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Put timeless management practices 
to work.
The most important relationship is between a manager and a direct report. 
Studies confirm that the majority of people leave their jobs because they 
dislike their manager and the way they are supervised. After all, managers 
directly influence staff engagement and retention, along with the many 
performance factors in between. So what is a manager to do?

7 Paths to Managerial Leadership presents seven simple paths to an effective 
relationship between managers and staff. Each path offers management 
wisdom that focuses on action, not position, and inspires others to do their 
best work. Expressly written for middle managers, this step-by-step guide 
covers principles evaluated and fine-tuned over the course of several decades. 

Seasoned manager and management consultant Fred Mackenzie offers 
readers pithy self-assessments, a manager’s checklist, and action plans for 
developing each path, regardless of which you choose to employ in your 
work. Use this guide to identify your leadership style, along with its benefits 
and shortcomings, and learn how to build on your strengths to inspire those 
you lead to have confidence in themselves.

Be sure to read this one with a pencil in hand!
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Introduction
This book is for you, the manager and supervisor of others. There are 

many good books on management, ranging from strategic planning to 

decision making. There has been, as well, a steady stream of insightful 

books on leadership, describing those attributes necessary for inspiring 

others to have confidence in you, the leader. This book is about mana-

gerial leadership: the art of getting exceptional work done through the 

willing efforts of others. It focuses on action, not position, to inspire 

others to have confidence in themselves. The 7 Paths approach in this 

book is a middle management presentation of the work of Nancy R. Lee  

(The Practice of Managerial Leadership, 2007) and Elliott Jaques (Requi-

site Organization: A Total System for Effective Managerial Organization 

and Managerial Leadership for the 21st Century, 2006). 7 Paths to Manage-

rial Leadership has been inspired by their work and ideas, as has my 

own career as a manager, consultant, teacher, and counselor. The case 

study examples describing each path are derived from my more than 

25 years of experience both as a senior manager and as a consultant 

advising organizations and their managers.

The organization of this book is as follows: In chapter 1, the orga-

nizational significance of the middle manager–direct report relation-

ship is introduced, and the four leadership styles common to most 

middle managers are described. Chapter 2 discusses how the 7 Paths 

improve work behavior for both employees and managers by present-

ing new approaches, processes, and procedures. Chapter 3 presents 

Path 1, managerial planning and task assignment—the basis for team 
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success—and details the specifics of any task: what by when. In chap-

ter 4, Path 2 covers the importance of regular, effective, and purpose-

ful meetings. Chapter 5 presents Path 3, context setting, which is a 

manager’s opportunity to offer the organizational picture for direct 

reports. In chapter 6, Path 4 details how to offer positive and construc-

tive recognition to team members. Chapter 7, Path 5, discusses the dos 

and don’ts of performance appraisals, and chapter 8, Path 6, exam-

ines how best to coach direct reports for optimum growth within their 

roles. Lastly, chapter 9 presents Path 7, how best to integrate continual 

improvement into the manager’s role. 

Additionally, there are several appendices helpful for guiding 

middle managers in the day-to-day supervisory functions of their 

jobs—for example, describing how to establish key accountabilities 

and write clear task assignments. For the big picture, Appendix E, 

Making Strategy Work—The Linkage Process, further explains the 

relationship between individual efforts and an organization’s short- 

and long-term goals.
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Managers and Their  
Direct Reports:  

A Dynamic Relationship
You may remember your first role as a manager of others, as someone 

who gets work done through the efforts of other people. You were prob-

ably promoted because of your excellence as an individual contributor—

you got your work done! And perhaps upper management thought you 

had an above-average “feel” for working with others. However, manag-

ing others is more than getting along; it involves deciding who can do 

the work, who needs coaching on specific assignments, who can be 

left alone to accomplish a task, and who needs role development. All 

managers carry this managerial leadership accountability.
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According to the renowned organizational scientist Elliott Jaques, 

“managerial teamworking is the most powerful leadership enhancing 

mechanism of all. In effective teamworking, the strength of the mutual 

influencing between a manager and a subordinate reaches its highest level; 

context setting and mutual understanding are at their clearest. There is  

an immediate sharing of values, and the result is the greatest possibil-

ity of maximum commitment by all to the achievement of commonly  

valued goals.”

Middle Management Styles
Managerial leadership combines the discipline of managing a unit 

with the skill of allowing direct reports to work at their level of capa-

bility, grow in their roles, and produce extraordinary results. It focuses 

on managers reaching their full potential and, at the same time, inspir-

ing members of their teams to do the same. This, in turn, increases the 

effectiveness of the total organization.

There are four leadership styles common to most middle mana- 

gers (Figure 1-1). First are those managers who are high on managerial 

skills but lack the people orientation to allow direct reports to be self- 

motivated (Impoverished Managing). They tend to micromanage their 

teams and seek perfection. Feedback is generally negative, and there is 

little managerial coaching.

The second group includes those who are optimistic, inspirational, 

and wonderful to be around (Contagious Enthusiasm). Their interper-

sonal skills are great, and people follow their direction; however, their 

planning, organizing, implementing, and evaluating skills are lack-

ing. This often happens when a person is promoted from a successful
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Figure 1-1: Middle Management Styles

low LEADING high
MANAGING
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Impoverished
Managing

Managerial
Leadership

Perpetual
Firefighting

Contagious
Enthusiasm
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individual contributor to a managerial position without the necessary 

management training.

The third group represents those individuals who have little or no 

skills in either leadership or management (Perpetual Firefighting). 

These people exist as managers, but usually not for long. Their work-

day involves putting out fires, planning for contingencies, and trying 

to survive. They work hard but make little progress.

The fourth group includes middle managers who combine their 

managerial skills with the understanding and practice of involving 

their direct reports in the goals of the unit (Managerial Leadership). 

Their vocabulary includes such words as participation, empowerment, 
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enablement, growth, context setting, and collaboration. As a unit, they 

meet or exceed their goals. All managers are somewhere along the 

LEADING scale and somewhere along the MANAGING scale. Which 

is your primary window—the one from which you see the world  

of work?

When the key elements of highly successful organizations are 

examined, an effective middle manager–direct report relationship 

stands out as one of the foundational links in getting work done. Strat-

egies, long-range plans, and corporate objectives are all important, but 

the cascading of accountabilities and task assignments to the operation-

al level is what results in work output. This relationship must be clear, 

honest, trusting, and continuous. It is a major part of every manager’s 

job. The most important relationship in a managerial hierarchy is that 

of a manager and a direct report. Managers are held accountable not 

only for doing their best personally but also for the results of the work 

and the working behavior of those in their workforce.

Have you ever had a manager like this?

“Welcome to the unit. I am your manager, and I will be 

laying out the work I expect you to do. Don’t argue with 

me. If you have a question, ask someone in the unit. 

Don’t bring me problems. I expect you to solve them 

yourself. If you do well, we’ll get along. If you don’t get 

done what I expect, I’ll get someone else to replace you. 

Do I make myself clear?”

Or this?

“Welcome to the unit. I am your manager, and I have 

written out a list of things you and I will be working on. 

Read it over and jot down any questions you may have. 
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Let’s get together tomorrow morning at 9 to finalize the 

list and put some completion dates down. Now, I’d like to 

take you around to meet your colleagues, who will help 

you get oriented. It’s good to have you onboard.”

Exit interview studies have indicated that most people do not leave 

an organization because they dislike the organization; they leave 

because they do not like their manager and the way they are super-

vised. Results of a Gallup survey on manager-employee engagement 

revealed that “among employees who strongly agree that their manag-

er helps them set performance goals, 69 percent are engaged. When 

employees strongly disagree, just 8 percent are engaged, while 53 

percent are actively disengaged” (Harter and Adkins 2015). 

Developing Effective Relationships
This book is based on seven approaches to the development of an effec-

tive relationship between middle managers and their direct reports.

The 7 Paths to Managerial Leadership are as follows:

1. Managerial Planning and Task Assignment

2. Managerial Meetings

3. Context Setting

4. Feedback

5. Performance Appraisal

6. Coaching Direct Reports 

7. Continual Improvement

These 7 Paths contain practices that are based on sound, proven 

principles covering decades of evaluation and fine-tuning. Simply 

stated, they determine:



CHAPTER 1

6

• tasks that need to be accomplished

• feedback to team members

• evaluation of the work obtained.

My experience applying these principles as a manager has shown 

that direct reports like the way the paths become productive work 

practices. In turn, this positive attitude and behavior lead to a moti-

vated and productive work unit.

Once you review the 7 Paths, select the ones that go with the grain of 

your thinking and start implementing those. Once you’ve begun, revisit 

the remaining paths and select one or more to experiment with. In time, 

you may find that all the practices are helpful as you develop a high- 

performing team to be proud of. Becoming a competent managerial 

leader will result in less firefighting, less overtime work, and an over-

all reduction of your stress level.

The paths are sequenced in the order they usually occur. The first, 

Managerial Planning and Task Assignment, is probably the most 

detailed to apply, but this path is the core of any management system. 

This is an excellent place to start. Spending some time improving 

where you are as “a manager of others” instead of pondering where 

you should be will be the key to your continued success.

Leo Tolstoy wrote, “Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no 

one thinks of changing himself.” This book will help you change your-

self as a manager. Read it with a pencil handy.

Checklist for an Effective Middle Manager–Direct 
Report Relationship

 ; Keep discussions on an adult-to-adult basis, not parent to child.

 ; Promote mutual trust through openness and clarity.
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 ; Exercise managerial leadership, not managerial dictatorship.

 ; Encourage feedback from your team.

 ; Remember that this is a two-way working relationship.

 ; Work toward a continuous and dynamic relationship.
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