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Audio Transcript of Steven Cerri’s Engineer-to-Leader Podcast 

Episode 6: " The Number 1 Riskiest and Most Challenging Engineering Promotion 
You Will Ever Be Offered” 

 

Hello, you're listening to the EngineertoLeader Podcast episode number six. Today we're talking 
all about the riskiest engineering promotion you will ever be offered. So stay tuned. 

Hi, I'm Steven Cerri and I'm here to help you advance your engineering, scientific and technical 
career by avoiding the mistakes and the missteps that can slow down or even derail your 
promising career. And I'm the first to say that mentors, coaches and the right advice, can make 
all the difference in your career success and your career speed of advancement as long as you 
couple it with the right mindset. So how do you find the right mentor, the right information, the 
right advice and the right mindset to put all of this together and build the career that you want? 
This is the EngineertoLeader Podcast. 

Hello, this is Steven Cerri, thank you for joining me on this podcast. In this podcast, I'd like to 
talk to you about something that most engineers, scientists and technologists don't really see 
coming in their careers until it's often too late. And that is that there is a promotion that you 
possibly will have offered to you that is probably the riskiest offer and the riskiest position that 
you can ever be offered. 

And before we get into that in detail, let me first set the stage with a definition. And the definition 
that I want to put out is the definition of individual contributor. Now, we've all heard the term 
individual contributor and maybe some of you are very aware of what that term is but just so that 
we're all on the same page, I'll start there. 

An individual contributor, whether you've been out of school and in the workforce one year or 
whether you've been out of school and in the workforce for 20 years, you can still be an 
individual contributor. And that is that you're doing your individual technical work. And the way 
that you know you're an individual contributor is because at the end of the year for your 
performance review or every six months for your performance review, or however often your 
organization does a performance review, when you have a performance review, you will be 
graded primarily on your own technical capabilities and your own technical contribution. 

So what that means is when your manager is giving you your performance review, he or she will 
say to you something like, "You're doing a good job. Your technical contribution is great. Your 
ability to interact with your team is fine, is great, satisfactory," or whatever it might be. It's all 
about your ability to contribute to the team and contribute your technical knowledge to the 
organization. That is, by definition, an individual contributor. It doesn't matter if you've been in 
the organization for one year or been in the organization for 20 yrs. As long as you're doing 
technical scientific engineering work and you're graded on your own contribution, you're 
essentially an individual contributor. And as I stated before, you can be an individual contributor 
anywhere in your career and you can be an individual contributor for most of your career. It's 
very difficult to do that but you can be an individual contributor for most of your career. 

So you're going to start off almost invariably, out of school, in your first job as an individual 
contributor. You're going to be doing your own technical work. At some point, for most of us, the 
organization is going to look at us and say, "You know, you have some good experience. Not 
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only do you have technical knowledge, but you also have experience regarding our 
organization, our company, our mission, the products that we produce, how we do things." And 
your manager will look at you and think, "Well, there is some experience there, we ought to tap 
into it." 

And so they're going to come to the conclusion that you can do more than just your own 
individual technical work. They're going to want you to lead a team. And the way they're going to 
come to the conclusion that you can lead a team invariably, is that they will look at you and they 
will think, "Well, Bob or Barbara, they do a really good technical job. They get along pretty well 
with their people. They contribute to the teams and to the meetings very well. So they seem to 
be capable of not only doing their own technical work but more than likely they could probably 
lead a couple of people doing the same technical work. If they understand how to do their 
technical work, why can't they lead a couple of people doing similar technical work?" 

So they're going to make you the offer to be a lead. And the title will be a little different 
depending upon your organization. So you might be a technical lead, or you might be a chief 
engineer, or you might be offered a lead position. The name is not the distinguishing factor. The 
distinguishing factor in this position is going to be that you're going to have one foot in the area 
of individual contributor and you're going to have the other foot in the area of lead or manager. 
So you're going to be a part-time individual contributor doing your own technical work and you'll 
be part-time manager of two or three other people doing similar technical work. 

That is the lead position. That is invariably the first position you're going to get that will take you 
from individual contributor to some form of management. Now, obviously there are exceptions to 
this rule, but generally speaking, this is what a company will do. And it's based upon you doing 
a good technical job; you being able to interact with your team pretty well and your manager will 
just conclude, "Well, hey, if you can do your own technical work and get along with your 
colleagues, well, you can probably manage two or three people." And so you'll be offered this 
position, lead technical person or technical lead. 

It is by far the riskiest position you're going to ever be offered. And it's the riskiest position 
because of a series of factors. Primarily, it's a new management position for you. By definition, 
this is the first time you've ever been given the responsibility to manage some people in this 
organization. You will probably not receive any training. You're still too early in the organization 
or maybe you've been in the organization for a long time and you're still an individual contributor 
and your organization thinks that you understand how the organization works so you're not 
going to get any training of any substance. 

The other factor is that these are two distinctly different jobs. One job is part-time individual 
contributor, technical person; the other job is part-time manager.  

And the final factor is that you've been trained extensively in one of those areas; individual 
contributor, your technical work, and you've received little or no training at all in the other which 
is management and leadership. So this is an extremely dangerous promotion for you to accept. 
And the remedy is to ask for training. That is the best remedy you have available to yourself. 

If your manager comes to you and says, "You know, I think you could do this. I'd like to offer you 
an opportunity to kind of move up and gain more responsibility, and so I'd like to make you a 
technical lead. And so what you'll be doing is part-time your own technical work and part-time 
managing the team of three people."  
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The first thing you should do is say, if you want it anyway, you say, "Yeah, okay. That's cool, I'd 
like to have that job and I would also like to have some training. May I have some training either 
before or while I'm performing this function so that I can be more successful at it?" That's 
absolutely critical. 

And let me give you an example of what it is that will normally happen if you don't have training 
and you're a typical individual contributor technical person, because I've seen this over and over 
and over again; happens all the time.  

So I'm going to give you two examples, an example of Barbara and an example of Bob. 
Obviously, the names have been changed and obviously I'm not going to tell you what 
organizations they're in, but these are real people. These are people that I saw who were given 
the opportunity to be technical leads and one was successful and one wasn't successful. And 
I've picked these two examples because they're real world examples that I saw, that I observed. 
And you're going to see that Barbara and Bob end up with different successes and failures. 
These are real examples. Bob was not successful. Barbara was successful. And so let's take a 
look at why one was successful and one wasn't. 

So Barbara and Bob were both technical individual contributors. One had a EE degree, Barbara, 
and Bob had a mechanical engineering degree. They had been technical individual contributors 
for three or four or five years, depending on who we're talking about. And each was given the 
opportunity to be a technical lead. And Barbara was given the opportunity to manage three 
people and Bob was given the opportunity to manage two people. And they each had tasks for 
themselves and for the team that lasted somewhere between six and eight months. And each of 
them started off doing pretty well, they had their team meetings. Barbara was doing her 
technical work, she was meeting with her team members, and they were doing their technical 
work. Bob was doing his technical work and he was meeting with his team and they were doing 
their technical work. Everything was going pretty smoothly for the first couple of months. 

And then as is generally the case, a problem arises. Very few projects, tasks, go exactly the 
way you expect them to. So one of Barbara's team members had a problem, and because 
Barbara had a tendency to be very talkative and very involved with her team and very open and 
transparent about how she managed and what she wanted, and because she fostered a 
environment with her team that people talked, when one of her team members got into trouble, 
he expressed his concern very early in the process of getting into trouble. He didn't wait until he 
was really behind too far. As soon as he saw that there was some issue with his task, he 
brought it up. 

Because it was early in the process, Barbara was able to step back, assess what was going on 
and she realized it probably wouldn't get solved by working harder because everybody was 
already doing a full-time job. There were no free or additional resources to put on this task. So 
Barbara elevated her concern and the problem to her manager. Her manager listened to what 
Barbara had to say and then asked for a briefing from Barbara's team in order to understand 
what it was that was going on. When Barbara's manager got the full briefing, he realized that 
Barbara needed an extra resource in order to bring schedule in on time. And bringing the 
schedule in on time was more important than keeping the cost down. So Barbara's manager 
added half a person as a resource to Barbara's task and Barbara was able to complete the task 
on time. 
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The key here was that Barbara was willing to manage the project out of its difficulty. And she 
fostered an environment within which people were willing to talk, people were willing to share 
information. There was no judgment if you got into trouble, there was just a willingness to help 
fix the situation when one of the team members got into trouble. So Barbara was successful. 

Bob was given two people to manage. Bob was going along just fine as I said, and also as I 
said, just about every task has a problem. And Bob hit his snag somewhere around month four. 
One of his team members began to have a technical problem, couldn't make his schedule. Now 
Bob felt that everybody on his team was a professional, everybody on his team was responsible 
enough to do their own tasks and to manage their own tasks. So Bob had a tendency not to 
foster a lot of discussion. Bob kind of figured, "Well, you know, everybody is doing their job and 
Bob's going to do his technical work and the other team members are going to do their technical 
work and everybody is going to go off and do their thing. And at the end of the task or the end of 
the project, whatever the situation is, everybody is going to deliver their product and it's going to 
be just great." 

And that's kind of the mindset that Bob had, very different than Barbara's. His told everybody to 
go off and do their own work then when you're done, come back and it'll all be fine.  

Well, one of Bob's team members ran into a snag around month four and kept it to himself 
because that was kind of the philosophy that Bob had propagated, the philosophy that 
everybody is a professional, everybody is doing their own work, no problem. Well, ultimately, 
Bob's team member who got into trouble, and realized that the project was really, really in bad 
shape. 

By month five, Bob hadn't heard anything to the contrary, and thought that everything was 
moving fine. And the team member that was in trouble on Bob's team was really realizing that 
he couldn't pull this out of the fire. So he went to Bob and explained to him what the situation 
was. Bob's first response was to work harder. That's what engineers do right? If the situation 
calls for it and you're behind schedule, you just work some overtime; you just work some extra 
time and get it done. 

So Bob's approach was to chip in to his team member's task and help him. So Bob worked 
some weekends in an attempt to bring the task back in shape. It wasn't working. He realized 
that the problem was more serious than one that would just bend to some additional hours. So 
finally after working a couple of weeks overtime, Bob realized that he and his team member 
could not put this task back on track. 

So Bob went to his manager and said, "I’ve got a real problem, this is the situation." But by this 
time, Bob was a month away from the scheduled delivery of the task and Bob's manager didn't 
have enough time to add resources to bring the task back on schedule. So Bob's project 
actually slipped the schedule. This gave Bob a black mark in his performance review because 
the manager's perspective was that Bob should have raised a red flag indicating that there was 
a problem, to his manager, as soon as Bob knew about it. 

The goal of any manager is to manage a project, and if a project gets in trouble, to raise the flag 
of the difficulty as soon as possible so that, if necessary, additional resources could be added to 
the project to bring it back on time. That is what Barbara did. As soon as Barbara knew that 
there was any kind of problem, and she fostered the communication with her team so that they 
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were told and they knew that as soon as they had any inkling of a problem they should raise it, 
Barbara was able to go to her manager and manage the task out of its problem. 

In Bob's case, Bob didn't foster an environment in which people spoke early and spoke openly 
about difficulties. So Bob's team member waited until he was absolutely incapable of bringing 
his task in on schedule. And then once Bob's team member alerted Bob to the problem, instead 
of going to his manager right away, he put on his engineer's hat and decided to roll up his 
sleeves and work with his team member. By the time Bob and his team member had attempted 
to bring the task back on schedule, it was so far behind that any additional resources couldn't 
easily and effectively be applied to bring the task back on track. So when Bob went to his 
manager to ask for help, it was already so late, and the task was already so far behind 
schedule, that the manager couldn't bring the resources to bare in a timely fashion to fix it. And 
so his project slipped. 

And I can guarantee you that the managers of Bob and Barbara looked at the results very 
differently. Barbara understood that her job was not to be an engineer when it came to solving 
the problems of other people's tasks. When it came to solving other team members' tasks, her 
job was to be a manager, not a technical individual contributor. Bob on the other hand, had the 
philosophy that the first thing he's going to do when one of his engineers is in trouble is Bob is 
going to be an engineer as well. That's the wrong approach, but it's the very common approach. 
And it's the approach that most engineers will take because that's where we're most 
comfortable. 

So if somebody on our team has a technical problem, a problem that's going to impact the 
schedule adversely, our first approach, because we're comfortable as technical people and we 
know how to do that well, is to jump in as a technical person and assist. That is absolutely the 
wrong thing to do in a lead position because you're being tested as a manager not as a 
technical person. When you're given a lead position and you're a part-time technical person 
individual contributor and part-time manager, it is really a test. If they thought you could be a 
manager, they'd give you a full-time management job. You're not being given a full-time 
management job.  You're being given a part-time management job. And the reason you're being 
given a part-time management job is because you're being tested. And the test is not whether or 
not you can do technical work, that's already been proven otherwise you wouldn't have been 
given this opportunity. The test is about whether or not you understand your role as a manager. 

And the manager's job is not to be as smart as the technical people and role up their sleeves 
and now work with the technical person when they're in trouble. The manager's job is to 
manage the problem away. And you do that by understanding what the problem is and then 
deciding where to get the resources to fix the problem. And you're not one of the resources to 
do the technical task. You either have to look at the rest of the team to see if anybody has any 
spare time or you have to go to your manager to ask for resources. 

This is why you need some training when you first start as a technical lead. And I've seen over 
and over again that Bob is not the exception. I've seen people who have been given a technical 
lead position, have done exactly what Bob did and the task essentially slipped and failed from 
the manager's point of view. They were put back as individual contributors and they never got 
another chance to be a lead for a couple of years. 

So this is really a critical position. You mess this up and it can delay your advancement by a 
couple of years. So you want to make sure that when you're given a lead position, you get some 
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training to understand what the management responsibilities are for that position. And I’ve got to 
tell you, it's schizophrenic. You've got one hat that's a technical individual contributor and one 
hat that's a manager. 

So there you have it. That's my take on the riskiest engineering promotion you will ever be 
offered. If you found this information useful, and I hope you have, please like and sign up for the 
podcast. And if you would like more information, you can head over to my Facebook page at 
www.facebook.com/engineertoleader and click on my Facebook group Create Your Engineering 
Career and join. So until next time, be well. 

 


