Friendly, Not Friends!

Advice to the Newly Promoted
Congratulations on your promotion. You are very excited. However, your co-workers do not seem to share your enthusiasm. 
“What’s wrong with them?” you wonder. 

We have all heard the axiom: “Experience is the best teacher.” What no one adds is the educational experience can sometimes be painful!
My initial promotion happened 15 months after graduating from college. My co-workers were either the same age or older than I was. Many of them had applied for the supervisory position that I received. And, were definitely not happy that I was the one who was chosen. Being young and naïve, I thought I knew how to be a good boss. And, I believed people would respect and listen to me just because of my title. From their perspective I did not know any more, or sometimes less than they did.  Therefore, they felt they did not need to listen to me. Or, respect me. Some chose to arrive for work slightly late. Others to extend break times. One would tell everyone but me how unhappy she was at work. Another spent much of her time at work planning her wedding. And, dared me to stop her!  Another refused to work with our Medical Technology students by expanding the time it took to complete her work so she had no time left to work with the students. The one tactic that most upset me was my employees decided they no longer wanted to go on breaks or to lunch with me. They even gather reinforcements by encouraging staff from other departments to not eat with me either. And,  made sure I had no one to eat with as they returned from the lunch just as the cafeteria was closing. No matter what I did or said,  they were unwilling to change when I told them they needed to amend their ways! Unfortunately, my boss was no help. He told me to learn to deal with it!
Like most people, relationships are very valuable to me. I like people and it is important to me they like me. I found the transition to a managerial role to be very challenging.  I was also very stressed about my employees’ actions. So stressed, that within six months, I was not able to eat without developing a severe pain in my side. The good news was I lost weight. The bad news was I was miserable, not only physically, but also mentally and emotionally. Despite multiple x-rays, sonograms, blood tests, visits to specialists, etc., no physical cause for my abdominal pain could be found. I was desperately trying to be friends with the people I worked with and was now supervising. I did not initially connect these experiences to my physical distress. Once someone did, I realized I was the one who had to be the first to change. 

What I eventually learned was I needed to change my personal relationships with my staff. I needed to be friendly, not friends with them. My first step was to develop new friendships at work- with other supervisors, both within my department and in other departments of my organization. I also took some supervisory management classes at a local university. Not only did I acquire knowledge. I gained wisdom from my class mates sharing their experiences and learning.
Employees expect their boss to be consistent and fair in his or her treatment of them. The boss is also expected to treat everyone exactly the same. As the boss, if you are a friend with someone who works for you, it is easy for others to perceive your actions toward this friend/employee as preferential even if, in your mind, you are being both uniform and equal to everyone. As human beings, it is almost impossible to treat everyone exactly the same, despite our best intentions. 
I also learned the hard way that friends do not want to hear about your challenges or complaints. When my friend/employee and I were together outside work, I often shared my frustrations, disappointments and challenges at work with her. Because she listened and laughed with me about them, I did not see her discomfort. Fortunately, she finally did tell me she preferred to leave work at work. I took the hint. And, learned the lesson!
So, what do you do when you are promoted to oversee co-workers who have previously been your friends?
First, you need to ask yourself what motivates you to want to be the boss. If it is for the prestige, the increase in pay or the respect you think the position deserves, you are in for some rough water. The best bosses understand management is about getting the work done through and with people. It is important for you to be compassionate and understanding and make sure the work is done well. 
Next, you must always act in a professional manner. Being friendly and caring for your staff is not the same as being friends with them. You can still be interested in what is happening in their lives and be compassionate and supportive of them. However, you need to create that distinction right from the start by discussing with your friends how your situation needs to change due to your promotion.
Set a time to meet with the whole department within a few days of your promotion. Ask for their input and suggestions and share your vision and expectations for the department. Develop as many of your departmental goals as possible based on suggestions from your staff. To minimize resistance, make changes gradually unless ethical or safety issues are involved. Most people prefer stability to changing habits and adjusting to new experiences. They are already acclimating to you as the new boss. Making additional rapid changes will usually result in staff opposition, possibly even defiance.

Take time to have a one-on-one conversation with each person in your department. During this session, ask about priorities, expectations and goals, both personal and professional. This is also the time to be clear about your expectations. With this knowledge, you can help each person succeed, leading to favorable outcomes for you and your organization. 

Being the boss can often be a lonely role. Finding a mentor with leadership experience or working with a coach can be valuable steps to ease the transition and accelerate your success. Remember, no manager can do the job alone. Create a solid team you can work with and depend on. Adopt the mind-set that, to be successful, you need to consider your employees to be team mates and colleagues. And, realize your staff wants you to be their leader and guide, not their friend. 
