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The “Goodness” of a Manager 

It is necessary first to distinguish between what is inherent in an individual as a manager and what he 

may achieve. Success or failure is a judgement made only after the event – when a manager meets or 

fails to meet or betters his specified goals or targets. But a manager’s performance or his achievement 

of such targets may be – to a large extent - a consequence of external circumstances and forces 

entirely outside his control rather than necessarily or exclusively due to his efforts alone. For example, 

changing fashions, or changing market conditions or the vagaries of weather or Acts of Governments 

or breakthroughs in technology or Acts of God, usually fall outside the scope of a manager’s influence 

but may have a profound effect on a manager’s results. Thus, a “bad” manager may be quite successful 

– in spite of himself - in good times. A “bad” manager may be “lucky”, where I take “luck” to be the 

beneficial combination of surrounding circumstances which are outside ones control. Equally, in bad 

times even a “good” manager may not reach his targets and therefore may not be deemed to be 

successful, but he will usually get the better results. The “good” manager will better anticipate the 

onset of negative factors outside his control and be better able to mitigate the effects of adverse 

circumstances. Equally he will be better prepared for the occurrence of beneficial circumstances and 

be able to maximise the advantages that could be available. To that extent, he “makes” his own luck.  

I have heard it claimed that managers can be classified as being defensive or reactive types on the one 

hand (who are effective during a recession for example), or aggressive or predictive types on the other. 

But these are descriptions of behaviour and not inherent traits. All managers need to be defensive and 

reactive at times and to be aggressive at others. The “good” manager knows when to be what. 

We need to also make a distinction here between “the best possible result” and “the best result 

possible”. The first represents the playing field of possible results and boundaries are set only by 

where the impossible begins. The second describes the best possible result attainable in the prevailing 

circumstances on that particular playing field. Managerial targets are usually – if set correctly – 

within the bounds set by the best possible result. (Targets can be – and sometimes are -set outside the 

bounds of possible results. Except in very rare cases, such targets become untenable and self-defeating 

once they are discovered to be outside the range of what is possible). The “goodness” of a manager 

however, is concerned with getting the best result possible in the prevailing circumstances, whatever 

the prevailing circumstances.  The rare occurrence of a “good” manager, operating during good times 

and who is “lucky”, is that particularly potent combination which can come close to achieving the 

managerial Holy Grail – the best possible result. “Goodness” is an inherent attribute of a manager 

whereas “success” is a value-judgement of what has been achieved – but only and always in retrospect. 

“Successful” cannot and should not therefore be equated with or substituted for “good”.    

Success is transient. Just like profit or cash-flow – it is over once it has been recognised. The success 

counter is set to zero once the success is “booked”.  Goodness lasts longer – it is like a balance sheet 

item. This financial analogy is sound. A success once booked – like profit or cash – gets transferred to 

the goodness in the balance sheet. It is available as a balance sheet item for future results but does not 

– in itself – ensure such future results. Past successes like previous profits provide a track record and 

an indication of things to come but do not, in themselves, ensure future success or profit. And just as a 

lack of profit or a shortage of cash can impair a balance sheet, a lack of success can impair a manager’s 

goodness. Success and goodness are different.  

A consistent track record – in any field - is a very powerful indicator. It brings to mind Newton’s First 

Law of Motion, which states that a body continues in its state of rest or motion in a straight line unless 

acted upon by an external force. The inertia in organisations and other complex systems of human 

behaviour weighs heavily in favour of things continuing in their present state. For example, weather 

systems are enormously complex and forecasting weather uses the most sophisticated and complex 

mathematical models running on the world’s most powerful super-computers. But, I believe it still 
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holds good that, statistically, the most accurate weather forecast (or that which is least prone to error) 

is the simple statement “that the weather tomorrow will be the same as today”. Drastically wrong 

sometimes but more often right than wrong and statistically the most accurate nevertheless. When 

appointing a manager therefore a track record of previous success is a valuable indicator of things to 

come. And equally, an indifferent or a poor track record can also indicate what is not likely to come. 

Inertia cannot be denied and must be given its due.  

Omar Khayyam 

“When I want to understand what is happening today or try to decide what will happen 

tomorrow, I look back.” 

Of course, a track record in the wrong field may be irrelevant or of limited value and can be highly 

misleading. It has become a clichéd statement, but it is a true statement nevertheless, that “elevating 

the most proficient engineer to become the Engineering Manager will surely result in the loss of an 

engineer and may result in the gain of a bad manager”.  It is not at all uncommon, and especially in 

large organisations, that fairly proficient managers in one field get promoted into areas of 

responsibilities for which they are totally unsuited. 

A manager with a history of success in a particular field is not necessarily a good manager in a 

different area of responsibility. The Peter Principle comes to mind which states that “in any 

hierarchical organisation employees rise till they reach their level of incompetence”. There are dangers 

and limitations to relying on a track record alone. There is, I think, no doubt that the likelihood of a 

manager with a proven track record of success being a “good” manager is high. There is also no doubt 

that the probability of a “good” manager achieving the best result possible is high. From this it follows 

that the chance of achieving success is enhanced with a “good” manager. Success though does not just 

require goodness. And goodness does not ensure success. But goodness does predicate achieving the 

best result possible. In other words, if the goodness is inherent then the track record may follow. To 

continue with the financial analogy, if the balance sheet is sound then the probability that profits and 

cash may follow is enhanced. 

Therefore it seems to me to be a much more grounded approach to focus on the goodness of a 

prospective manager rather than on just his track record of past successes or on trying to make a 

forecast of his future success. I believe it is possible to assess what makes a person likely to be a good 

manager. The analogy from the financial world still applies. Selecting a manager is like doing a due 

diligence on the financial status of a company being considered for acquisition. Looking at the 

prospective manager’s track record is not dissimilar to studying profit and loss statements. Assessing 

his goodness as a manager is then very much like penetrating and understanding the balance sheet. 

Of course, “good” is a subjective term and it is relative and it is in the eye of the appointer. Finding 

ways of discerning the qualities that are likely to make a person a “good” manager has generated an 

industry of its own. This quest has spawned a jungle of folk-lore, check lists, interview techniques, 

intelligence tests, behavioural tests, immensely complicated and – supposedly - sophisticated aptitude 

tests and assessment techniques. Sometimes I feel it smacks of witchcraft – but that is not to say that 

the witches’ potions may not be effective! They are applied by armies of Human Relations managers, 

flocks of psychologists and hordes of consultants. It is easy to be seduced by the jargon and the 

apparent sophistication of the assessment process. It needs to be borne in mind that the qualities to be 

discerned within each individual represent an enormously complex balance of attributes. It needs to 

be always remembered that a good score in a test may well reveal someone who is good at taking the 

test but very little else. It should not be overlooked that having a complicated processes of assessment 

is no guarantee for being able to penetrate the complexity that makes up an individual. Such 

complicated methods of assessment – in my experience - can be a very useful complement in a 

recruitment process but can be misleading and counter-productive and quite dangerous when used 
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alone. Ultimately the qualities to be assessed in the prospective manager represent the value-

judgements of the appointer. The assessments – which are all forecasts of future behaviour - are no 

doubt extremely difficult to make but the basic attributes to look for and the fundamental value-

judgements to be made are actually quite simple.  

Complexity - I would contend - is best penetrated by simplicity and best deciphered by applying 

simple principles - consistently. I have generally found that the most penetrating assessment of 

balance sheets is achieved by sticking to the basics and using relatively simple – but very sharp -

analytic tools. This applies also to assessing individuals and their potential to be good managers. 

There are a plethora of qualities - sometimes quite contradictory - proposed as being essential to a 

“good” manager. Leadership and entrepreneurial acumen; vision and strategic thinking; decision 

making or consensus building; creativity or a structured approach; an extrovert character or an 

introvert nature; an eye for detail or an eye for the big picture; passion or detachment; intuition or 

rational thought; involvement or  objectivity; intelligence and knowledge; integrity and courage, 

pragmatism or idealism, to name but a few. 

But I would suggest that when trying to recognise the potential that can make a “good” manager it is 

necessary to revert to fundamentals, to keep things simple.  The assessor’s own values and value 

system provide the reference points that are needed. This in turn, of course, requires that the assessor 

(or the appointer) has a clear and explicit view as to what these values are. I have come to the 

conclusion that a “good” manager will necessarily   - and sufficiently - have certain characteristics or 

building-blocks of attributes.  

 

 

 


