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5 SUBTLE MOVES

A practitioner's guide for managers, directors, and everyone navigating the people
above them.

By Dan Romano, PMP | anrosol.com

Introduction
Most leaders were taught to lead visibly. Decisively. With authority.

And so the people around them learned to reflect that authority back, instead of telling
them the truth.

Harvard researcher Amy Edmondson spent two decades studying why some teams
speak up and others go silent. What she found kept pointing to the same thing: trust is
not built through directives. It is built or quietly destroyed in five-second moments. A
glance. A pause. An answer given before the question was finished.

The moves that follow are not techniques. They are disciplines. Practiced consistently,
they shift the entire dynamic of how people experience your leadership, whether you
lead a team, a department, or the person above you.

Move 1: Ask Before You Answer

Every time a leader fills a silence with an answer, a team member learns to stop
thinking. It happens gradually and invisibly. The team adjusts. The team goes quiet. And
the leader wonders why no one speaks up in meetings.

Subtle leaders ask before they answer. Not to perform curiosity, but because they
understand that a brief question can redirect a meeting more effectively than a long
explanation. The question creates space. Space creates ownership. Ownership creates
trust.

Try this:

When someone brings you a problem, ask: "What have you already considered?"
before offering anything.
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In meetings, pose a question to the group before sharing your own view.

When managing upwards, ask your manager what a successful outcome looks like
before proposing your solution.

Move 2: Let Discomfort Sit

Most leaders are trained to resolve tension quickly. But the instinct to fill silence,
smooth over conflict, or move past difficult moments is one of the fastest ways to train a
team to keep problems to themselves.

Subtle leaders resist the pull of immediate reaction. They let discomfort sit in the room
long enough for someone else to name it. This practiced distance, sometimes called
detachment, allows clearer judgment when stakes are high. It also signals to others that
difficult truths are welcome here.

Try this:

After asking a question, count silently to seven before speaking. Let the silence
work.

When tension surfaces in a team conversation, name it rather than redirect away
from it.

When managing upwards, resist the urge to over-explain or soften difficult news.
State it clearly and let it land.

Move 3: Control Your Visible Reactions

It is not the dramatic moments that destroy psychological safety. Not the outbursts. Not
the public criticism. It is the small ones. The slight frown at bad news. The visible
frustration when a plan changes. The impatience when someone takes too long to get to
the point.

Teams watch what leaders tolerate, reward, and model. When a manager reacts visibly
to bad news, a team member decides, often unconsciously, never to bring it again. Every
reaction is a data point. Over time, those data points define what is safe to say and what
is not.

Try this:

When you receive unexpected or unwelcome news, respond first with a question,
not an expression.

Notice your micro-reactions in meetings, the small signals your face sends before
your words do.
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When managing upwards, deliver difficult information with composure.
Emotional steadiness is perceived as competence.

Move 4: Give Credit Precisely

Vague recognition like "great job everyone" is almost worthless. It signals that the leader
wasn't watching closely. Precise recognition signals the opposite: I see what you actually
did, and I value it specifically.

Subtle leaders understand that recognition will come through giving credit, and that it
will be measured and clear. This consistency builds the kind of trust that compounds
over time. People know where they stand. They know how decisions are made. And they
know that their contributions are seen.

Try this:

Name the specific behavior, not just the outcome: "The way you handled the
pushback in that meeting showed real composure."

When presenting work upwards, attribute contributions by name, not role.

When managing upwards, acknowledge your manager's input specifically, it
builds the same reciprocal trust.

Move 5: Intervene Only When It Matters

Micromanagement is not usually malicious. It starts with good intentions, a desire for
quality, a need for certainty. But it signals distrust, and distrust shrinks initiative. When
a leader intervenes constantly, the team learns to wait for permission before thinking.

Subtle leaders trust the process they have built and intervene only when it matters. This
restraint creates space for others to think, contribute, and take ownership. And when
those leaders do step in, the intervention carries weight precisely because it is rare.

Try this:
Before stepping into a situation, ask: "Is this mine to solve, or mine to support?"

Set clear outcomes and let the team own the method.

When managing upwards, flag problems early and briefly, then propose a path
forward. Don't wait to be asked.
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A Final Thought

The most influential leaders in Edmondson's research were the ones their teams barely
noticed directing them. The teams noticed the results. They noticed how they felt in
meetings. They noticed they were doing their best work. They just could not explain
why.

That invisibility is not a weakness... it is the point.

None of these five moves require a title, a budget, or a mandate. They require only
attention, restraint, and the willingness to lead with precision rather than volume.

Want to go deeper?

To reach me or book a consultation please visit the contact page.

Explore 100+ leadership articles in the leadership blog.

Follow @thepreciseleader on Instagram for daily insights.
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