The Quick Wins Paradox

New leaders must prove themselves quickly, but the quest for rapid results is inherently dangerous. Where are the traps, and how can managers avoid them?

by Mark E. Van Buren and Todd Safferstone
What are the keys to success for a leader transitioning into a new role? A few years ago, the Corporate Executive Board’s Learning and Development Roundtable—a group of executives mostly from large firms who are responsible for cultivating leadership talent—sponsored a research project to find out. Working with 22 of the Roundtable’s member organizations as research partners, our nine-member team surveyed 5,400 leaders new to their roles and their managers to discover what these individuals were focusing on, what behaviors they were exhibiting, and how they were doing in their first months on the job. We also asked the leaders to rate the overall performance of their teams, and we asked the leaders’ managers to rate their performance on a 10-point scale. We then looked for the patterns that distinguished the leaders who were thriving in their new positions from those who were struggling.

Among the high-performing new leaders, one attribute stood out: a strong focus on results. In fact, most of them had managed to secure a “quick win”—a new and visible contribution to the success of the business made early in their tenure. Those who had achieved a quick win scored on average nearly 20% higher than those who hadn’t. This was a forceful but unsurprising finding; management experts often advise newly promoted executives to put points on the board fast. A quick win is a crucial form of reassurance to the leaders’ bosses, who hope they have made the right promotion decision; to team members deciding whether to place confidence in their new manager; and to peers trying to determine whether an equal has joined their ranks.

Our findings became more interesting when we examined the struggling leaders. In that group, we saw a high incidence of five problematic behaviors: focusing too much on details, reacting negatively to criticism, intimidating others, jumping to conclusions, and micromanaging the people reporting to them. Looking over this list, we realized these are traps that leaders could fall into if they were hell-bent on securing quick wins.

What confronts us, therefore, is a paradox. The relentless pursuit of a quick win is what ultimately prevents new leaders from benefiting from it. Knowing that they must rack up quick wins to prove themselves, new leaders often trip up during the quest for early results. In some cases, they manage to get the outcome they were seeking in a narrow sense, but the process isn’t pretty, the fallout is toxic, and their ability to lead is compromised.

Having identified this paradox, we were all the more impressed with the feat the high-performing leaders had pulled off. Looking closely at the patterns in that group, we found that there is a right way to go after quick wins, and it taps into another of the strengths these leaders shared: excellent change-management skills. As new leaders, they may have wanted to shake things up, but they also understood that, as a consequence of their promotion, their new teams had to deal with transitions of their own. The solution we propose in this article offers more than sound advice to individual leaders on the move—it also has implications for how organizations should invest in leadership development. It’s important first to explore what many leaders are doing wrong.

Five Traps on the Way to a Quick Win

Companies typically take great care in selecting new leaders and have high expectations for them, but within two years, our research shows, two out of every five transitioning leaders fall short. This underperformance affects more than the new leaders; it drives down the performance of everyone around them, including direct reports, who underperform peers who are not working under new leadership by as much as 15%. More than 60% of underperforming leaders have fallen into at least one of the five traps we’ve identified. We have all seen such tendencies in colleagues and perhaps have succumbed to some ourselves. We found that the traps were almost equally common among first-line, middle, and senior managers. (See the exhibit “Quick Win Traps.”) Clearly, the wisdom to avoid the quick wins paradox does not automatically come with experience.

Quick Win Traps
Trap 1: Focusing too heavily on details.

The most common behavior we found associated with failure in a new leadership role was a tendency to get bogged down in minutiae. In looking for the quick win, the transitioning leader tries to ace one component of the new job. Focusing intently on this goal, she doesn’t pay enough attention to her broader responsibilities.

Consider Loretta, a restaurant manager in a fast-food chain, who, after three and a half years, was made manager of a newly formed district. Worried that some colleagues might question her readiness to oversee 20 restaurants, she was eager to prove herself. (Loretta, and our subsequent profiles, is a composite of managers we studied.)

This was the charge against Dan, a team leader at a defense contractor. Before his promotion, he’d been an engineer on a high-profile client project team. After that team won a number of accolades, he moved into a supervisory role on a different team, tasked with developing customized versions of the project for three other clients.

The deadline for the new versions was ambitious, and Dan worried that his new team would take too long to get up to speed. He conducted a quick analysis of the clients’ needs on his own, extrapolating from the previous project instead of gathering new data. That analysis convinced him, conveniently, that the original product design would need only minor modifications and that the three new versions could be developed in half the time originally forecasted. He proceeded to draw up the new designs himself and told the rest of the team to focus on the technical documentation, supplier contracting, and client management.

What Dan delivered was quick, but it wasn’t a win. Because he had locked in on a solution before thoroughly understanding the clients’ needs, two of the three ended up rejecting his team’s work. Dan was laterally reassigned.

Trap 5: Micromanaging.

Leaders new to their roles often make the mistake of meddling in work they should trust others to do. Unwilling to take the time to get direct reports on board with an overall vision or goal—but afraid their decisions and actions won’t align with it—they second-guess and micromanage.

Jane is a good example. After working for 18 months as a customer service representative, she was promoted to the role of call center supervisor. She decided that by meeting an aggressive goal she could prove herself in this stretch role, so she chose to try to improve her group’s monthly first-call issue-resolution rate by at least 10%. Determined to make that target, she began scrutinizing the daily productivity of each of her direct reports, and she asked them to run all situations involving a service problem or irregularity by her.

Her direct reports soon began complaining that they didn’t have any freedom to make decisions about service issues. They felt underappreciated and, worse, uninspired by the goal Jane had set for them. Within five months, the first-call resolution rate dropped 15%. Each issue took longer to resolve, and the call center reps were less and less motivated to address the more difficult calls. In the end, rather than being seen as a rising leader, Jane was placed on a performance correction plan.

In each of these profiles, we’ve turned the spotlight on a certain type of failure, but it will not surprise readers to hear that many of the struggling leaders we studied fell into more than one trap at a time. We noted, for instance, that leaders who were overly focused on details were also more likely to jump to premature conclusions and to micromanage. It’s easy to surmise that many of them felt unsure of their readiness for the role—we think of them as “much to prove” leaders. We also observed that leaders who reacted negatively to criticism tended to be intimidating to others, as well. We think of them as the “nothing to learn” type.

Breaking the Paradox

How can transitioning leaders avoid the quick wins paradox? Not by abandoning the quest for early results. Our analysis demonstrates that leaders who make the most successful transitions do, in fact, focus relentlessly on quick wins. But they focus on a different kind of achievement. Rather than riding roughshod over others to prove themselves, they pursue what we’ve termed “collective quick wins,” accomplishments that make their entire teams look good. (See the sidebar “The Power of Collective Quick Wins.”)

