Leading Your Friends: 9 Ways to Lead Your Former Peers
Congratulations – you’ve just been promoted to Team Lead!
What’s the bad news?  It’s the same team you’ve been on.  How are you going to lead your friends?
One of the hardest things to do as a leader is to lead your peers.  When you all come from the same starting point, what is the basis of your authority? How do you suddenly start to take charge?
Today we’ll talk about what makes this transition so challenging, and give you nine techniques to get started on the right foot at the next level.
Can We Still be Friends?
It can be a touchy situation.  You were among a group of equals, everyone on about the same footing.  Maybe you hung out socially, let your hair down a little, complained about the boss together.  Then suddenly, somebody named you to lead the team.
Now your loyalties are torn. You want to remain true to your friends.  But you are also responsible for the team.  You have to be impartial, treat everyone fairly, hold people accountable.
How is that going to work?  What happens when one of your friends messes up?
You can’t give a “pass” for bad behavior.  If you grant special favors for friends it undermines your credibility with everyone else.
And if you used to be that person who was always taking taking short cuts the boss wouldn’t approve of, it’s going to be hard to suddenly expect that others don’t do what you’ve been doing.
As David Dye writes writes at Trailblaze.com, the transition to leader will be less difficult if you already lead from where you are, even before you have that formal title.
If you always set a good example, treat all others with respect, and focus on being a good teammate, it is going to be a lot easier to step into your new role.
So start with that – then check out these nine techniques you can use to help you make that transition effectively (notice that I didn’t say “smoothly”).
9 Ways to Break Out of Your Peer Group
1. Mark the occasion.  It helps if there is some event that clearly marks the transition to formal leadership.  It could be as simple as the boss gathering everyone and making an announcement. Or, as in the military, a more formal event involving new insignia of rank, forms of address, and manners.
It helps to make the change feel official so that everyone recognizes the the starting point of a new chapter.
2. Start over.  Face it, it’s going to be awkward at first telling your friends what to do.  So do what a leader does: deal with the awkwardness, and not let it linger in the room like a funny smell that no one wants to acknowledge.
Get one-on-one with those you are closest to and get the facts out in the open.
“We are still friends, and I value our friendship.  But now that they have made me team lead, I’m responsible for the entire team now.  That might mean that sometimes I have to make decisions or do things that you don’t agree with.  I hope you are OK with that.”
If they really are your friend, they will agree to deal with it.  If they don’t, maybe they weren’t a true friend to begin with; give them a little while to adjust, but it might be time move on.
3. Move out.  The moment any one my Soldiers was promoted to the rank of Sergeant, we always moved him out of his barracks room and into a different one. Having a little physical space between leader and led can be helpful.
Living or working too closely with just a small part of the team can impart a sense of unfairness, and you may be tempted to micro-manage.  If you can change cubicles, switch desks, or alter where you hang your hat, the physical distance can help.
4. Build support.  In fact, while you are talking one-on-one with your friends, ask for their support.  Liane Davey writing for Harvard Business Reviewsuggests asking for help in specific areas.  You don’t suddenly have all the answers now that you are the leader.
When you tell them that you are counting on their help, you are telling them that you still value what they have to offer.
Related:  What to Do When They Know More Than You
5. Give them some space. After being named a project lead at Jet Propulsion Laboratories, Adam Steltzner continued to go to every “Thirsty Thursday” party night with his team.  In “The Right Kind of Crazy” he tells us that he eventually learned that he shouldn’t have.
You will have a desire to be liked by everyone on the team and keep up your former ways.  But the team needs room to let off steam, complain about the boss, and relax.  They can’t do that if you are always there.  Give them some space to let their hair down without you around.
6. Build a new peer group.  Speaking of friends, it’s time for you to cultivate some new ones.  There’s nothing wrong with the ones you have, but they won’t be dealing with leadership issues like you will.  You can’t confide in them, and they don’t have any experiences they can share to help you solve the new challenges you’ll face.
You need to forge new relationships with people who are in the same boat as you.  Reach out to the other leaders at your level to share experiences, trade best practices, and build support.
Related:  5 Connections You Need for a Powerful Leadership Network
7. Get some knowledge.  Another tried and true method is to get equipped with additional knowledge that your peers may not have.  If your organization offers any leadership training, ask to be included.  If there are other teams like yours, go visit them, meet their leaders, see what they do, and learn what you can.
When you have a broader understanding of your environment and greater experience, it will give you an edge when trying to lead your team.
8. Get connected.  Another way to get some knowledge is to make sure you are well connected with your boss.  Ask to meet with them one-on-one.  Get their vision and goals, open the lines of communication with them so you understand their expectations and can lead your team to meet them.
As the leader, you represent the team to your boss, and you represent your boss to the team.  Build that special connection, and your access will help you influence your team.
9. Deal with resistance.  The fact that you were the one who was tapped for leadership could cause a little jealousy or hurt feelings.  You might see eye-rolling, hear sarcastic comments, or experience minor acts of passive-aggressive sabotage.  You have to deal with this immediately or it might only get worse.
Don’t make a scene.  Talk to them off to the side, stay calm, and ask for their support.  If they are doing something that you used to do, acknowledge it, then explain your new perspective on things.
Leading Your Friends – The Takeaway
It’s great that you are moving up in the world, and it doesn’t mean you have to lose your friends.  But if you want to make the transition to leader successfully, it’s important to recognize that some things will have to change.
If you are a person of good character who has earned the trust of your teammates, you are already off to a good start.
Using one or more of the approaches above will help you and your friends mark the transition point and understand how to work through the challenges of your new reality.
What else can you do to become a successful leader?  Check out the Essential Leadership Skills for the New Manager course to build your leadership skills and focus your team-building efforts.  The first several videos are free, and I bet your friends will notice the difference…
Lead On!
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A really interesting article! Thank you for the opportunity to comment upon it.

I selected this one as it caught my eye and took me back to when I was promoted from constable to sergeant in the Metropolitan Police Service London. This happened after two and a half years’ service which is considered quite a quick time period within the police service. As per what is outlined within this article, I had been promoted within the same police station but not with the team I had been working on. However, the new team I supervised overlapped with my old one – so I did have a lot to do with them even though I had moved on. Very often our shifts teams would work together and have joint operations.  I did therefore experience quite a few issues with the perception of my ‘quick’ promotion after I had settled in – particularly from those who had an extensive service in the police. I discovered there were a few officers who were very jealous of my promotion and did not agree with the fact that someone with only just under three years’ service was now responsible for directing their activities. 

In hindsight I applied the collective principle number 9 of this paper pretty quickly – I dealt with the resistance! I did so by firstly asking for those who doubted me to ‘start over’ (principle 2) and by asking for their support (principle 4.)  I also told them that I had worked really hard to make this happen for myself and that they too had that option if they wanted to get on in the ‘job’! I also acknowledged and bowed to their greater experience and asked them to ‘keep an eye’ on me as I found my feet as a  sergeant in London. It was perhaps a little easier for me as I wasn’t a ‘youngster’ and had come from a teaching background – so I used some of my former communicative skills to smooth things over. 

One thing that I did stop quickly was being referred to by my name rather than my title (e.g. “OK Sgt – I will do that”  - rather than “OK Mark – leave it with me.”) I think professional boundaries are really important to establish that distance which is needed as a supervisor. It wasn’t about the ‘title’ – I just knew if I allowed that informality at an early point - then this would potentially compromise my supervisory position in the future – especially in situations where I would need to refuse requests or deal with disciplinary matters. I suppose this was a bit like principle three of this paper – I ‘moved out’ from my old position into a new one!   

After subsequent promotions  - I have since passed this learning on to new Sgts who I have witnessed struggling with the transition from being a team member to supervisor. You need to have a plan and be confident in your ability to execute it – whilst showing some humility. A sense of humour in the right circumstances also helps – e.g. when you get things wrong – and no one is hurt – reflect, learn and move on with a smile! That’s my motto! 
