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You've finally landed a management position after months of job hunting. You're feeling both excited and a little out of step. Complicating things, your boss lets you know your department has had either no manager or a revolving door of managers for several years, and the staff is used to fending for itself. She describes the staff as a group that lacks discipline and accountability. While there is plenty of talent, these folks have a reputation for doing what they want, checking in with managers infrequently and missing deadlines. It's your job to turn this around by imposing order and a team approach to project management. 
Effective managers know that true authority and allegiance are earned. Merely holding a position of power will yield short-term loyalty at best. Leading a group toward maximum functioning requires interpersonal skill and flexibility coupled with consensus-building vision. Joe Weintraub, a professor of management at Babson College and coauthor of The Coaching Manager, advises, "Managers need to take the time to build the customer-based business case for why change is needed -- something managers don't often take the time to do. Many managers want to jump right in and do the right thing, but there must be some felt need for change for it to be effective."
Chances are the department has grown accustomed to its independence and will be wary of someone new, especially someone new who's trying to impose discipline. How you establish yourself as the manager will set the tone for your leadership and allow you to begin turning the situation around. The following steps will help ensure success:
  Ask Staff What Is Working Well and What Needs Attention. 

Groups generally know what is and isn't working and will welcome a chance to propose ideas. 
  Don't Be a One-Size-Fits-All Manager. 

Ask your new team members individually (or key direct reports if your staff is large) what kind of management style they work most effectively with. Some people flourish with close contact and frequent check-ins, while others feel suffocated. Draw on your managerial repertoire to allow for a diversity of styles. This will allow individuals to feel respected and heard while also allowing you to set realistic goals and deadlines.
  Take Time to Get Staff Buy-In on New Ideas and Changes. 

Imposing new plans or policies in a top-down fashion will guarantee resistance. Clearly communicate directives you have been given by top management, and ask staff for suggestions about how the group can best achieve these directives on time and under budget. To the extent possible, work toward building consensus within your team on when and how to approach key initiatives.
  Be Their Champion. 

People need to see how they will benefit from your supervision. Rather than removing their autonomy, focus on what you can offer as an advocate, troubleshooter and intermediary with other departments.
  Address Problems in a Timely Manner. 

At the same time you reward positive accomplishments, call negative behavior out. Let the lone rangers know specifically how they need to change their work habits. Describe behavioral shifts needed rather than personality characteristics that need to change. "All reports need to be reviewed by me before they are circulated" will be more effective than, "You are always sidestepping me with your independent actions."
  Be Patient. 

Set a realistic time frame for transforming an undisciplined staff into a fully accountable team. A common mistake new managers make is enacting change too quickly. Even solid changes will be shot down if they are ill timed. 
Whenever possible, create employee teams charged to work together to solve problems. Teams break down competition, encourage people to share their expertise and allow you to be hands-on as a contributor, rather than a disciplinarian standing at a distance. Weintraub advises that time taken to engage in team-building exercises can really pay off when the group is called on to rally for a project. "Not rocks and ropes, but exercises that focus on how members of a staff really like to be managed based on their work styles," says Weintraub.
