
 The
Engineering 
Leadership 
Playbook

Strategies for Team Success
and Business Growth
 ―
Raphael Neves



The Engineering 
Leadership Playbook
Strategies for Team Success 

and Business Growth

Raphael Neves



The Engineering Leadership Playbook: Strategies for Team Success and 

Business Growth

ISBN-13 (pbk): 979-8-8688-0139-6		  ISBN-13 (electronic): 979-8-8688-0140-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/979-8-8688-0140-2

Copyright © 2024 by Raphael Neves

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or 
part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of 
illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, 
and transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, 
or by similar or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.

Trademarked names, logos, and images may appear in this book. Rather than use a trademark 
symbol with every occurrence of a trademarked name, logo, or image we use the names, logos, 
and images only in an editorial fashion and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no 
intention of infringement of the trademark.

The use in this publication of trade names, trademarks, service marks, and similar terms, even if 
they are not identified as such, is not to be taken as an expression of opinion as to whether or not 
they are subject to proprietary rights.

While the advice and information in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of 
publication, neither the authors nor the editors nor the publisher can accept any legal 
responsibility for any errors or omissions that may be made. The publisher makes no warranty, 
express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein.

Managing Director, Apress Media LLC: Welmoed Spahr
Acquisitions Editor: Shiva Ramachandran
Development Editor: James Markham
Coordinating Editor: Shaul Elson

Cover designed by eStudioCalamar

Distributed to the book trade worldwide by Apress Media, LLC, 1 New York Plaza, New York, NY 
10004, U.S.A. Phone 1-800-SPRINGER, fax (201) 348-4505, e-mail orders-ny@springer-sbm.com, 
or visit www.springeronline.com. Apress Media, LLC is a California LLC and the sole member 
(owner) is Springer Science + Business Media Finance Inc (SSBM Finance Inc). SSBM Finance 
Inc is a Delaware corporation.

For information on translations, please e-mail booktranslations@springernature.com; for reprint, 
paperback, or audio rights, please e-mail bookpermissions@springernature.com.

Apress titles may be purchased in bulk for academic, corporate, or promotional use. eBook 
versions and licenses are also available for most titles. For more information, reference our Print 
and eBook Bulk Sales web page at http://www.apress.com/bulk-sales.

Any source code or other supplementary material referenced by the author in this book is 
available to readers on GitHub (https://github.com/Apress). For more detailed information, 
please visit https://www.apress.com/gp/services/source-code.

If disposing of this product, please recycle the paper

Raphael Neves
Alenquer, Portugal

https://doi.org/10.1007/979-8-8688-0140-2


To God for guiding me on this creative path and keeping 
me aware of my story. To my beloved wife, Camila, whose 

unwavering patience and support sustained me through the 
journey of writing this book. And to my precious children, 

Isaac, Victor, Elisa, João, Laura, and Isabel, who fill my 
heart with love and inspiration every day.



v

Table of Contents

About the Author��������������������������������������������������������������������������������xiii

Introduction�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������xv

Chapter 1: �Principles to Become an Effective Engineering Leader��������1

Lead by Example����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������2

Role Modeling: Leading Through Action�����������������������������������������������������������3

Setting the Bar: Demanding Excellence Through Standards����������������������������4

Promoting Positivity: Enabling Teams to Thrive������������������������������������������������5

Exemplifying Accountability: How You Should Own Mistakes��������������������������6

Walking the Talk: Aligning Your Words and Behavior����������������������������������������8

Upholding Integrity: Remaining True to Your Principles������������������������������������9

Develop Emotional Intelligence����������������������������������������������������������������������������10

Understanding Emotional Intelligence (EQ)����������������������������������������������������11

Components of EQ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������11

Practical Strategies for Improving Your EQ�����������������������������������������������������17

Empower Your Team���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������23

Know Your People: The Key to Unlocking Their Potential��������������������������������23

Frequent Communication and Feedback��������������������������������������������������������24

Positivity Fuels Empowerment�����������������������������������������������������������������������25

Set Them Free������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������25

Embrace Feedback����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������26

Unpacking Feedback: The Positive and the Critical����������������������������������������26

Crafting Constructive Conversations: The Feedback Blueprint�����������������������27



vi

From Tension to Trust: An Engineering Feedback Tale������������������������������������28

Hold a Growth Mindset�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������30

Beyond a Fixed Mindset���������������������������������������������������������������������������������30

The Importance of Reflection for Sustainable Growth������������������������������������31

The Grace of Unlearning���������������������������������������������������������������������������������32

Value the Process over the Outcome��������������������������������������������������������������33

Cultivating Your Growth Mindset��������������������������������������������������������������������34

Tame Your Time and Effort�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������36

Time Beyond Money: Why It Matters Most�����������������������������������������������������36

Time and Effort Mastery: The Perfect Match��������������������������������������������������37

Communicate Clearly�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������41

The Influence of Clear Communication on Leadership�����������������������������������41

Crafting Your Message: Delivery and Design��������������������������������������������������42

The Role of Empathic Listening in Effective Communication�������������������������43

Practical Strategies for Enhancing Clear Communication������������������������������45

Takeaways�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������46

Time to Practice���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������49

Chapter 2: �Leadership Styles and Situational Leadership�������������������51

Autocratic Leadership: Decisiveness in Motion���������������������������������������������������52

The Benefits of Decisive Direction������������������������������������������������������������������53

The Challenges of Autocratic Leadership�������������������������������������������������������54

Autocratic Leadership Versus Other Leadership Styles����������������������������������56

An Autocratic Leader in Action�����������������������������������������������������������������������58

Transformational Leadership: Inspiring Innovation and Growth���������������������������60

The Four ‘I’s of Transformational Leadership: The Formula for Inspiring 
Innovation and Growth�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������61

How Transformational Leadership Stands Apart��������������������������������������������63

Table of Contents



vii

Mastering Transformational Leadership’s Pitfalls������������������������������������������64

Transformational Leadership Restoring a Struggling Tech Company�������������65

Servant Leadership: Empowering and Enabling Others���������������������������������������68

Cultivating the Servant Leader Mindset: Core Characteristics�����������������������68

Implementing Servant Leadership: Key Principles�����������������������������������������69

Navigating Criticisms and Challenges of Servant Leadership������������������������71

Comparing Servant Leadership to Complementary Styles�����������������������������73

Servant Leader: Revitalizing a Broken Culture�����������������������������������������������76

Democratic Leadership: Fostering Collaboration and Inclusion���������������������������78

The Democratic Leader’s Toolbox: Core Characteristics���������������������������������79

Principles for Practicing Democratic Leadership�������������������������������������������80

Avoiding the Pitfalls of Democratic Leadership����������������������������������������������82

Comparing Democratic Leadership to Other Styles����������������������������������������84

Democratic Leadership in Action��������������������������������������������������������������������86

Laissez-Faire Leadership: Nurturing Autonomy and Ownership��������������������������89

Empowering Through Autonomy: The Guiding Principles of  
Laissez-Faire Leaders������������������������������������������������������������������������������������89

The Shadow Side of Freedom: Accounting for the Risks��������������������������������92

The Nuances of Laissez-Faire Leadership������������������������������������������������������94

Unlocking Potential: A Case Study of Laissez-Faire Leadership���������������������95

Situational Leadership: Adapting to the Constant Changes���������������������������������98

First Things First: Identifying the Readiness Level�����������������������������������������99

The Compass Within: Navigating Situational Leadership Styles�������������������101

Situational Leadership and Its Intrinsic Challenges�������������������������������������103

The Making of an Engineer: A Situational Leadership Case Study���������������104

Choosing the Right Leadership Style for Your Team������������������������������������������107

Takeaways���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������108

Time to Practice�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������110

Table of Contents



viii

Chapter 3: �Collaboration and Team Dynamics�����������������������������������113

Uncovering the Individuality Within Your Team��������������������������������������������������114

Forging Authentic Leadership Connections: A 4-Session Framework����������115

Illuminating Inner Motivations: Unearthing Hidden Values and Evolving 
Principles������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������121

Cultivating Trust Through Accountability, Integrity, and Restorative 
Leadership���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������124

Leading By Example: The Catalyst of Trust���������������������������������������������������126

Cultivating Accountability, Earning Trust�������������������������������������������������������127

Restoring Trust After It’s Broken�������������������������������������������������������������������129

Navigating the Minefield: Mastering Conflict Management�������������������������������130

The Most Common Shades of Conflict���������������������������������������������������������131

Fostering Open Dialogue to Resolve Conflicts����������������������������������������������132

Mediating Disputes and Facilitating Constructive Dialogue�������������������������133

Embracing Customer-Centricity Within Engineering Teams�������������������������������137

Strategies to Foster a Customer-Centric Culture������������������������������������������138

Overcoming Roadblocks to Customer-Centricity������������������������������������������143

Collaborating with Product Teams���������������������������������������������������������������������146

Defining the Product and Engineering Roles������������������������������������������������147

Dispelling Ownership Misconceptions���������������������������������������������������������148

Aligning on What Comes Next: Product and Engineering  
Partnering on the Roadmap��������������������������������������������������������������������������151

Leading Remote Teams: Adapting to the New Normal���������������������������������������154

Surpassing Key Challenges of Leading Remote Teams��������������������������������155

Ensuring Transparency and Clarity on Goals and Expectations��������������������158

Bridging Office and Remote Employees�������������������������������������������������������161

One-on-One Meetings: An Essential Leadership Tool�����������������������������������������163

The Purpose of One-on-Ones: Strengthening Bonds  
and Communications������������������������������������������������������������������������������������163

Table of Contents



ix

Conducting Impactful One-on-Ones: Preparation, Collaboration, and 
Accountability�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������165

Optimizing One-on-One Consistency, Frequency, and Scheduling���������������167

Avoiding Common One-on-One Pitfalls��������������������������������������������������������171

Takeaways���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������172

Time to Practice�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������178

Chapter 4: �The Art of Mentoring��������������������������������������������������������181

Understanding the Nuances Between Coaching and Mentoring������������������������183

Reaping the Rewards of Mentorship������������������������������������������������������������������185

The Benefits for Mentees�����������������������������������������������������������������������������186

The Benefits for Mentors������������������������������������������������������������������������������188

Cultivating a Mentor Mindset�����������������������������������������������������������������������������190

Mentorship Program Structure: A Blueprint to Success�������������������������������������193

Phase 1: Matching and Orientation��������������������������������������������������������������195

Phase 2: Profiling������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������198

Phase 3: Developing and Learning���������������������������������������������������������������202

Phase 4: Closing and Celebrating�����������������������������������������������������������������207

Crafting Impactful Individual Development Plans����������������������������������������������208

SMART Goals and OKRs: Uncovering the Foundation�����������������������������������209

OKR + SMART: A Personalized Approach to Growth�������������������������������������212

Takeaways���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������216

Time to Practice�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������219

Chapter 5: �Fostering Growth and Innovation�������������������������������������221

Cultivating a People-Centric Culture������������������������������������������������������������������223

Turning the Ship Around: A New Era at Microsoft����������������������������������������������225

Pillars for Creating an Engineering Culture Rooted in Growth  
and Innovation���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������227

Table of Contents



x

Craft a Compelling Strategic Vision��������������������������������������������������������������228

Psychological Safety������������������������������������������������������������������������������������232

Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing���������������������������������������������������������236

Growth Mindset��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������239

Autonomy and Empowerment����������������������������������������������������������������������241

Creating an Environment to Support Growth and Innovation�����������������������������243

Centralize Knowledge to Avoid Reinvention�������������������������������������������������244

Cultivate Creativity Through Idea Portals������������������������������������������������������245

Leverage Sandboxes to Safe Experimentation���������������������������������������������246

Support Creativity with Processes and Governance�������������������������������������247

Foster Innovation Through Diverse and Unbiased Hiring������������������������������248

Embedding Innovation Through Purposeful Rituals�������������������������������������������266

Sparking Innovation Through Hackathons����������������������������������������������������267

Embedding Customer Obsession Through Collaborative Design Sprints������269

Standardizing Innovation Recognition with Quarterly All-Hands  
Meetings�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������271

Accelerating Innovations Through Early Feedback���������������������������������������273

Fueling Growth Through Learning Days�������������������������������������������������������274

Learning from Stumbles to Reach New Heights�������������������������������������������276

Embracing Continuous Change��������������������������������������������������������������������������278

Modeling Adaptability and Growth as a Leader��������������������������������������������279

Driving Change Through Transparent Leader-Team Collaboration����������������281

Squandering Seeds of Innovation�����������������������������������������������������������������283

Shepherding Growth and Innovation-Oriented Cultures������������������������������������287

Takeaways���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������289

Time to Practice�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������291

Table of Contents



xi

Chapter 6: �Evaluating and Developing Your Team�����������������������������295

Using the 9-Box Model to Support Talent Calibration����������������������������������������298

Performance and Agility: A Customized Approach to the 9-Box Model��������299

Assessment Definitions: Unlocking the Essence of Performance  
and Agility�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������302

Putting It All Together: Evaluating Talent with the 9-Box Model�������������������303

Performance Reviews: The Arc for Success������������������������������������������������������314

Cadence: As Important As the Structure�������������������������������������������������������315

Structure: A Blueprint for Performance Reviews������������������������������������������319

Performance Improvement Plan: Revitalizing Potential�������������������������������������326

What Exactly Is a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP)?����������������������������327

Why Should I Adopt a Performance Improvement Plan?������������������������������328

Setting the Foundation for Performance Improvement��������������������������������329

A Blueprint for Performance Improvement Plan�������������������������������������������331

Terminations: A Necessary Evil��������������������������������������������������������������������������339

The Role of Performance Improvement Plans on Terminations��������������������340

Don’t Wait Too Long��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������341

Don’t Make the Call Unilaterally�������������������������������������������������������������������341

Lead with Heart During Hard Goodbyes�������������������������������������������������������343

Takeaways���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������344

Time to Practice�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������346

�Index��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������347

Table of Contents



xiii

About the Author

As a passionate and customer-centric 

engineering leader, Raphael Neves excels at 

fostering collaboration between engineering 

and cross-functional teams to create 

innovative and value-driven products. He 

embraces that people are the main motto for 

driving any business to success and directly 

contributes to making engineering leaders 

less tech-centric and more human-oriented. 

With extensive experience across various 

industries, he brings to his debut book the 

secret ingredients to develop a strong leadership character, build high-

performing teams, drive continuous improvement, create a rock-solid 

engineering culture, and align engineering efforts with business objectives.

Raphael dedicated more than half of his professional journey to 

leadership roles, growing teams, developing people, and fostering a 

customer-centric and human-oriented culture in his engineering teams. 



xv

Introduction

As technologists, we glorify the figure of the lone coding genius, the 

pioneering inventor, the brilliant engineer who revolutionizes industry 

armed only with caffeine and clever algorithms. This archetype dominates 

our industry’s lore—the heroic programmer who spends epic nights 

drinking coffee after coffee to solve impossible problems. The geek 

superhero whose powers lie in mastery of elegant and high-performance 

application design, design patterns, and clean code—whatever this is. 

They inspire jargon and expire low cycles of complexity but inevitably 

succumb when faced with some derivative of kryptonite, which many call 

“business value.”

This false definition of efficiency often leads us to spend too much 

time looking for unicorns to satisfy the immediate needs of our teams to 

the detriment of culture, collaboration, and the group. While many of us 

intrinsically express the desire to become the next hero, this mythology 

obscures a greater truth: innovation does not arise from the efforts of one 

person but from teams inspired and united by trust, passion, and purpose.

Ten years ago, I learned this lesson in a challenging and frustrating 

way while leading a team that performed complex systems integration for 

a major Brazilian government agency. The project required interfacing 

multiple datasets and algorithms into a robust real estate management 

application to optimize the valuation of state properties throughout 

Brazil. Our mission was to interconnect multiple data sets—property 

deeds, ownership records, tax information, geographic coordinates—into 

a unified system that could analyze the data and accurately estimate real 

estate valuation on a large scale.



xvi

The implementation required us to revamp the current system 

architecture to enable the asynchronous process of ingesting terabytes of 

disjointed data in various formats and states of degradation into a specific 

data lake. We then needed to develop proprietary algorithms to synthesize 

the inputs and process data that could quickly generate property value 

assessments aligned with the unique characteristics of the land, buildings, 

and location.

Despite the complexity and unknowns, the team collaborated 

seamlessly, overcoming technical hurdles after technical hurdles. I saw 

junior engineers adopting an attitude that I had never seen in senior 

engineers. They were hungry for success! As the end approached, a 

nontechnical roadblock arose: we had to ingest data from the Brazilian 

Army’s geographic database for precise terrain measurements and 

assessments. Our progress depended on getting access to integrate the 

application with this data.

The deadline for delivering the system was approaching, and despite 

countless demands to gain access and complete the integration, our leader 

stated that Army approval would come soon and insisted that we should 

proceed with simulated data. Trusting your word, we come together 

to align the final efforts and perform some tests before the deadline. 

When the day of delivery arrived, the team was buzzing with anxiety and 

nervousness; everything looked ready for customer demonstration and 

delivery. Then came the punch in the gut: there was still no approval 

for access to the Army database. In the absence of these geographic 

coordinates, an essential part of the system’s functionality was completely 

disabled, rendering the application useless. Despite all our efforts, we were 

unable to deliver the project as promised.

The team was completely frustrated because the solution, despite 

being well-designed, did not deliver the expected value to our customers. 

We failed. Our leader, instead of acknowledging their unchecked 

assurances and supporting us, exploded with blame and toxic abuse. He 
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criticized me in front of astonished customer representatives, decimating 

my credibility by falsely accusing me of incompetence and mishandling 

the entire initiative.

Back at the office, he continued his tirade, publicly embarrassing 

our team in front of the entire company despite our tireless work and 

dedication. His duplicity and aggressiveness completely destroyed our 

morale and confidence. From that moment on, I realized that a good 

engineering leader is not one who has the greatest technical knowledge 

but rather one who is capable of inspiring people to achieve remarkable 

results collectively through care and compassion. Someone with enough 

humility to recognize their mistakes and learn from them. A leader who 

takes responsibility, especially when things get off track.

It doesn’t matter how beautiful the solution your team builds, how 

many hours they dedicate, or how much effort they put into their work if 

they don’t have someone to inspire them, to set an example, to remove 

obstacles, to help them understand the intricacies of whys behind every 

business need. Understand that, as a leader, you can make or break your 

team. Forget the familiar analogies that many companies preach as part 

of their culture. This is nonsense to attract candidates. Instead, view 

your team as a professional sports team. Understand that your players 

will have good and bad days, excellent skills, and many opportunities for 

improvement. They will train day after day and will commit to pushing 

each other to deliver their best. They will prepare daily to improve their 

skills to achieve the ultimate goal: winning the championship. Sometimes 

they will win, and sometimes they will fail. But this is trivial because they 

were forged in a culture of mutual support, where the success of some 

depends on the success of others. Still, there is no magic ingredient to 

make this happen. They need a maestro to maintain their pulse, control 

over priorities, and the desire to succeed and overcome obstacles. They 

need you!
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I hope these pages inspire you to reject the mythology of the hero 

engineer and the common misconception that successful engineering 

leaders are those who carry strong technical knowledge. However, my 

greatest hope is that my experience and practical advice will contribute 

to your journey in adopting an empowering, human-centered approach 

tailored to our industry. Keep an open mind, and I promise you that at 

the end of this immersion, you will realize that taking a people-focused 

approach is just as important and impactful as your technical knowledge.

�Who Should Read This Book?
This book is designed primarily for engineering leaders looking to 

challenge the status quo of traditional technical leadership and adopt 

an approach where people are the catalyst for business success and 

growth. Regardless of your industry or experience or whether you lead 

a small team or an entire department, this book will provide valuable 

insights, strategies, and practical tools to enhance your skills, optimize 

your collaboration with cross-functional partners, and help your team 

members thrive.

Furthermore, it is also relevant for senior engineers who aspire to 

leadership roles or who seek to become more influential in their teams. 

The concepts of delivering feedback, communicating effectively, being 

a mentor and mentee, understanding how to contribute sustainably to 

the team’s success, fostering group dynamics, and promoting a culture of 

innovation and continuous learning are fundamental for any experienced 

engineer. If you want to go beyond code, this book is for you.

However, the principles and strategies discussed in the following pages 

are universally applicable and transferable across sectors and functions. 

So, if you want to understand how to impact your business by placing 

people as the main driver of change and success, this book is a practical 

and enlightening resource for your leadership journey.
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�How This Book Is Structured
This book was created using personal models forged throughout my career, 

with the intention of serving as a reference guide and personal roadmap 

to support you in your career growth. Some chapters are interconnected, 

and following the suggested order can make it easier to immerse yourself 

in the next subjects. However, despite this logical connection, each chapter 

adds value individually, and you can jump from one to another to address 

a specific topic. Also, at the end of each chapter, you will find the most 

significant conclusions, followed by practical exercises to help you connect 

the content of this book with your reality.

In Chapter 1, we will explore the principles that I have focused on 

throughout my career path to become an effective leader. These skills are 

the foundation for everyone who wants to become more influential on 

their teams, from individual contributors to senior leaders. We begin to 

explore the importance of leading by example and establishing that you 

are the living model for how your team will behave and perform. A strong 

leader does not shy away from difficult challenges and sees adversity as an 

opportunity for growth, embodying a positive attitude, being responsible, 

defending their integrity regardless of the situation, and honoring their 

words with actions. Next, we will discuss the importance of developing 

emotional intelligence and empowering high-performing individuals. 

People don’t like following orders for the sake of following orders, but 

rather, they need context and clarity about their impact on the overall 

objective; they need purpose and autonomy. Additionally, accepting 

feedback and maintaining a constructive mindset are important principles 

to enable your long-term growth. The chapter ends with strategies for 

adopting clear communication and managing your time efficiently—topics 

often overlooked by engineering leaders.

Next, we will cover different leadership styles, highlighting their 

benefits, pitfalls, and main characteristics. It’s about demystifying the 

misconception of the one-size-fits-all approach that we intrinsically 
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carry in our minds. It’s okay to prefer adopting one leadership style over 

another, but acting as an autocratic leader when the situation requires 

more collaboration or adopting the mentality of extreme delegation when 

your team requires close guidance may not be as effective as you think. 

You will finish this chapter with a new perspective and a desire to adapt 

your leadership style based on the situation, each individual’s level of 

confidence, and competence.

Moving forward, you will be exposed to the most significant aspects of 

improving your team dynamics and collaboration with cross-functional 

partners. You will learn techniques for creating meaningful one-on-one 

connections and recognizing strengths, areas for improvement, and the 

true ignitors of each team member or colleague with whom you nurture a 

relationship. We’ll explore the importance of embracing a customer-centric 

culture as your core motto and how you can collaborate with Product 

teams to craft impactful roadmaps forged in reality. This chapter also offers 

a modern approach to supporting the new normal of leading remote and 

hybrid teams supported by diversity and trust. Last but not least, I’ll share 

my framework for running one-on-one meetings that really matter.

As a leader, one of the most essential activities in your daily routine will 

be to unleash the potential of others through mentoring and coaching. I 

will equip you with the tools to build mentoring programs adapted to the 

needs and realities of your team members, allowing you to create relevant 

and concrete Individual Development Plans covering technical skills and 

soft skills.

Additionally, we will discuss the importance of fostering growth and 

innovation, creating a culture of creativity and experimentation that views 

change as a positive factor for business growth. However, it is necessary to use 

practical strategies to launch these new ideas and find the right stakeholders 

and decision-makers to bring them to fruition. You’ll understand how to 

properly manage stakeholder relationships, advocate for your team’s needs, 

align them with company values and mission, and optimize your hiring 

process to balance technical skill with culture and diversity.
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Finally, we will discuss different definitions of success and metrics, 

with the aim of helping you adopt practical strategies to establish reward 

cycles and handle promotions and performance reviews fairly and 

efficiently.

Introduction



1© Raphael Neves 2024 
R. Neves, The Engineering Leadership Playbook,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/979-8-8688-0140-2_1

CHAPTER 1

Principles to Become 
an Effective 
Engineering Leader
Leadership is a journey of continuous growth that requires dedication, 

patience, and an openness to learn. For engineering leaders, while 

technical expertise may help you step into a management role, 

foundational leadership principles shape your capacity to guide and 

inspire teams.

This chapter will explore the core principles contributing to authentic, 

effective engineering leadership. These include leading by example, where 

leaders become living models of the standards they set by displaying 

integrity, fostering work ethics, and matching words with actions.

We will also discuss the importance of emotional intelligence (EQ) 

in handling your own emotions and understanding the feelings of 

others, enabling more transparent communication and empathy-driven 

decisions, and fostering a collaborative environment where team members 

feel valued and understood.

Also, we will cover empowering your team by gaining a deep 

understanding of their aspirations and abilities. This empathetic 

leadership allows you to unlock their potential by providing growth 

opportunities, open communication channels, and recognition.

https://doi.org/10.1007/979-8-8688-0140-2_1#DOI
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Creating a feedback culture is also imperative, where bidirectional, 

nonjudgmental feedback facilitates continuous improvement and trust. 

This principle is complemented by the growth mindset, where challenges 

become opportunities to learn and adapt rather than failures to avoid. 

Finally, we will explore time management strategies that enhance focus 

and prevent burnout and communication techniques that elucidate 

complex concepts, align objectives, and build robust connections.

Although not a checklist, these principles offer guideposts to help 

engineering leaders cultivate team environments where innovation and 

excellence can thrive. Leadership demands lifelong learning, but you will 

be well-equipped to make a meaningful impact with an open mind and 

concerted effort.

�Lead by Example
Leadership hinges on authenticity and action, and true leaders embody 

the values they advocate, consistently demonstrating innovation, 

customer-centricity, and a balanced work ethic. By setting realistic 

standards, they foster excellence within their teams, always emphasizing 

co-creation and mutual growth. Besides that, a leader’s optimism and 

resilience, especially during challenges, shape team morale, while their 

transparency and accountability bolster trust and open communication.

Leaders invite feedback and introspect to ensure alignment between 

their words and actions for continual growth. At the heart of transformative 

leadership lies integrity, where ethical choices prevail over fleeting 

benefits, building a legacy of trust, respect, and principled decisions.
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�Role Modeling: Leading Through Action
Leading by example means role modeling desired behaviors and attitudes 

so your team can mirror them. It goes far beyond voicing values—you must 

become a living, breathing embodiment of what you advocate. Moreover, 

role modeling deals intimately with your persona, character, and 

disposition. Your everyday conduct, tackling challenges, and responding to 

successes and failures form the blueprint your team will consciously and 

subconsciously follow.

Do you want to cultivate bold innovation? Don’t just say it—

demonstrate it. Tackle stagnant processes yourself; brainstorm with other 

teams—pilot cutting-edge tools. Making innovation tangible through your 

efforts lays the foundation for your team to reflect that inventive spirit. Or 

suppose you aim for relentless customer-centricity; make it real for your 

team. Share customer pain points, invite users to discuss experiences, and 

spend time interacting with frontline staff to gain empathy. When you live 

the commitment to understanding customers, your team will weave that 

perspective into all they do.

Great role models embrace and live their words. Take leaders who 

advise work-life balance but email at midnight; those mixed signals breed 

cynicism and eroding influence. Authenticity is key; when you live the 

behaviors you endorse, the impact amplifies exponentially, and trust and 

respect flourish.

Still, role modeling has challenges, making perseverance and self- 

awareness vital. You must consistently self-assess—“Do my actions align 

with the values my team needs?” But the rewards outweigh the work. By 

embedding desired behaviors, you imprint excellence into their identity, 

transforming your team’s achievements and who they become.

To master role modeling, identify a few core behaviors integral to 

your team’s success. For example, if agility and continuous learning are 

critical, demonstrate your appetite for new skills, processes, and tools. 

Or, if creativity and out-of-the-box thinking are essential, share stories 
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of how you broke old rules and tried unconventional approaches to 

spark new ideas. Your willingness to defy the status quo will embolden 

your team to do the same, so make your learning journey transparent to 

motivate others.

Of course, no one exhibits ideal behaviors all the time. Admit 

your mistakes and share lessons learned from occasional lapses. Your 

transparency will build trust and reassure your team that growth, not 

perfection, is the goal.

�Setting the Bar: Demanding Excellence 
Through Standards
As a leader, establishing ambitious yet realistic performance standards 

is essential. Your precise expectations regarding quality, effort, and 

excellence send powerful messages about the behaviors you demand from 

your team. Suppose you uphold elevated standards personally and provide 

the mentoring, training, and resources to help your team reach them. 

In that case, you cultivate an environment where stellar achievements 

become the norm rather than the exception—setting the bar high 

stimulates your team members to unleash their fullest potential.

However, your set standards must align directly with your team’s 

capabilities. Boldly proclaiming the need for revolutionary innovation 

will ring hollow if your team lacks foundational creative thinking, design, 

or experimentation skills. You must ensure standards are grounded in a 

realistic appraisal of strengths and developmental areas.

When establishing exact performance benchmarks and rubrics, 

involve your team directly in framing what success looks like at each 

level; people hate to be told what to do without clarity on the benefits and 

impact of doing it. Co-creating quality standards together breeds intrinsic 

motivation and ownership, driving more extraordinary dedication, 

whereas standards erected as top-down mandates from leadership often 
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produce resentment or apathy. Enable your people to stretch themselves 

beyond their comfort zone safely. Once you set these precise standards, 

reference them frequently when providing developmental feedback, 

coaching, and recognition. Consistently reinforcing priorities gives your 

team tangible targets to chase, cementing a culture of excellence rather 

than settling for mediocrity.

Just as crucial, hold yourself equally accountable to the high 

expectations you outlined. As the leader, casually dismissing or 

rationalizing sloppy work, missed deadlines, or half-efforts can severely 

damage your credibility and signal that your standards are arbitrary 

rather than sacrosanct. Remember, you set the ceiling for what your team 

believes is possible—so reach for the sky.

Although elevated standards appropriately scaffold success, you must 

keep expectations from becoming suffocating. Provide space for iteration, 

exploration, failure, and course correction with ample guidance; let 

your bars stretch capabilities to new levels, not impose rigid, unrealistic 

limitations.

�Promoting Positivity: Enabling Teams to Thrive
As an engineering leader, maintaining an upbeat, optimistic mindset 

and modeling resilience—even in great adversity—is essential. Your 

attitude significantly sways team morale, motivation, and performance. 

When faced with setbacks, demonstrating composure and persisting 

with a solutions-focus shows your team how to reframe obstacles as 

opportunities. Your ability to remain positive in challenging moments 

motivates them to embrace change.

Genuine positivity means tackling even complex issues eagerly, 

extracting learnings from failures. Balance constructive feedback with 

celebrating wins—big and small—and make reflecting on past failures a 

regular habit. Your resilience in bouncing back from defeats will inspire 

your team to view them as springboards.
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In engineering, complexity and tight deadlines are the norm, and as 

a team leader, all eyes turn to you when pressure mounts. Demonstrating 

grace under stress and responding eagerly with solutions, not panic, 

it’s essential to set the tone and motivate your team to mirror your 

unflappable attitude amid challenges.

Nurture a culture where people voice concerns openly, propose 

solutions freely, debate respectfully, and acknowledge anxiety; 

regular touchpoints prevent problems from being buried. Recognize 

achievements, contributions, and growth consistently, not just upon 

major milestones—value mainly when your team demonstrates a 

positive attitude in the face of adversity. Employees regularly affirmed for 

improvements feel valued and outdo themselves.

Express confidence in your team’s abilities continuously, especially 

when challenges arise. Your unwavering belief in their potential to analyze, 

brainstorm, and succeed together as a unit powerfully motivates them 

to attempt feats they would never have imagined possible without your 

buoyant faith.

Promoting enduring positivity requires mindfulness, empathy, 

resilience, and authenticity from leaders. But the immense gains in team 

loyalty, creativity, and fulfillment make it worthwhile. Your leadership sets 

the emotional tone—so let optimism and community shine through.

�Exemplifying Accountability: How You Should 
Own Mistakes
Accountability must be paramount to you as someone working on the front 

line. You must take responsibility for mistakes and model transparency. 

However much you aim for flawless execution, errors are inevitable, but how 

you own your missteps reveals your integrity. Rather than trivializing failures, 

you should demonstrate accountability by readily admitting and absorbing 

lessons from mistakes. This ownership signals your commitment to truth and 

fallibility—that you are equally human and imperfect as a leader.
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Displaying accountability for errors sets a powerful precedent for your 

team, yielding several benefits:

First, it fosters open communication and trust. Taking ownership of 

errors signals that despite the high standards you’ve set for your team, you 

don’t demand perfect execution, and this attitude cultivates a transparent 

environment where people voice concerns freely, enabling collaborative 

problem-solving. Second, you earn team-wide respect by holding yourself 

to the same standards as everyone else. Your accountability displays that 

universal expectations bind all levels, not just junior members. Third, you 

promote resilience by treating missteps as opportunities for improvement 

rather than punishments, and your team develops the capacity to recover 

from setbacks, not rationalize them away. Finally, when you demonstrate 

accountability, you implicitly empower your team to take responsibility for 

their acts rather than pass on blame. This ownership significantly boosts 

their engagement, dedication, and performance.

Of course, no leader implements accountability flawlessly. Sometimes 

denial, frustration, or pride obstructs your objectivity. But introspection, 

humility, and self-correction help you own mistakes graciously.

Rather than upholding an illusion of infallibility, accountable leaders 

like yourself reveal their humanity. With patience and courage, view errors 

through a growth mindset. Let accountability strengthen trust, respect, and 

collective ownership on your team. Work through mistakes openly. The 

rewards of credibility and cohesion are immense.
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�Walking the Talk: Aligning Your Words 
and Behavior
As an engineering leader, your words have power, but your actions speak 

volumes, and you must embody and exemplify the values and principles 

you advocate vocally in your behaviors. When your words and deeds form 

a unified message, it builds immense credibility and trust with your team.

This alignment demands constantly evaluating whether your acts 

mirror your stated values and vision; regular self-reflection allows you to 

spot inconsistencies between what you say and what you do. When those 

gaps emerge, correct your behaviors to realign with your words. Invite 

candid feedback directly from your team members on how they perceive 

your behaviors versus your speeches and stated priorities. Respond 

graciously to this feedback by implementing changes to strengthen 

alignment between your words and actions once these external insights 

help to expose your blind spots.

Practice radical transparency with your team by openly discussing 

your decision-making process, successes, and most significant challenges. 

Sharing the behind-the-scenes journey demonstrates authenticity and 

reinforces your messaging.

Look for opportunities to reinforce your stated values and priorities 

through your behaviors consistently: arrive early to meetings to 

demonstrate respect for others’ time and take courageous or decisive 

moves when a situation calls for it, underscoring boldness and 

responsibility at critical moments. These small acts help cement your 

values and priorities beyond lofty speeches or vision statements. When 

the occasional misstep happens, acknowledge the mistake openly and 

transparently as part of your growth process. These authentic reflections 

on your gaps further humanize you as a leader, strengthening trust and 

bonds with the team.
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Whenever you notice misalignment between your words and actions, 

dig deeper into the roots of that gap. Do you genuinely lack some of the 

skills needed to execute what you preach fully? Are unrealistic expectations 

or poor planning clouding your vision? This type of introspection, coupled 

with targeted corrections, will gradually enhance your ability to walk the 

talk consistently as a leader.

Part of leading means asking yourself daily, “Are my words, priorities, 

and vision aligned with my actual behaviors and actions?” With constant 

dedication and commitment to personal growth, you’ll find that the gap 

between your speech and deeds will continue to narrow over time. Your 

authenticity and character as a leader will become a source of inspiration 

for your team. Despite challenging, cultivating true values alignment 

ultimately uplifts and transforms teams to reach new heights.

�Upholding Integrity: Remaining True 
to Your Principles
Integrity forms the bedrock of your identity as a leader. You carry a unique 

set of principles, values, and ethics that govern your perception of right 

versus wrong, and maintaining integrity demands navigating situations 

thoughtfully and preserving your core beliefs as challenges arise.

Leaders often face predicaments that force negotiating between 

professional success and personal values. Those who choose convenient 

or rewarding paths over ethical ones in these pivotal moments reveal their 

true priorities. However, influential leaders know where the boundary 

rests, and regardless of the consequences, they choose integrity.

Making the harder but morally sound choice tells your team what you 

stand for. When you uphold principles with conviction, you set an example 

for others to do the same in future dilemmas, building an environment 

where ethical, transparent behavior becomes the norm. Naturally, the path 

of integrity is often rigorous and will require sacrifice once opportunity 
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costs always exist. Still, integrity means playing the long game, not 

compromising future trust and credibility for fleeting gain. When you make 

values-driven decisions, you take your team two steps forward, even if you 

must step back as an individual.

Begin by identifying your personal values and moral standards. This 

clarity provides an ethical framework when faced with murky situations. It 

also allows communicating expectations for principled leadership throughout 

your organization. Then scrutinize your choices under the lens of integrity. 

Ask yourself: Does this align with my values? Does it feel right deep down? Is 

there any nagging doubt? The answers help reveal the wise path forward.

Rest assured that no leader is perfect; demonstrate a willingness to 

renew your commitment going forward, and make ethics and transparency 

central, not supplementary, in all you do! Remarkable leaders inspire 

not just through accolades but also character. Integrity builds trusting, 

principled teams who admire you for what you do and who you are.

�Develop Emotional Intelligence
In an industry where technical expertise often serves as the primary measure 

of success, a critical yet frequently overlooked component carries considerable 

weight in engineering leadership: Emotional intelligence (EQ). EQ—the 

ability to comprehend, utilize, and manage your emotions positively—is 

pivotal in relieving stress, communicating effectively, empathizing with 

others, surmounting challenges, and defusing conflict. As leaders in software 

engineering, understanding that emotions can significantly influence our 

behavior and interpersonal relationships is essential.

This awareness allows us to manage our feelings and those of our 

team members, particularly during high-pressure situations. By leveraging 

EQ, you can foster a collaborative environment where each member 

feels valued and understood, improving productivity and innovation. In 

the ensuing sections, we will explore strategies to enhance your EQ and 

integrate it effectively into your role as an engineering leader.
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�Understanding Emotional Intelligence (EQ)
EQ is the keystone of effective leadership regardless of the industry. 

However, it holds particular significance in engineering leadership, where 

leaders frequently navigate diverse teams, mediate conflicts, negotiate 

trade-offs, and drive innovation—all tasks requiring high emotional 

awareness and understanding.

A leader with high EQ can recognize their emotional state and the 

feelings of others, making informed decisions that consider not just 

the technical or logical aspects but also the human elements. The most 

effective solutions often come from balancing these elements, further 

underscoring the importance of EQ as a principle to becoming an 

influential leader. This ability is crucial to effective communication, a 

productive work environment, and a team-oriented culture.

�Components of EQ
Emotional Intelligence comprises several key components, each integral 

to understanding and application. Firstly, self-awareness involves 

understanding one’s emotions, strengths, and weaknesses and recognizing 

how they impact our actions and decisions. Then there’s self-regulation, 

which is about controlling or redirecting potentially disruptive emotions 

and impulses, all while upholding standards of honesty and integrity. 

On the other hand, motivation isn’t just about achieving goals; it’s about 

being passionately driven to achieve for the very sake of achievement. 

Equally important is empathy, which calls for a keen consideration and 

understanding of others’ feelings, especially when making decisions. 

Lastly, adept social skills revolve around managing relationships, forging 

strong networks, seeking common ground, and fostering rapport.
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