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‘Micromanagement” has a bad reputation for a reason. When an employee feels that
their every move is examined and evaluated, they tend to feel on-edge, uncomfortable,
and disrespected (Yamada, 2008). In most cases, focusing on the granular details of an
employees’ productivity methods is a waste of time at best, and a means of eroding
relationships at worst (Cleary, Hungerford, Lopez, & Cutcliffe, 2015). Generally, if an
employee is getting the work done in an effective way that doesn’'t make collaboration

difficult or alienate their peers, it's best for a manager to take a hands-off approach.

Of course, a hands-off approach to employee methods and behaviors is not always
sufficient. Managers do play a crucial role in helping employees develop the workplace
processes and habits that will guarantee success. And at times, employees may be
caught in behavioral feedback loops or engaging in workflows that drain time and

resources; in those cases, intervention is necessary (Graybiel & Smith, 2014).

How should a manager go about instituting new work processes or eradicating
unproductive habits in employees? Research into the psychology of habitual behavior
can provide numerous insights. Neuroscientific research, in particular, has uncovered
many tips for changing how a person behaves on a regular basis. Below are some of
the latest, science-supported tips for eradicating bad workplace behavior, encouraging
employees to adopt new habits, and making sure that those new habits “stick” long after

the intervention has ended.

Make the individual aware. Many bad workplace habits are unconscious, or relatively
thoughtless. A good initial response, as a manager, is to professionally and privately
make the employee aware that the behavior is occurring. Use descriptive, illustrative
language, and provide concrete examples (Ng, Feldman, & Butts, 2014). For example,
you can say, I have noticed that you stop by Karen's desk to talk to her many times
during the day. Yesterday, you talked to her for twenty minutes while she was working

on a project.” In some cases, merely making an employee aware that they are engaging



in problematic behavior (such as leaving a mess in the breakroom, or interrupting

women in meetings) is sufficient to inspire change.

Convey consequences. Help your employees understand why a habit is problematic.
Provide a few specific examples of a time when the behavior caused conflict, resulted
in work errors, or harmed other people. Once the employee has a sense of why the

habit is a problem, explain to them how you will respond if the behavior continues.

Provide alternatives. Bad habits usually have to be replaced with new, more beneficial
habits. In some cases, this may require working with the employee to determine what
needs or desires they are seeking to meet with their current, unproductive habits
(Spotswood et al, 2015). Together, you can determine alternate ways of meeting those
needs that do not impact productivity in a negative way. For example, if an employee
interrupts people during presentations because he is worried his ideas will be forgotten
or left unheard, he can begin writing down his ideas on a notepad, and can be invited to
share a summary of thoughts at the end of the meeting. An employee who is hanging
around in other workers’ spaces and irritating them may actually be seeking an
opportunity to stretch her legs; she may be able to meet this need by using a standing

desk or taking short walking breaks every two hours.

Often, managers struggle to get employees to adopt new habits. However, shifting
behavioral patterns is frequently part of a manager's job. Perhaps a new step has been
added to an existing work process, or new habits must be adopted for the sake of
Improving outcomes. In either case, there will typically be a period of resistance, during
which employees forget to engage in the behavior, find the behavior challenging, or
even refuse to do it (Amankwah-Amoah, 2014). The science of habit development,

thankfully, can provide some pointers for opposing this resistance.

Slow down processes. \When a workflow has become fast-paced and automatic,
employees struggle to make changes to it. It can be difficult to "break the flow" and add
a new step, especially if an employee still feels pressure to complete work just as
quickly as they did before the step was added. To combat this, and to help employees

form new patterns, slow down the work process (Peters et al, 2014).
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While a new habit is being introduced, reduce the pressure employees feel to churn out
results. Walk everyone on a team through the individual steps that make up the new
habit or process. Give employees time to reflect on how they do their work, and to
sequence their steps. When employees are able to carefully observe their own actions
and see all the individual "steps” in the process, they are more likely to make intentional,

correct choices regarding their habits (Young et al, 2015).

Model good habits. Social modeling is powerful. Seeing other people engaging in a
behavior, and benefitting from that behavior, can be more useful than instruction or
practice alone (Frayne & Latham, 1987). To implement new work habits, try appointing a
few employees to lead the charge. Train them in the new behaviors, so they can model
those behaviors for their peers. These 'model” employees can also answer questions,

and help their compatriots trouble-shoot problems.

Reorganize to encourage change. When an office has done work in a particular way
for a long period of time, everything from the floor plan of the office to how people
organize their desks reflects that way of doing business (Nikolova et al, 2014). Often, a
new workflow or habit is not well suited to the old set-up, and changes may need to be
made. Observe new work processes in action, and determine how to set up the office

in a way that encourages the proper steps.

Observe your employees and determine what barriers, if any, are making adoption of
new habits difficult (Jordhus-Lier, Underthun, & Zampoukos, 2017). Does work now go
through different people, or in a different sequence, than it once did? Then you may
want to rearrange the floor plan or furniture to account for this. Have work procedures
changed? If so, the scheduling and timing of meetings and other events may need to
shift to help everything “fall in place”. Ideally, you want the new habits and work flows to

be the path of least resistance — the most natural-feeling option.

Make habits “stick”. Over time, new habits may dissolve if individuals don't take
intentional steps to maintain them (Wood & Neal, 2016). As a manger, you should check
in regularly to ensure that employees are sticking to the correct work behaviors, and
aren't slipping into counter-productive patterns. Re-training and refreshing knowledge in
regular meetings or practice sessions can be very beneficial. Tracking adherence to

desired practices using an objective measure can be also be helpful; review these
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benchmarks during regular meetings, and focus on improving team-wide adherence,
rather than singling out individuals. Finally, persistence is key — most habits take at least

a month or two to become second-nature. New work processes are no exception.

e To combat negative workplace behavior, make employees aware of their bad
habits and convey the impact of those habits in a measurable way.

e Provide alternative outlets for behavior or impulses that are negatively affecting
the workplace.

e Jointroduce new work habits, slow down processes, and give employees
models of what “good” behavior looks like.

e Unseen barriers within an organization may make adopting new habits difficult —
search for these barriers and restructure the workplace accordingly.

e New habits take time to adopt, and employees should be re-trained in new

procedures to help make them “stick”.
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