Your power base. External representation comes from power. Make decisions. Get away with because of your power base. Motivate staff. New program to do so. You get away with that because or you power base and access to resources. 

What’s so different about geek leadership? No power base. When power diminishes other areas adjust. Some change, others don’t. Familiar with Manhattan Project? During WWII, the first atomic bomb. Couple of scientists went to Einstein. They had figured out how to develop bomb, and thought our government should know about it. Roosevelt handed that off to government. Nothing was done with it. Given to U.S. Army who gave it to General Leslie Groves. Traditional top down military leader. West Point. Stereotype of military leadership. Oversaw construction of Pentagon. Knew how to build gigantic things. Smart guy. He realized bomb was two projects. He was qualified to manage one, not the other. He split in half. He oversaw construction of facilities. No creativity. Uranium. He had no idea how to manage the scientists to design the bomb. Hired a man, Oppenheimer. Groves and Oppenheimer totally different in styles. Oppenheimer had to acquire information, who was working on what, how they fit together. Had to establish and maintain alignment. If you’re building an atomic bomb, who’s your customer? Coordinating with group of people creating facility. Coordinating between groups of a project. Alignment is more than aligning up. Strategic and process, horizontal and vertical. While they were building bomb, team working to design a bomber to deploy a bomb that hadn’t been built yet. Huge various in their design specifications. Needed to make sure dropping the bomb wouldn’t incinerate the plane. 

There are only a few people in world able to do this work. Working on radar and computers. Need to attract them. But how?  The “I have a project. Might be important. Will be in desert. Move family for as long as it takes. No idea how long it will take. Classified, can’t tell you anything about it” recruiting conversation didn’t seem appealing. So Oppenheimer went to Cornell University. Convinced an important scientist to join. People wanted to join because of that guy’s reputation. People ended up with Nobel Prizes because of their work.

Project prominence. Making group feel important. Need to know their work is valued by organization. Project importance of team. Respected for value your group brings. Feeling, not intellectual. Emotional. When you look in, looks different. Internal facilitation. Command and control. I’ve consulted at many organizations. Look alike. Power goes down in hierarchy manner. Read up on history of big business. Short history. First large business organization’s appeared in 1860’s. Large, geographically distributed businesses. No managerial examples to look at? <military, East India company> It was big, but not coordinated. <religion> Yes. The Catholic organization. Large organizations were religious and military. Pope down, general down, must work. Good! Is it still good for improving productivity o knowledge work? What is facilitation instead of command?

Two components. Facilitating tasks. Making sure groups communicating effectively, not duplicating effort. A traffic cop. Easy part of facilitation. Hard part is establishing and maintaining a work environment. Emotional and physical environment. Everyone hates bullpen programming. Why? They’re exposed noisy, distracting. Someone’s on the phone with spouse, etc. and everyone knows what happens. Bullpen code is spaghetti code, poorly documented and structured. Code is intertwined because people intertwined. Code is collective expression of a group. Everything you need to know about the person is in the code, vice versa. Two programs that don’t work well together were likely created by two groups that didn’t work well together. Emotional. Fear of ridicule. If your goal is to take the best ideas given to you and turn into technology, will you get your best product if people are afraid to give you their best ideas? Subtle but very important.

Nurturing motivation. How do you motivate a bunch of geeks? Why do people want to work? What is source of motivation to go to work? Extrinsic. Paycheck is why the person is there. Intrinsic. Intertwined with the work itself. I like to photograph birds. I go out every weekend. I’m really bad at it. Useless hobbies. What motivates me? Something there is compelling. As managers, what are classic ways to motivate staff? <contest (extrinsic – separable from work), challenges (extrinsic – asking them to be challenged), ownership, accountability, threats (extrinsic), focus, chance to create (extrinsic as it’s an offer they need to pick up), bonuses> Extrinsic. I can’t motivate people. I can only offer factors for motivation. What motivates geeks to be productive? What motivates people to be creative? Want people to bring their creativity to work. Harvard professor found that intrinsic motivation results in best work. What motivates geeks? Nothing. Not hopeless. Analogy. How many of you are gardeners? What do you do to make a seed grow? Nothing. You can’t make it grow. You can create the environment so that it wants to grow. In the end, you’re simply creating an environment for that seed to grow. We can create extrinsic environment that challenges people to respond with intrinsic creativity. If you want team of people motivated to do project, pick people who are motivated to do the project. OK. Yes, I get paid for this. Obvious. When starting a project, you pick people for wrong reasons. Done before, available, etc. people are motivated by different things. Need to create, technology, who they work with, role, business outcomes. What excites them? Skilled versus motivated team, I’ll take a motivated team. They’ll get it done. If it’s within their grasp, let them do it. They’ll love it. 

Group size. Paying taxes. Really responsible people cheat on their taxes. Why? They feel it’s a victimless crime. Me and the abstract thing called the government I’m committed to my job, but if I’m a couple days late, no one will notice. People need to feel connection to a small group of people. Related to designing interdependence. People power not to the project, but to the people. I’m more motivated to each other, not an abstract organization. I work hard for you, not for ay other reason.

Encouraging isolation. Not individual isolation, but group isolation. Mind blowing stuff is created by a small group working together, intensely focused, not supporting last 16 releases, isolate together in creative environment. Every new innovation, most from this type of environment. Creation is engaging, exciting. Fun. Motivating. Intense experience that’s hard to get over when you have to go back to maintenance.

Offer free food, intermittently. People making six figures will do extraordinary things for 79 cent donuts. Sharing carcass is good. Key is intermittent. Beer or pizza every week, predictable, no longer a perk, but fundamental human right. Piss people off by taking away. Challenge to create environment where they’re likely to become motivated. Intrinsic motivation fragile. You can kill it. Be careful of it. Typical demotivators.

Exclusion from decision making. Knowledge inversion thing going on. You, the boss, commit me to a delivery date on something I didn’t know anything about, what am I feeling? No motivation to deliver on time. If he had asked for a date, you might give him same date, but it has to be your idea, not his. Distracted because left out of important decision. My perspective, adequately represented. 

Excessive monitoring, hyper management. Assault on my professionalism. You don’t trust me. If you don’t trust me, I’m not compelled to work hard. How long to get mind back on track when interrupted. <four hours> Half an hour to three hours. A long time. If the manager comes in every two hours, no productivity.

Participant: Is there different between IM interruption and face to face interruption?

Paul Glen: I’ve never seen a study on that. 80 percent of communication is visual. I’ve never seen study on that. 

Team without skills. First people who know they’re a team without skills is the team. Demoralizing knowing you’re on the losing team before the game starts. Management may not know, but team knows. 

Managing ambiguity. Hard to describe. Vague. Simple level – any work evaluated by either clarity or chaos. Driving a truck straight forward. More questions as architecture than you can think of when presented with new project. Chaotic, confusing. Our work is fundamentally structured by ignorance. Projects structured the same way. Break into pieces. Each team has to figure out which questions to ask and how to answer those questions. Applying knowledge to project and finding ambiguities to resolve. If you don’t manage it, you never get to end product. Software dev lifecycles designed to take people from state of confusion to clarity. Ignorance to clarity. Structured. Three layers to deal with. Task, structural, environmental. 

Environmental ambiguity. Why are we here? When people have ideas of what they’re trying to accomplish, making technology decisions that you’re not privy to, if they don’t have same picture as you do, they can go into many areas. Don’t have same understanding of why we're here and what we’re trying to accomplish. Structural ambiguity. Relating to outside world. Task ambiguity. Roles played and who will play. Manager needs to take all three layers and resolve simultaneously. When out of sync, things don’t work well. That’s it! 

Participant: Are there any training opportunities … interactive …

Paul Glen: Not many that I’m aware of it. I wrote the book because I didn’t’ find a lot out there. Places more process than people oriented. I haven’t found any that were compelling.

Participant: How much is natural, learned?

Paul Glen: If you humility and empathy, you can learn a lot. Need to love your job because you create things while at same time loving your job because you love to help people create things.

Participant: Long term trend? Will geekwork transform into regular or other way.

Paul Glen: What will future of work become? Always will be a mix. Physical labor. Factories, housecleaner. We won’t become society of engineers. That said, more and more work is becoming knowledge work. We spend energy on crating, organizing, and entertaining others. Will be interesting to see how it progresses.

One last thought. What’s your action plan? What have you heard in last hour that you can take back and use? A change to yourself, your organization, making a difference. Take a moment and think about that for a moment. Leading geeks is not a hopeless cause. 

Thank you.

