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BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

ave you ever worked for a 

blusterer? You know, some- 

one who has somehow blown 

off the competition and got to the top of 

the corporate pile only to show themselves 

as the liability you always knew they were 

(even if the higher-ups did not).

Or maybe your first-in-command is  

a bit of a psycho: gets the job done but 

runs over others in the race for profits 

and personal glory. This person has your 

and everyone else’s fate in their hands 

and, frankly, it’s scary.

We’ve all had a line manager who  

has made us ponder, deeply, the natural 

laws of promotion and success. Some  

of us have guarded our thoughts amid 

office gossip and moaning; others have 

let our tongues fly wildly, only to face 

recriminations later. Speaking ill of one’s 

boss is, after all, widely considered to be 

disloyal and unprofessional.

Contrary to this conventional wisdom 

is a new way of thinking taking root in 

South Africa’s academic circles: some 

experts reckon it’s actually a good idea 

to snigger at a silly senior, and tear apart 

their ineffectual work style – in your head, 

at least. Far from being a career-limiting 

move, it should be essential to question 

the way things are done in the echelons 

above you. And, if you have made it to 

the top spot, you should be constantly 

examining your own behaviour with a 

discerning eye.

CONSTRUCTIVE 
CRITICISM
University of Stellenbosch Business 

School head Prof. John Powell is among 

those all for encouraging more critical 

thinking about top executives’ methods.

Scrutinising your managers’ moves and 

figuring out how to implement improve- 

ments is all part of sharpening your own 

management dexterity, in his view. 

Encouraging constructive criticism, 

rather than surrounding yourself with  

‘yes people’, is also the mark of a great 

manager. ‘I want someone who asks 

“Why?” and “How?”,’ says Prof. Powell  

of the willingness of great business man- 

agers to invite debate in the boardroom 

rather than to stifle it.

This means staff will be checking up on 

you – a subtle process that should lead to 

constant self-reflection and development. 

And, hopefully, also a refreshing dose  

of humility.

Prof. Walter Baets, head of the University 

of Cape Town Graduate School of Business, 

takes a similar line: the ability to genuinely 

identify personal strengths and – more 

importantly – weaknesses is a common 

trait among the top league of managers. 

He says, ‘The really crucial thing for any 

aspiring leader is to become extremely 

self-critical: about where you are, what 

you are good at, what you are unable to 

do.’ You have to be aware of your own 

strengths and weaknesses before you 

can trust anyone else, and management 

to a large extent entails trusting others  

to help you implement your vision.

If you have made it to the 
top spot, you should be 
constantly examining 

your own behaviour 
with a discerning eye

H
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BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Great managers have the 
ability to make decisions 

amid uncertainty

For Prof. Powell, South Africa’s greatest 

managers display this quality. ‘They have  

an ability to deal with complexity. They 

are keenly aware that what they think is 

not necessarily what the person they are 

talking to thinks. This makes them very 

good at swimming through the compli-

cated sea of a society with its many 

different communities and viewpoints.’ 

And, if you’re looking for the next great 

manager among your own ranks, seek out 

someone with integrity, he recommends. 

‘Someone who, time after time, does what 

they say they’ll do.’ 

THE HUMAN TOUCH
Genuine warmth should be encouraged  

in the corridors of corporate power, says 

Prof. Helena van Zyl, who is at the helm of 

the University of the Free State Business 

School. She notes, ‘We all work for the 

bottom line – the point is how you get 

there. You don’t have to be soft; it’s crit- 

ical to have the ability to be very firm  

and instil respect while driving output, 

provided you remain humane.’

Prof. Van Zyl cites mass resignations as 

a clear sign of bad management. ‘You will 

never find a whole team walking out on  

a humane person, but – from time to time 

– they do walk out on awful people.’

Emotional acuity is important, but it is, 

of course, not the only vital characteristic 

that should be in evidence in a great man- 

ager. Experts agree the most successful 

business players have the rare ability to 

visualise where profitable opportunities  

lie and how to get there. 

According to Frik Landman of USB 

Executive Development (the University  

of Stellenbosch Business School’s public 

executive development and training com- 

pany), genuinely great managers have  

an astute awareness of ‘what it is that 

makes their industry and business pulse. 

They also have a sense of excellence, he 

says. Be on the lookout out for ‘an attitude  

that truly renounces mediocrity, without 

overconfidence’, is Landman’s advice to 

business owners seeking to hire someone 

with real management flair.

Unique market knowledge and insights, 

as well as technical skills relevant to the 

business you’re in, are essential. However, 

where managers aren’t experts – and you 

Allied to this is the ability to put yourself 

in other people’s shoes, particularly your 

employees’. ‘You need to have empathy 

towards and understand people, as well 

as the market,’ says Prof. Baets.

Empathy, in turn, makes you more 

effective at delivering bad news – not  

just good news – because you are more  

in tune with how the other person feels. 

Prof. Powell calls this the ‘social quotient’.

‘This is the ability to see the world from 

another person’s point of view. It changes 

your voice and the nature of your relation-

ship. Leadership isn’t about you: it’s about 

the effect you have on the people you 

want to take with you,’ he says.
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can never excel at everything – they should be prepared to 

rely on others.

‘I always say to MBA students, “You’ll never be a chartered 

accountant, but you must learn what to ask. You need the 

basic knowledge of accounting, marketing and strategy to 

be able to ask the right questions, otherwise people can 

bamboozle you”,’ says Prof. Van Zyl.

And, amid all the criticism – which can be painful – the 

great manager needs to put their head down and, ‘just do it’, 

she says. ‘Sometimes we talk too much, discuss things too 

much, worry too much. We need to simply keep working  

and prove detractors wrong.’ 

Prof. Powell, although all for self-scrutiny, agrees that too 

much analysis can be counterproductive. Great managers 

have the ability to make decisions amid uncertainty. ‘You will 

never have enough information; you need to get over it’ is his 

advice to rising stars who want to prove their mettle as man- 

agers. In a nutshell: rise above your concerns, and be decisive.

LEARNING TO LEAD
Leadership isn’t a trick you can learn – but if you already 

have the rare gift, you can help yourself become better at  

it through education, says Prof. Baets. A business school 

course doesn’t automatically produce the Richard Bransons 

of the world, but it can train you to start up a company and 

grow it, he says.

Prof. Baets is in favour of starting with an undergraduate 

degree that reflects your personal interests – and is quite 

possibly in an area that has nothing to do with business.  

‘I like the idea of studying for an MBA after a few years of 

work experience, when the course content is more relevant.’ 

Other business and diploma programmes that can help 

prepare you for a senior management role include master’s 

degrees in international business, international finance, busi- 

ness management and business leadership. Many universities 

and colleges also offer short courses and evening programmes 

for busy executives who want to develop their management 

expertise part-time. 
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