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			Praise for Engineering Management for the rest of us

			When you pick up this book, also pick up some sticky notes, bookmarks, and notebooks! Engineering Management for the Rest of Us is packed with deeply valuable and practical information that will benefit new and experienced managers and teams. It’s rare to find a management book that is compelling, funny, and useful all at once, but Sarah Drasner has nailed it.

			—Cassidy Williams

			Sarah has written a fantastic modern manual for aspiring and existing technical managers. It provides an excellent hands-on tour of how to navigate prioritization, execution, collaboration and culture in a very approachable way. This book is filled with pragmatism, real-world examples and plenty of engineering management nuggets of wisdom. We can all learn from Sarah’s experience and I have no doubt you’ll learn something new that you can apply to your own career and team.

			—Addy Osmani

			When you read between the lines of Engineering Management for the Rest of Us, you can feel how empathetic and passionate Sarah is as a leader and how much she believes in the fact that you are cut out for it, too. Regardless of your background you can lead a team and this is a practical book on how to do so.

			—Christian Nwamba

			Much has been written about how to effectively manage. Jam-packed with insights from an experienced leader, Engineering Management for the Rest of Us brings something new to the canon. Sarah shares actionable tips on building trust and psychological safety, and how to scope down PRs. She also offers sage advice on the mindset shifts managers need to make. This is the book every new engineering manager needs.

			—Suzan Bond
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			Foreword

			I’d just become a new manager, and within the first few months I had my first crisis. One of my direct reports had gotten into an altercation and was extremely upset. They demanded that I fix the situation immediately. Having spent my entire career developing software, I was at a loss for how to develop people, and more urgently how to develop an action plan to address their immediate concern. I called my friend Sarah Drasner in a panic, and she calmly walked me through a plan that worked perfectly.

			You see, before going into management, I’d reached the level of principal engineer and was starting to contribute more to defining business goals and strategies for the company. At this point in my career, my talents would be better suited guiding other engineers than continuing to write code myself. So I was promoted into management and, like many other newly promoted engineering managers, I was unprepared.

			Fortunately, I had Sarah to lean on. This was not the last time I called her for advice or asked her to walk me through how to deal with a situation. Sarah, in human form, was quite literally my handbook to people management. And I must say, she’s brilliant at it. I’m probably the reason Sarah wrote this book (lol). Perhaps she’d had enough of my late-night calls, stressing over what to do to ensure I don’t totally mess up someone’s career.

			Since entering the world of engineering management, quite a few things have changed. I have received formal training, grown my teams, and been promoted multiple times. What remains the same are my frequent phone calls to Sarah to bounce ideas off her and get her words of wisdom. She’s always open and willing to help, and gives spot-on actionable advice that has helped me grow as a leader.

			I’m absolutely thrilled that Sarah decided to encapsulate her wisdom in Engineering Management for the Rest of Us, because I can’t imagine how new engineering managers would be able to navigate this world without it.

			This book captures all of the essentials including career laddering, earning trust, managing conflict, and so much more. It’s filled with relatable stories and scenarios to add lively context to the lessons. It prompts thoughtfulness and self-reflection on how you’re leading your own teams. Sarah is very careful to preface all her advice with disclaimers about how it’s just her take; but trust me, it works across the board.

			Engineering Management for the Rest of Us reads as a support group for those of us who are trying to do our best with our newfound powers. Sarah doesn’t shy away from sharing her own mistakes, how she overcame them, and the tools, systems, and processes she created to do so.

			Sarah, thank you for taking the time to write this amazing guide to engineering management. 

			Signed, 

			The Rest of Us

			—Angie Jones, Vice President 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I’m not the best manager in the world. I’ve had great teams and great moments, but I’ve never considered being a manager part of my DNA. I wasn’t assigned my first lead position because I was the strongest communicator on the team, but rather because I had the most seniority and knew how to get the project over the line. Being asked to lead at that time had more to do with my engineering skills than it did with actual leadership, which I felt thrown into headfirst.

			Many of us started as engineers and were either promoted or moved laterally into management. Sometimes this happened because we were good at motivating a team, sometimes it happened because we showed leadership in strategy, but many didn’t necessarily choose this job in management. It chose us.

			I’ve noticed that in my field, software engineering, many people share posts about technical implementations and very few about engineering management. 

			Management is still related to the code, though. Unless our teams are set up well, have support, and have clear strategy, all the coding best practices and linters in the world won’t amount to real outcomes. Management impacts so much of software engineering, so it’s worth taking the time to learn and share. We owe our teams thoughtful leadership.

			I wrote this in the hope that by encapsulating some of the lessons I’ve learned, this may help others begin with resources and avoid struggles I have had. That said, management isn’t one size fits all and some of what I discuss in this book may not be right for your particular situation. Please use your best judgment and find your own path. What I present here are tools for your toolbox and not the only way to approach these subjects.

			Though I’m sharing what I’ve learned so far, I know that I’m not done learning. I don’t have it all figured out, and I’m not done making mistakes. I’m still on this journey.

			It can be tough for those of us who didn’t go into engineering with the distinct goal of becoming managers, but who still want to do our best to support our teams. This book isn’t for the “born leaders.” This book is for the rest of us.
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			Chapter 1

			Caring for Your Team

			There’s a joke in engineering management: “You become really good at bridges . . . so they promote you to be a baker.” It doesn’t necessarily feel like the type of skills that got you where you are in engineering work will help you on the management path ahead.

			Leadership is challenging: where your work used to be about you and what value you brought to a team, your work is now about enabling everyone around you. This entails interruption-driven work so that your team can be flow-driven. This can involve a lot of collaboration and communication, which feels strange because it can at times be incredibly isolating as well.

			However, each person brings many things to the table as a manager with an engineering background. You’ve done the work, which makes it easier to understand the tasks at hand. You can use your experience to effect strategy and support your team members (regardless of level) by making sure they understand why their work is important, and what their career trajectory may look like. This is unique to each individual.

			The stakes are high with engineering management. Previously, if your code broke, it impacted people indirectly. Now your job affects people’s daily lives in a tangible way that you see reflected back on the faces in front of you. Engineering management requires that you understand power imbalances, people structures, and consider strategies that are outside one particular project. For those who may feel mild panic after reading that, that’s actually a good sign. I would be surprised if you didn’t.

			My friend Ashley Willis once said: 

			“The fact that you’re worried that you’re not a good manager is a key part of being a good manager.”

			What she means by that is, you should take this job seriously. “Bad” managers are often flippant about the role and the consequences of it. Caring is vital to doing this job well.

			In PART 1: Your Team, I talk through some tools for building productive and driven engineering teams, as your team is the most important part of your work.
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			Chapter 2

			The Value of Values

			Working with teams made more sense to me when I started to learn about values. People are not pure functions; they have all sorts of interesting side effects. For those just entering management, thinking through values can help provide some clarity. My coach, Jessi Kovalik, spent a lot of time teaching me about this concept when we began working together. I can’t overstate how much this fundamental concept helped me have a more solid framework for working with groups of people. 

			I refer to values a lot throughout this book, and how you can apply some of the base thinking in this chapter. Values work is a tool: it gives us some rubric to understanding where a person might be coming from.

			Working to understand values isn’t a silver bullet to solving every problem, but it affords us a deeper sense of where to start when building understanding and trust within a group. Unpacking a person’s values with them can also help us understand what drives and motivates them. And, the core of working well together is mutual understanding.

			Individual Values

			So . . . what are values? 

			Values are the fundamental beliefs that guide us, motivate us, and drive our actions. Values describe the qualities we want most to embody. They help us determine what is important, help us understand what we essentially align with. They help us determine what kind of person we want to be.

			Individual values can be related to ethics and what we think is moral. Cultural values can also reflect context that’s greater than an individual, and relate to what’s important to a larger group.

			If you pay attention, you can see how a person’s values dictate their behavior and ethics. Your values can be formed at a young age, and they can be a reaction to events. They also evolve over time.

			Here is a sample of some words that can express values, though this is a condensed list. You may find other values lists that are more comprehensive. Perhaps you may notice a few in here that resonate with you: 

			Accountability, Advocacy, Autonomy, Compassion, Collaboration, Contribution, Creativity, Curiosity, Dependability, Diversity, Empathy, Ethics, Excellence, Fairness, Family, Friendships, Fun, Growth, Happiness, Health, Honesty, Humility, Humor, Inclusiveness, Independence, Knowledge, Performance, Personal Development, Spirituality, Perfection, Power, Preparedness, Reliability, Success, Teamwork, Traditionalism, Trustworthiness, Versatility, Vision, Warmth, Wealth.

			Take a minute or two to examine this list. Which three words resonated with you most? For those values you noticed yourself aligning with, think about why you picked them. Was it a value your parents drove home for you as a kid? Did you overcome adversity and come out the other side, understanding the need for one of these values? Are there some that just feel kind of intrinsic to you, and you’re not sure why? Hold that thought.

			Values as Context

			It’s equally important to think through values as a team. Values don’t offer something to fix, or an action to take; they provide us context so that we can be more understanding of what is happening and why. 

			Movies sometimes present problems of conflict in a dangerously simplified way: It’s the forces of good versus the forces of evil. Unfortunately, folks can sometimes use that framing when conflicts arise at work, though it’s rarely the case. More often, conflicts are the result of a misalignment of values, and neither person is attempting malice against the other. If their needs aren’t met and they aren’t communicating in a way that someone else with dissimilar values can understand, that may be detrimental to their relationship.

			Doing work to understand values as a team can help members see one another as people, and understand where they are coming from. The act of sharing values can also have a side effect of building trust and vulnerability on a team.

			One way to run a values exercise is to give team members a few minutes to pick five values from a list like what we just saw. Once everyone has picked, go around and ask each individual to discuss why those five values resonate with them. If the group is shy, it may help if the leader goes first.

			Seeing the values people choose can be illuminating. Working with individuals for some time often leads to an aha moment when you understand a bit more about what drives them and why they work the way they do.

			If you don’t feel like there’s trust on a team yet, and the concept of doing an exercise like this sounds uncomfortable, I completely understand and relate. However, it’s actually most valuable to do something like this when it is uncomfortable. There have been so many times when I felt like group members weren’t vulnerable with one another or understanding each other very well, and doing an exercise like this really helped.

			If you can swing it, I suggest doing this values exercise with your peers as well. You need to not only work together across disciplines and departments, but also understand each other in order for the company to operate cohesively as a whole.

			I once worked on a leadership team where we did personality tests that are in some ways similar to the values exercise. We found that another person and I (who sometimes didn’t swim in the same direction) had the exact same personality type backed up by the same values. When we realized this, a lot clicked for us. We were both trying to be logical and data-driven, but working toward slightly different objectives and with different data!

			We reflected on this together and chuckled a little. From then on, collaborating made more sense as we tried to understand each other’s motivations by practicing the values we knew we had in common.

			Diving in Further

			As mentioned before, understanding values in practice isn’t a silver bullet to solving a problem. Values provide context to a person’s mental state, needs, and motivations. In practice, understanding the values of your team members becomes a useful tool to evaluate and drive your own empathy. You may have different values, so unless you actively seek to understand another person’s point of view, it’s possible to be bound by your own context and limitations.

			The examples I’ll discuss next show how thinking through values within a situation can give a little perspective. This is especially important when no one is right or wrong, but when you could use some insight to navigate the conversation.

			Example one:

			Suzy grew up in a house with nine siblings, where sharing food and chatting at dinner was very much a part of how everyone related to each other. Her parents valued happy messes. Rashid grew up as an only child, and his parents valued order and discipline at the dinner table. At a company offsite with “family style” dinners, Suzy reaches over Rashid for some pasta without asking. Rashid finds this rude, and Suzy doesn’t think it’s a big deal. 

			Can you imagine how their individual backgrounds and values might play into this disagreement?

			Now when a disagreement comes up, or even when you just sense slight tension, you have a tool for understanding where people are coming from. It’s not that anyone in the situation has bad intentions, but rather they have slightly different backgrounds and values. You can also see that if they become aware of the differences in their backgrounds and values, they might be a bit more patient with one another as well.

			Example two:

			Our values can change over the course of our lifetime. You and I probably don’t have the same values today that we did when we were teenagers. What types of experiences have expanded or altered your values over time?

			Amina grew up hating school. Her high school teachers didn’t really care about her education, and as such she didn’t really find any joy in learning. However, as she went to college and then grad school, and had more dedicated teachers that taught subjects she elected to take out of interest, her love of learning grew. 

			Can you understand how, if you asked Amina if one of her values was learning when she was fifteen years old, and then when she was twenty-five years old, you may get different answers?

			Perhaps this personal evolution is meaningful to Amina, and now she wants to be on projects where she can learn as much as she can. Perhaps learning is what’s most important to her about her own career growth. That’s something you could help facilitate as her manager if you know the full context. 

			What life events have the people you work with been through that changed the way they think about things? What can you learn about how they’ve evolved as people by understanding what shaped their values?

			Example three:

			People can be internally inconsistent. Sometimes it seems that someone values one thing, but they act another way instead. For those around them, this can be disorienting. When you see miscommunication or conflict arise, perhaps dig in to whether this may be the source.

			Freddy is very sensitive. He severely dislikes when people judge him and is a bit paranoid that people might be speaking ill of him behind his back. He appeals to his coworkers by asking that they not do this. However, whenever Freddy goes out after work with coworkers, he consistently speaks ill of whoever is not there. 

			Do you see how, even if Freddy picked integrity as a core value, he might not always act in ways that are congruent with this value? However, this doesn’t mean you should call this out. The values workshop is a tool to understand one another better, and not to be weaponized. 

			When someone is acting in misalignment with their stated values, this is precisely when to be careful. In his book, Nonviolent Communication, Marshall B. Rosenberg points out that “All criticism, attack, insults, and judgments vanish when we focus attention on hearing the feelings and needs behind a message.” 

			In this context, there may be a need that Freddy has that’s not being met. Rather than responding in an accusatory manner, this is a time to show curiosity about what that need might be. It can also be hard to hear that our personal self-image doesn’t align with what others are experiencing of us. We cover this in more depth in the chapters on feedback. Understanding what Freddy wants to value is still important though!

			Your Own Values

			We’ve talked a bit about the values of the folks that surround us, but we should also consider our own values, because they do impact our leadership style. The way you lead a team doesn’t need to be the same as other leaders. It can be tempting to “use someone else’s map,” but ultimately we are each individuals, and we have our own lived experiences, values, and boundaries. It’s important to pay attention to these and communicate them to others.

			A lot of leadership is selfless, so we may sometimes be tempted to think our own needs take a backseat here. They do to an extent, but you can’t care for others if you don’t put the oxygen mask on yourself first, so to speak. Communicating our own values also gives our employees a bit of context about our working style and needs, which they’ll need in order to best understand us. If you don’t have alignment with your values at a base level, you will eventually burn out because, let’s face it, management work is very tough. You matter too. 

			Unpacking our own values allows us to notice patterns in our life where we felt very aligned, and to see patterns where things didn’t feel right. That “not feeling right” feeling can be a good indicator of things we need to address. Values misalignment can impact our morale long-term and even lead to burnout if not addressed for a long time.

			We can also think about our own values in terms of how we react to other people. If you find someone interesting or, conversely, you don’t like how someone communicates, perhaps consider how that is related to what you value?

			You may start to notice the interplay between your values and your leadership style. Do you value humor and learning? You may find you start standups with a “dad joke” and something you’ve been pondering. Do you value family? You may find you put all of your effort into making sure parental leave at your company is equitable for all. Both of these are mine, so of course one of my favorite YouTube videos is this bizarre one by Simone Giertz: “A Drone that Carries Babies.”1 

			We can also see how our own values play out in times of conflict. If one of your values is equality, and you find yourself feeling like you need to stand up when an issue around equality arises for your staff, it can be helpful to understand your own motivations. Likewise, if this isn’t a value of someone you’re in conflict with, what is their value structure? How might you communicate in a way that feels true to each of you, so you can overcome the issue and unblock the project?

			Understanding the correlation between your values and what you care about as a leader—what you will and will not stand for—can be a great exercise to understand your own motivations, needs, and boundaries. This can help you manage your time as well, as we cover later in this book.

			Company Values

			Companies also have values (explicit or not), and it’s pretty crucial that those values align at least in part with your own. There may be printed values in your company handbook that everyone knows, but you can also see expressions of those values that are unwritten and that exist subtly in priorities, communication, and even the way the company organizes itself.

			I admit that I used to think company values were hogwash. They felt a little cultish to me, and I couldn’t care less about agreeing with or repeating some weird statement like a robot with a huge group of people. It wasn’t until pretty recently that I came to see that, when done well at an organizational level, core values help companies to determine their goals by creating a stable direction forward. The skepticism I held was whenever those values seemed empty and didn’t match with my reality. When values are aligned well, they are actually a system you can check against.

			My former coworker Lauren Sell, who was the vice president of marketing at Netlify, and before that OpenStack and Rackspace, expressed this well one day. She said: 

			“At Rackspace, one of our values was ‘fanatical support in all we do.’ It was an interesting value because a lot of companies care about their customers, but the word ‘fanatical’ drew a line in the sand of this being extremely important. People in meetings could say to one another, ‘Yes, but is that fanatical? It was a good way of checking that we were actually living up to our values.”

			At Netlify, one of the company values was: “The best idea can come from anywhere.” 

			I loved this one, because I do believe that people at all levels and from all parts of an organization can bring fresh ideas to the table. Similarly, we could refer to this if bureaucracy threatens to get in the way of letting through a good idea that was incredibly valuable.

			Good company values do this. They convey a viewpoint that you can easily understand and check against. If you notice your company lacks a point of view in their mission statement and you’re in the position to push back, I highly suggest asking about it. Leadership is all about driving clarity, and company values should make it clear what the driving forces are in your organization.

			Team Values

			I make a list of team values for whatever organization I run. Why do I do this? Because there are certain things I value on my team, things that I don’t necessarily need to convince the entire company are important.

			Here’s an example of values I’ve put forth on my teams:

			
					We celebrate everyone’s wins as though they’re our own.

					No compare and despair.

					Be empowered to forge forward, we hired you because you’re an expert.

					Make mistakes.

					Choose impact over butts in seats (We’re not counting hours here, focus on making an impact and work when and how you want).

			

			It is not at all important whether you, dear reader, agree with any of these values or use them. However, giving your team space to build values together is important. Doing so helps your team figure out ways to support these things and push back on these things if they find issues with them (better to debate it out now, versus when we’re embroiled in something). If their values are upheld, there are no surprises, especially for things like career laddering. You’ll note that the supportive and collaborative qualities I encourage here are also how I level my principal engineers. 

			If people don’t align with these values, it may make more sense for them to find another team. That’s okay! The interesting thing about values is there’s not necessarily a right answer. Rather, there are values that are congruent with the type of team we want to build, and some that are not. 

			I feel strongly that people should seek out work on teams that don’t violate their own value structures, ideally places where they feel the most alignment—perhaps not perfect alignment, as it’s also nice to learn from folks who have a different perspective. A few major, fundamental values should be aligned. Otherwise, work can feel even tougher than the job at hand. When you’re misaligned, burnout is inevitable.

			Working on a team with values that largely align with your own is nice, because you can really dig into the makeup of the culture on your team. Clarity is what we’re aiming for here. Clarity is key.

			Values and Boundaries

			At first, values and boundaries may feel like unrelated subject matter, but they are intrinsically related. Values are so key to who you are as a person that it’s sometimes not enough to identify them, you also have to protect them. You express what you value in practice by what you let into your life, what actions you actually take, and how you spend your time.

			For instance, if I say that family is a value I truly care about, and then let work bleed so much into my life that I have no time for my family, then I’m not living in a way that’s true to my values. If I don’t create boundaries to protect my core values, I eventually feel misaligned, like my life’s work isn’t lining up with my needs, and that’s not sustainable. As we’ve mentioned, misalignment with too many fundamental values can lead to burnout. And this type of burnout can build slowly over time. 

			Boundaries are immensely important to a healthy working environment, because everyone has slightly different boundaries with work. Not only should you pay attention to inconsistencies between your values and your work, you should also strive to make sure you’re not violating the values of your team in the day-to-day as well.

			When you’re doing a values exercise with your team, take notes for yourself about your team and what they identify as important for themselves. In the same vein, if they set a boundary at work, note which value might drive this. What’s interesting about discussing values as part of a group is to see where they intersect, overlap, or have gaps. Often you’ll see a large group where many people share one or two values, but diverge at a few more. It’s important to note both.

			Conducting a values exercise with your team gives way to tools that are applicable in so many contexts: feedback, managing conflict, 1:1s, prioritization. You’ll note in future chapters that I bring up this concept quite a lot. 

			There are no wrong answers when it comes to values. Everyone comes from different backgrounds and lived experiences. The more we understand one another, the easier it is to work together. When people talk about “good” managers, they are likely referring to people who show care and appreciation for people’s values, and also respect their boundaries.

			

			
				
					1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=735_W3zsIw4
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			Chapter 3

			Trust and Vulnerability

			That’s a lofty chapter title! Before diving into trust, let’s first talk about what we think our work is as managers, and perhaps what it isn’t.

			“Trust is built in drops and lost in buckets” 

			—Kevin Plank, founder of Under Armour

			As the quote implies: Trust takes time. No way around it, trust is the thing you will want most to build with a team. But trust evolves slowly, takes care and attention, and is easy to lose. Trust is delicate and valuable and should be treated that way.

			Our Jobs as Managers

			If I was going to nail down what I think my job is, it’s to enable the people around me to do their best work . . . together.

			Let’s break this down a little further:

			
					Enable: This means supporting, growing, and nurturing the development of other people. It means creating conditions for them to do their best work. It means my job is less about me, more about them, and meeting them where they are.

					The people around me: A good manager is not just watching their team and shutting out everyone else. A good manager looks at the wider ecosystem: their team, yes, but also their peers, their peers’ teams, the managers above them, the whole company ecosystem.

					To do their best work: Their best work is hopefully a synthesis of what they can and like to do, and what the company needs. We’re striving to find that bit in the center of the Venn diagram. In order to do this, we talk a bit about drive.

					Together: One of the interesting challenges about the role of manager is that as you’re looking out for these individuals, as well as the larger company, team dynamics come into play. There is a bit of macro and micro work that intermingles, and it can be challenging to juggle both. 

			

			Even in these statements, you can see the two key ingredients that will aid us in working well with the team: trust and vulnerability.

			Trust and Vulnerability

			About a decade ago, someone on my team accidentally put in a PHP call that created thousands upon thousands of pages that tanked the company’s SEO and greatly impacted our database storage. He called me at 1:00 a.m. Bleary-eyed, he and I and the rest of the team worked well into the morning to fix everything and restore proper functionality to the website. The whole team worked through this together, without complaining or me having to ask them. And they knew I’d give them bonuses and time off when we recovered. 

			However, they weren’t there because they had to be. They were there for their teammate. This was an anomaly—our team didn’t typically do this kind of work, but when things got hard, everyone showed up because of trust. We had his back, we didn’t want him to have to manage on his own. He trusted he could call me with the problem and I would help. He knew that he wouldn’t be made to feel shame, that we would take this as a collective opportunity to improve our system. They also trusted that I would give them compensation for their work and time to recover.

			Trust isn’t just a fuzzy, feel-good word. In a working environment, trust improves the strength of the systems we build. The book Accelerate by Nicole Forsgren, Jez Humble, and Gene Kim addresses this in depth, surveying culture on teams and studying the correlation between high-performing teams and low-performing ones. Surprising no one, the teams with the most generative cultures (mission-driven, trusting) were also those with the least outages and highest performance. (I highly recommend this fascinating book.)

			Trust is crucial.
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