Do Software Teams Need Managers with Technical
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Software engineers often express a preference that their
managers also be skilled in software engineering. They enjoy
having managers who can understand their work and work
with them.

But finding a person who is both a technical expert and an
expert manager can be a challenge, as management and
engineering are each all-consuming jobs. It's worth considering
how much technical proficiency managers really need if they
are being hired to manage, not to be full-time, hands-on engineers.

Some argue that it is impossible to remain technically competent
(http://brodzinski.com/2009/10/technical-leadership-and-people.html) when you're a
manager. A manager will now be spending more time in meetings and doing administrative
tasks rather than coding, and there is a difference in mindset between management and
technical work. If you’re not doing something on a regular basis, it is hard to maintain that skill
level.

Having once done that work is definitely valuable, though. According to research on managers
and their teams, employees are happier—and thus more productive—when they are managed
by someone with similar expertise (https://hbr.org/2016/12/if-your-boss-could-do-your-job-
youre-more-likely-to-be-happy-at-work). While a manager’s “soft skills” such as charisma,
organizational ability, and emotional intelligence do matter, having a manager with technical

knowledge is the biggest positive influence in team members’ job satisfaction.

However, don’t be tempted to promote all your best engineers into management roles. It can
frustrate the person being promoted (/techwell-insights/2014/02/finding-right-people-
manage-your-programmers) and reduce their value to the organization. Another risk is that it
can be hard to separate the management function of “enabling” from the technical function of
“implementing.” Crossing this line can lead to people feeling micromanaged.

Perhaps the question of how much technical skill a manager should have is hard because we are
asking the wrong question. Many teams have assumptions about what a manager is and don’t
set appropriate expectations for the role. If you are looking for someone to lead the technical
conversation, perhaps you need a technical lead or an architect rather than a manager.

Some organizations solve this problem by pairing managers who understand the business and
are conversant in the technology with lead engineers who have aptitude for and the desire to
do technical mentoring. Managers with stronger people-related skills can then fill gaps in
mentoring engineers in the “soft” skills needed to be an effective team member. The technical
leads can focus on deeper technical mentoring and avoid many of the administrative tasks

managers perform.
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People management and technical leadership are both important to developing and
maintaining a successful team. While it seems ideal to have these skills in one person, it’s hard
to find people with a strong interest and aptitude in both areas—and even if you do, it’s likely
that one job or the other will consume the person’s time.

When looking to fill a manager role, be mindful of what you need the person in that role to do.
That should help you decide whether a manager, a technical lead, or both will be the best fit to
help teams do their jobs effectively.

Tags:

career development (/keywords/career-development), leadership (/keywords/leadership),
people management (/keywords/people-management), programming (/keywords/programming),
software engineering (/keywords/software-engineering), teams (/keywords/teams)

About the author

(/users/steve-berczuk)

Steve Berczuk

(https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk)

Steve Berczuk is a Principal Software Engineer with experience as a manager,
Scrum Master and technical lead in Boston, MA. The author of Software
Configuration Management Patterns: Effective Teamwork, Practical
Integration (http.//www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=5541 BOOK 4),heis a
recognized expert in software configuration management and agile software
development. Steve is passionate about helping teams work effectively to
produce quality software. He has an M.S. in operations research from Stanford
University and an S.B. in Electrical Engineering from MIT, and is a Certified
ScrumMaster. Contact Steve at steve@berczuk.com
(mailto:steve@berczuk.com) or visit berczuk.com

(http://www.berczuk.com/) and follow his blog at blog.berczuk.com.
(http://blog.berczuk.com)

Conferences »
(/software-

conferences)
We use cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website.


https://www.techwell.com/keywords/career-development
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/career-development
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/leadership
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/leadership
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/people-management
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/people-management
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/programming
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/programming
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/software-engineering
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/software-engineering
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/teams
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/teams
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
mailto:steve@berczuk.com
mailto:steve@berczuk.com
http://www.berczuk.com/
http://www.berczuk.com/
http://blog.berczuk.com/
http://blog.berczuk.com/
https://www.techwell.com/software-conferences

Communities »
(/software-
communities)

Associated Training
and Consulting »
(https://www.coveros.com/)

Advertise (/advertise-
with-techwell)

About Us (/about-us)

Join Mailing List (/join-
mailing-list)
Speak at a Conference
(/software-

conferences/be-a-
speaker)

FAQ (/faq)

Press & Media (/press-
and-media)

Contact Us (/contact-
us)

Terms of Use (/terms-of-use)

o S
X n I n (https://www.s

(//twitter.conf/TechWell) (//www.linkedin.com/compa
https://wwwgottlibe.com/user/SQEVide

Privacy Policy (/privacy-policy) Site Map (/techwell-sitemap)
©2011-2026 TechWell Corp.
4000 Legato Road | Suite 1100 | Fairfax, VA | 22033

We use cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website.


https://twitter.com/TechWell
https://www.youtube.com/user/SQEVideo
https://www.linkedin.com/company/techwell-corp
https://www.stickyminds.com/
https://www.techwell.com/terms-of-use
https://www.techwell.com/privacy-policy
https://www.techwell.com/techwell-sitemap
https://www.techwell.com/software-communities
https://www.coveros.com/
https://www.techwell.com/advertise-with-techwell
https://www.techwell.com/about-us
https://www.techwell.com/join-mailing-list
https://www.techwell.com/software-conferences/be-a-speaker
https://www.techwell.com/faq
https://www.techwell.com/press-and-media
https://www.techwell.com/contact-us

