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5 Challenges Facing Managers Today 

(And What to Do About Them) 

By Heather Gordon 

Maybe I am seeing challenges that do not exist, or do I see more challenges as this is what I 

look for daily in my role as a courageous change agent?  

So this month I decided to find out. I want to tackle some of the top challenges facing 

managers and business leaders today, so the best way surely is to ask them?  

And the BIG question being, in the ever-changing knowledge economy, how do we take on 

these challenges and win? Let’s find out! 

So I sat down and connected with my LinkedIn colleagues and clients and asked them from 

the following list, what have they experienced /observed to be the top 5 challenges facing 

managers today and why? 

The List: 10 Top Challenges for Managers 

Time 

Management 

Skills Gap High Staff 

Turnover 

Creating 

Innovative 

Teams 

Breaking Down 

Silos 

Employee 

Engagement 

Performance Conflict Burnout Other 

 

Now if I am totally honest, my hope was to identify 3 top challenges, which I could then say 

to my present and future clients; 

“Hey lets deal with 1, 2 and 3, and this will make a big difference to you’re A, B and C “  

If it was only that simple. 

Once the data was collected, I ended up where I started- YES with my original list, and then 

some.  

My challenges had literally doubled- from a weighty 10 to an overwhelming 20! 
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ALL 20 on the list below were identified by experienced professionals as a priority challenge, 

and the frightening part is, that ALL 20 are potential catalysts or precursors to further issues 

within the organisation and for the managers and teams. 

So my dilemma continues, or does it? 

Before I go any further here is a summary of the outcomes from the research and a wee 

snap shot of some of the comments.  

The Results: 20 Top Challenges for Managers  

Time 

Management 

Skills Gap High Staff 

Turnover 

Creating 

Innovative 

Teams 

Breaking Down 

Silos 

Employee 

Engagement 

Performance Conflict Burnout 

+ Lack of 

Recovery Time 

Leaders in 

Name Only 

No Time for 

Personal 

Development 

Stress  Lack of Vision Lack of 

Prioritisation 

Too Many 

Accountabilities 

Counter 

Productive 

Gossip 

Unity of 

Purpose 

Not 

understanding 

Our Cause = No 

Team Buy In 

Distance 

Management 

No Time 

Staff Issues : 

Sick Absence  

Disciplinary 

Procedures  

 

Snap Shot 

1. Employee engagement, time management and other.  The other being lack of vision 

or strategy - thus creating disengagement, lack of prioritisation  - leading to poor 

time management - leading to stress and ultimately lack of results. 

2. Conflict, burnout and breaking down silos would be my 3.  Often businesses today 

make savings by cutting staffing levels, which is often not the answer. This leaves the 

remaining staff working twice as hard, which leaves little time for reviewing 

processes and personal development, which creates silos, conflict and burnout.  This 

ultimately impacts on the customer. There are so many other options for improving 

efficiency. 

3. Time Management - balancing between the team and other accountabilities 2. 

Employee Engagement - especially when teams are not all in the same location 3. 

Skills Gap - partly due to "time 

4. 1. Burn Out (or more accurately, lack of “recovery” time). 2. Other - Gossip. IMO the 

single best way to erode unity in any team. 3. Other (again, if I’m allowed �) - Unity 

of purpose. How well do we articulate our “cause”, and, beyond that, how well do we 

understand what it is about our cause that our team buys into? 

5. Leaders by title only. They maybe manager but they’re definitely not leaders. 
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So, where do I go from here?  I need to do something with this data.  

I could work out a strategy and or a training solution for each of the 20 challenges, and hope that it 

is a fit for every organisation and manager, however my experience has shown that organisations 

and the people within them are unique, and it’s not a ‘one fits all’ solution. 

My blog promised 5 challenges facing managers today, and importantly what to do about them. 

 

I pondered, and then it came to me - what have I been doing the last 20 odd years? I have been 

working with people and processes. So surely the answer to these challenges lies in how a person 

responds to a process and task? 

So here’s my thinking of what we can do about ALL 20 challenges not only 5! 

NB: I am being very courageous, as the solution I am presenting to you may be welcomed or be 

challenged; however I am in the arena and daring greatly, so value your feedback.  

So here goes>>>>- 

When you look at the above lists, you could look at them in terms of components that are brought 

into play when an employee’ responds’ to a task in front of them.  

For employees to be able to ‘respond’ in the moment, to do the job/task, the different components 

of ‘capability’ must be at or over a threshold at which the employee can do a specific task at a 

specific time. With me so far?  

So what do I mean about capability? 

Capability consists of components which ALL organisations are well aware of, especially their HR and 

L&D.  

Knowledge, Skills, Mindset, Attitude, Motivation and Engagement - (AKA the Holy Grail -) 

But as we can see from the above lists, capability at the ‘point of work’ (AKA on the job) is also 

dependant on factors in the worker’s environment, such as access to resources, access to the right 

tools, and access to just-in-time information, attitude, cultural norms etc. 

It is also dependant on the way they are managed, and the systems and processes that should 

deliver what the employee needs while they are doing the task. 
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So why is capability so important? 

If we use our simple definition of capability, in order to for anything to get done at all, the people 

being tasked to do it must be capable. They must be able to ‘respond’ to the task in front of them 

adequately.  

So can I suggest to you that the challenges above are caused by people not being able to respond 

adequately? 

In my experience if there is any kind of performance problem, or indeed any kind of issue at all 

within an organisation, you can trace it back to someone who was not capable of doing what they 

were asked to do.  

In today’s business environment, change happens more frequently and faster than ever before.  I 

like the way Peter Senge described it this way in his book. The fifth Discipline 

“For the first time in history, humankind has the capacity to create far more information than anyone 

can absorb, to foster far greater interdependency than anyone can manage, and to accelerate 

change faster than anyone’s ability to keep pace” 

So if this is true are we doomed?! 

My love of reading, research and consultancy could mean that the rest of this article is crammed full 

of data, quotes and facts, but that’s not what you need. If you’re still reading this, you’re looking for 

answers, which I am sure you are, then let’s get to it.  

But please do ask if you would like more data evidence for what I am about to propose– I will be 

very happy to provide! –in buckets 

The Components of Capability 

Systems make it possible; but people make it happen- Kyoshi Suzaki 

Given that the organisation has a purpose, and achieving that purpose is dependent on the people in 

the organisation being capable of doing all the tasks that need to be done- I would propose that 

capability would be so fundamental to success that people would have a handle on it. Or at least the 

successful people would. 

But maybe this is too complex? It must be (remember the 20 challenges we are experiencing) so if 

capability is the answer then we haven’t grasped it- so it must be too complex? 

But if I asked you; can you or the people you lead do the tasks they are paid to do?  

No is the answer- no time, lack of skills, conflict, sick absence, low performance …and so on 

If an employee cannot carry out a task you need to look at each of these components and determine 

which one is preventing the task from being done at the time. And of course, there may well be 

more than one component below the threshold. 

• Knowledge 
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• Skills 

• Mindset 

• Physiology 

• Environment. 

Challenge 1: Lack of Knowledge 

Knowledge consists of facts, figures, information and data that a worker needs to know prior to 

tackling the task in hand. 

Lack of knowledge = confusion, conflict, avoidance, low esteem, stress- errors – disciplinary- 

additional training –blame- avoidance-  In fact all 20 and potentially more? 

What can we do? When looking at knowledge required to do a task, consider whether the 

knowledge needs to be available from memory or whether the knowledge could be sourced from 

the environment. 

Keep in mind that we typically forget around 90% of course content within one month. 

The balance between know it information and find it information has changed rapidly over the last 

few decades. 

For example a new employee/ or new  strategies would probably be more effective in the form of a 

learning pathway that takes place over a period of time rather than presenting the information in a 

training course. 

Challenge 2: Lack of Skills 

For our purpose’s, we can consider a skill as some behaviour that requires practice in order to be 

done well. All jobs require many skills. For most jobs we can add in social and communication skills, 

and also specific skills, such as leadership, coaching.   

A certain amount of practice is possible within a formal learning environment- but most come with 

practice. 

Lack of Skills  = poor performance, longer time scales, skills deteriorate over time, unable to adapt 

quickly- poor communication- stress- sick absence- -  In fact all 20 and potentially more? 

What can we do? Unfortunately skills deteriorate over time, hence pilots take refresher courses.  

However there are skills that you are unconsciously competent in doing, say driving, changing gear 

without having to think.  

So yes we can become unconsciously competent, but only if we have been afforded the time, for 

that skill to become so. 

Challenge 3:  Growth Mind-Sets 

Mindset includes things such as motivation, confidence, self-esteem, attitude, commitment, 

courage, tenacity, and even duty and responsibility. The foundation which sits under many of these 

is engagement, and we have all seen the research reports (well I have -) on how important 
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engagement is. There is a proven correlation between high employee engagement and 

organisational success. We know this intuitively from our own experience, and all the research 

confirms it- Some of which is in the Courageous Cultures November newsletter. 

Mind-set however is somewhat at the mercy of other factors affecting capability. If any of them are 

below the threshold- so say the task is hard to complete, it will put a damper on the mindset. 

Lack of Mind-Set = poor attendance, poor performance, conflict- errors- disciplinary- lack of vision- 

bad communication- low respect- low trust - -  In fact all 20 and potentially more? 

What can we do? For me it has to be for me the culture of leadership and engagement. 

However the typical tools of engagement programmes are not enough to offset the 

potential short-term swings in mindset.  

One of the things that will affect engagement scores is the frequency of episodes at work 

that either frustrate or delight workers, and therefore affects their mindset in the moment. 

Adding corporate benefits and making workplaces nicer places to be is important, but 

feelings that are genuinely and regularly experienced at work also have a major influence on 

engagement. 

People say that motivation doesn’t last. Well neither does bathing. That’s why we recommend it 

daily. 

 Zig Ziglar - 

Challenge 4: Physiology 

There are many jobs that require physical characteristics, such as strength, or height, or manual 

dexterity. This is not about being able-bodied or disabled. As a species we have a huge variability in 

our physiques, our motor responses and our intellectual capapcity. 

Although it may seem politically correct to say that anyone could do any task, we all know this isn’t 

so. If our physiology is not up to the tasks a worker is required to do, it’s nearly impossible for the 

work to get done.  Performance is always a result of capability. 

Lack of physiology-= stress, staff turnover, avoidance, blame, inequality procedures- -  In fact all 20 

and potentially more? 

What can we do? There are only two sensible options for addressing physiological capability in the 

workplace.  

1. Is at the recruitment phase: A set of defined characteristics required to perform well, test 

during recruitment phase.  

2. Is the one you are legally obliged to consider for the disabled and one which you may wish 

to consider for candidate who are exceptional in all other respects but a single aspect of 

physiology.  
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Challenge 5:  Environment  

Notice that the previous four components are all attached to the ‘worker’. This fifth component - 

environment is independent of the worker. I think you will know what I am meaning, but I would like 

you to think about your environment and what are the barriers between you and what is needed to 

do the task? I.e. tools, motivation, culture, resources, IT, Systems, processes, leadership…. 

In my experience, and the conversations I have had with leaders and organisations, the environment 

is responsible for well over half, and in some cases almost all, of the performance problems.  

Lack of a good environment = bad leadership- low skill sets- communication problems- poor time 

management- poor processes and systems- no accountability or checks – no evidence or audit 

checks- low respect- blame- avoidance- -  In fact all 20 and potentially more? 

What can we do? Powerful leadership is successful in improving performance; develop huge levels 

of motivation so people break down those barriers and obstacles within their environment that 

would otherwise stop them from doing their job. The bigger barriers in your workplace to capability 

and therefore performance, the better your leaders need to be in order to develop sufficient 

motivation for people to overcome those barriers. 

Another approach is to remove those barriers rather than try and improve your leads. Surely 

removing the brick from the front of the wheel of the car is easier and cheaper, than trying to push a 

car over a brick?   

Check processes, systems IT, HR, communication, more….? 

This is a task which requires to stand alone- and audit, ask for feedback and involve the whole 

organisation 

Final Words 

Thanks to all 100 awesome participants. I could not include all of your comments, however I hope I 

have summarised adequately.  

This has been an enlightening process for me, and I hope this research, findings, article- blog- report- 

whatever it is, will give you some food for thought and some direction. 

If you wish to continue the conversation, then I would too. 

Thanks for reading and participating. 

 

Heather  

  


