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Simply Managing by Henry Mintzberg 
Best Wildland Fire Leadership Level to read this book: 

•  Levels 4 (Leader of Leaders) and 5 (Leader of Organizations). 

Why Read Simply Managing? 
Simply Managing invites readers to dive into the nuanced and intricate world of management, 
challenging the popular belief that management is a rigorous science. Henry Mintzberg presents 
management as a craft – one that evolves through experience and is anchored in human 
relationships. Managers navigate their role by balancing three fundamental dynamics: 
interpersonal (focused on relationships), informational (centered on knowledge), and decisional 
(related to actions). 

In a world marked by constant change, Mintzberg underscores the necessity of reflection and 
adaptability. The essence of his message is clear: management transcends mere control and 
strategy. It is about guiding teams through challenges, inspiring individuals, and striking a 
balance between ambitious visions and the realities of everyday operations. 

As you read through the book and this discussion guide, ask yourself – are leadership and 
management separate? Should they be? 

For more leadership ideas and to dig deeper, check out the Wildland Fire Leadership 
Development Program (WFLDP) blog, Facebook page, Professional Reading Program, and 
more at the links below: 

Blog:  http://wildlandfireleadership.blogspot.com/ 

Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/WFLDP 

Professional Reading Program:  https://www.nwcg.gov/wfldp/toolbox/professional-reading-program 

Main WFLDP page:  https://www.nwcg.gov/training/wildland-fire-leadership-development-program  

http://wildlandfireleadership.blogspot.com/
https://www.facebook.com/WFLDP
https://www.nwcg.gov/wfldp/toolbox/professional-reading-program
https://www.nwcg.gov/training/wildland-fire-leadership-development-program
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Simply Managing Key Themes and Concepts 

Management as a Craft 
Mintzberg characterizes management as a blend of art, science, and craft. Effective managers 
bring creativity and analytical skills to their roles, enhanced by practical experience. They are 
adept at adapting to the situation at hand, leaning on their intuition rather than following rigid 
rules. 

Wildland fire leadership requires balancing the technical aspects of fire and the experienced 
based decision making of managing teams. How do we balance science, such as fire behavior 
predictions, with the on-the-ground intuition needed during a fire? How do we ensure that less 
experienced team members gain the “craft” of fire leadership through mentorship and practice? 

Reflect on this quote: “Managing is neither a science nor a profession; it is a practice, learned 
through experience, and rooted in context.” 

The Three Roles of a Manager: Interpersonal, Informational, and Decisional 
Mintzberg identifies three interconnected roles that are essential for effective management: 
interpersonal, informational, and decisional. In wildland fire, relationships and team cohesion are 
critical to safety and success. As a leader you need to motivate, build trust, and create a shared 
vision under intense circumstances. This requires a fluidity of shifting roles to connect with your 
team. 

Interpersonal Role: As a leader, you inspire and guide your team while building relationships 
and serving as a liaison between diverse groups. 

Informational Role: This role involves collecting, sharing, and interpreting critical information to 
support crucial decision-making. It is about ensuring that your team possesses the knowledge 
necessary for effective action. The trick is understanding what information needs to be shared 
and what doesn’t. 

Decisional Role: In this capacity, Mintzberg illustrates that managers must allocate resources 
wisely and tackle problems head-on, making choices that shape the team’s and the 
organization’s future. Hard decisions create tough circumstances, especially with competing 
objectives. (Too much to do and not enough resources to do it) 

Questions for Reflection: 

- Which of Mintzberg’s three managerial roles comes most naturally to you? 

- Which one challenges you the most? 

- What strategies do you use to build trust and motivate your team? 

- How do you ensure your team feels heard and valued in their work? 

On Leadership and Collaboration 
Mintzberg draws an important distinction: “Managers are not like orchestra conductors, directing 
from above. They are more like symphony players, playing alongside and supporting their 
teams.” This metaphor encapsulates the collaborative nature of modern management. 
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The Messiness of Management 
Managing is inherently messy. High risk, unpredictable environments like wildland fire make this 
worse. Managers encounter continuous ambiguity, unpredictability, and conflicting demands. 
Mintzberg emphasizes that the ability to "manage on the fly" is crucial for effective leadership, 
highlighting the need for resilience in facing daily complexities. 

Self-Awareness and Reflection 
Reflective practice is vital for effective management. Leaders must consider their actions, learn 
from experiences, and actively seek feedback. Leadership is personal; self-understanding 
deepens connections with others. 

“Management is about connecting and inspiring others. But before you can do that, you need to 
understand yourself.” 

Balancing Strategy and Operations 
Managers bridge the gap between aspirational goals and the daily actions of their teams. 
Mintzberg urges leaders to align their strategies with operational realities while maintaining the 
flexibility to adapt as necessary. 

How do you balance long-term strategic goals with the immediate needs of your team? 

Practical Leadership Applications 
Embrace Complexity: Recognize that ambiguity and unpredictability are part of leadership. 
Focus on developing adaptability and decision-making skills under pressure. 

Build Trust and Relationships: Strong interpersonal skills lie at the core of successful 
management. Spend time understanding your team and nurturing collaboration. 

Communicate Effectively: Ensure clear and consistent communication by acting as both a 
source and interpreter of information. 

Reflect and Adapt: Regularly evaluate your leadership practices, seek feedback, and make 
adjustments. Growth hinges on self-awareness and intentional change. 

Align Vision with Action: Mintzberg contends that your team must understand how their daily 
contributions connect to broader organizational goals. 

Questions for Reflection: 

- How do you handle uncertainty and competing demands in your leadership role? 

- Can you recall a time when you had to adapt quickly to unexpected challenges? What did you 
learn? 

- What steps do you take to reflect on and improve your leadership practices? 

- How do you incorporate feedback from others into your growth as a leader? 
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