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LEAD THE WAY
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a Better Boss
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LEFT:

A tropical mural with an inky 
ground is an alluring backdrop 

for a formal dining room  
by Penny Francis of Eclectic 

Home. The designer explains 
how she leaned on resources 
offered by her payroll service 
to formalize her hiring process 

and employee retention 
efforts on page 58.

Savvy businesspeople 
are always seeking 

ways to save time or  
effort. Yet better 

leadership requires 
more of both—no 

shortcuts. Here are 
22 ways to get  

the best results.
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After scaling up, you had a moment 
when it felt like the size of your team 
was actually holding the firm back. 
What happened? 
I’ve always had that ambition of growing a 
big !rm. We got to the point where we had 
30 employees turning out 27 projects a year, 
and we got our own space in a high-rise. In 
the past year and a half, the growth the busi-
ness experienced was exponential, to the 
point that everybody was feeling like they 
weren’t ge"ing the love and a"ention they 
needed—and where it no longer felt like  
the kind of work-life balance I wanted for  
the team or for myself. I made the conscious 
decision to stabilize our workload, make 
sure that everybody feels supported and 
!gure out how many people we really need 
on the team to manage the business that’s 
coming in. 

That kind of reflection can be gut- 
wrenching. Where did you land?
Some people le$, and I had to let some 
people go. We now have 16 full-time team 
members, plus a few part-time people, and 
at !rst, I was hesitant, like, “Are we going to 
be able to do what we normally do with so 
few people?” But I’ve been taking it day by 
day, and it’s totally manageable. 

Beyond the size of the team, what 
else changed?
With fewer team members, I knew we had to 
take some of the workload o% our plate, 
which could mean losing revenue. I try not to 
make decisions based on fear. If my gut is 
telling me something, I want to make sure 
that I hear it—even if logically I’m like, “&at 
could be bad.” And I’m so glad that I listened 
because it was the ticket. I’m saying no to a 
lot of projects now. It’s scary to do that when 

you can see all those opportunities [you’re 
not taking], but this year has been our most 
successful out of the past !ve years.

I’m always walking that !ne line of 
looking at our workload and asking myself, 
Do we need to hire another designer? Do we 
need to hire another project manager? But 
whenever I check in with the team, I’m 
surprised to discover that everybody feels 
OK. I’m having more conversations with 
people individually now because I get to 
work with them one-on-one more. 

How did having more one-on-one 
time with each of your employees 
change your perspective?
When we had 30 employees, we had more 
middle-management positions, which were 
director roles. We divided the team into four 
departments, which helped us stay orga-
nized and be very specialized in what each 
person does. &is entire process started 
because our director of production—who 
was overseeing our lead designers, unit 
designer, project managers and anybody 
working with production of the design and 
implementation of projects—started to get 
a li"le burned out. She’s the person on my 
team who has been with me the longest. I 
saw her struggling and I o%ered to step back 
into that role to give her a break. 

As I started meeting with the designers 
and project managers more frequently, I 
found that they really missed having that 
one-on-one time with me, and that it made 
them feel more stable and con!dent. &at’s 
what sparked my curiosity. Obviously I’m 
just one person—I can’t spread myself across 
30 people. But I started thinking, “What 
would it take to make sure that the team is 
strong and they all feel secure, so that they’re 
not looking for another position where they 

Fueled by an influx of work—like this dramatic 
entry in a Texas home—Juliana Oliveira’s team 

quickly grew to 30 employees. Though she knew 
she wanted a big firm, the designer recently 

decided to take a year to slim down and shore 
up her systems.

As her team swelled to 30 employees, Juliana Oliveira knew 
something wasn’t right. In pursuit of working smarter, not just 
more, she streamlined her Dallas firm’s workflow, downsized  
her team and pushed herself to get picky about the work they 
took on—what she calls a “strategic realignment” in an effort  
to reframe her vision for growth.
BY KAITLIN PETERSEN

SMALLER, BETTER, 
 SLOWER, STRONGER
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going to be easy” because you know what the 
solution is. But with some self-re!ection, I 
came to realize that the projects we had 
issues with were the smaller ones that didn’t 
have the budget.

It takes so much more time and e"ort to 
manage projects that we’re not as aligned 
with. But because we had the bandwidth, I 
always thought, “Hey, it’s an opportunity for 
another project. Who knows? #is may be 
great.” When I $rst started saying no, I was 
like, “What happens tomorrow? What if we 
don’t get another project for three months?” 
But we have not skipped a beat. 

How has this process changed your 
idea of how the firm should evolve? 
Is downsizing a permanent shift for 
you, or do you still imagine the firm 
growing back into a larger operation 
in the future? 
My goal was to take 2023 to scale back. In my 
mind, I thought that meant scaling back in all 
areas. I didn’t realize that we would be doing 
as much volume as we were, just with fewer 
people. Now I know we can do half the proj-
ects we’ve done before if we just increase the 
size of the projects—we’re doing the same 
volume as before, just with more focused 
work, which I’ve found more rewarding. 
When you’re working with fewer clients, it’s 
much easier to manage personalities.

But I do want to grow again. I’ve always 
had that aspiration for a bigger $rm, and as 
we went through that growth, I really enjoyed 
it. What I’ve learned is that if we are going to 
do that, it’s not a race. We have to do it brick 
by brick, and just because opportunities 
keep presenting themselves doesn’t mean 
those are the opportunities for you at that 
time. I’ve also learned how important it is to 
get team members the support they need 
from the beginning so that those roots are 
grounded within the values of your company. 
It takes a lot of e"ort to train people, but if we 
take that additional time in the beginning, 
that’s a be&er foundation for growth.

How do you plan to preserve and 
protect all that but still allow your 
business to expand?
It’s growing slower so that I can spend the 
time necessary to [develop] the people who 
work for me and give them the support to 
the point that they feel empowered to make 
decisions on their own. We’ve always had an 
orientation period—for the $rst three to $ve 
days, you’re in orientation for three hours a 
day with our HR person and then we partner 
you with somebody on the team.  But if I’m 
partnering this new person with somebody 
who didn’t spend time with me and doesn’t 
feel 100 percent [con$dent] either, then I’m 
just duplicating the problem. Once they live 
and breathe our values, they can pass those 
on to the people they are training. ❒

feel more supported?” #at’s when I made 
the decision to scale back.

#at time with team members has also 
allowed me to see gaps in our process in real 
time. It’s one thing to turn out a lot of proj-
ects and bring in a lot of revenue; it’s another 
to be lean and pro$table, and to run a really 
tight ship. I knew there was room for more 
e'ciency, but it’s been surprising to see just 
how many li&le tweaks we’ve been able to 
make—and the result wasn’t just pro$tability 
or running a leaner company; it was also 
be&er quality of life for our employees. If 
they’re doing things more e'ciently, they all 
have a li&le bit more time. It eliminated a lot 
of pressure and some of those late nights at 
work. I didn’t anticipate that result, but it has 
been a very nice surprise.

What were some of the time sinks 
you were able to eliminate?
We had lots of meetings. When you have 
that many people, there’s got to be a day to 
debrief. But as my business coach told me, 
meetings are time vampires. I knew I didn’t 
want to be the person going from meeting to 
meeting, but there was no way to eliminate 
that and not have everything else fall apart. 

As a boss, you think having more meet-
ings is be&er because you want the informa-
tion and communication. I started seeing 
stories about Fortune 500 companies using 
15-minute meetings [where you have a 
focused agenda, send more information to 
a&endees in advance and limit the scope of 
discussion] and I’ve started to implement 
that thinking in our business, even if it’s just 
scaling back one-hour meeting blocks to 30 
minutes. As designers, we tend to think of 
ourselves as li&le businesses, but we’re real 
businesses, and we need to make sure that 
we’re bene$ting from the information 
coming out of larger businesses.

What were some of the other good 
things about having a smaller team?
I didn’t know how long I was going to be 
happy a(er scaling back. Was I going to get 
bored? Were we not going to get as much 
business? And the complete opposite has 
happened: Our revenue is the same, but 
we’re running with 16 people and we have 
fewer projects—but be&er projects. Saying 
no to so many projects has really opened up 
be&er opportunities for us. I’d heard that all 
the time from other designers, but now I’ve 
go&en to see and experience it.

Who really believes that when you 
hear it? It’s like, “That’s nice—I’m so 
glad saying no worked for you, but 
I’m just trying to survive over here.”
I was a skeptic too, which is why I was saying 
yes to everything. I think that’s also just in 
our nature as designers: We see a challenge 
and we want to take it. You think, “Oh, it’s 

A palette of soothing neutrals  
gives this primary bedroom a sense of calm. 

Oliveira found that taking fewer, larger  
projects helped her right-size her firm without 

sacrificing its earning potential.
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Theresa Ory transformed her  
own builder-grade bathroom into a curving, 

zero-entry escape. At work, she leveraged her 
past experience as an HR professional, 

developing a thoughtful, tailored approach to 
employee performance reviews.

OPPOSITE:

Children’s spaces don’t have to be childish—as 
evidenced by Ory’s use of an elevated limewash 

for a client’s son. To give him a sense of  
pride and ownership over his space, she had him 

help apply the finish. She takes a similarly 
place-oriented approach to team performance 

reviews, choosing a setting that suits  
the individual’s personality and will put  

them at ease.

Making minor tweaks to how you approach performance 
reviews can have a major impact.
BY HANNAH HICKOK

H i g h 
Pe r f o r m a n c e
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T here are two kinds of performance 
reviews: the perfunctory ones, and the 
type that lead to real change. Atlanta 

designer !eresa Ory makes a point of giving 
her employees the la"er every time. “For a 
review to be genuinely meaningful, it can’t 
consist of #u$,” she says. “!ere must be 
something to build on that I [as a leader] am 
brave enough to address directly and kindly.”

!e high standards Ory sets for herself 
are a result, in part, of an early-career stint in 
human resources—a three-year period when 
she was an HR assistant at a Fortune 500 
company. From that job, Ory drew various 
communication techniques that she still uses 
today. One strategy she applies during bian-
nual performance reviews is to sandwich 
critical feedback between upbeat, compli-
mentary remarks. “Constructive criticism is 
best received when you lead with a positive, 
provide the building opportunity in the 
middle and close with a positive again,” she 
says. A&er all, unless you prime an employee 
to be able to accept and appreciate your feed-
back, your criticism—no ma"er how well- 
intended—may go unheeded. 

If discussing client communication, for 
instance, Ory might start by praising an 
employee’s promptness before segueing into 
constructive criticism: “One detail I would 
like to work on is prioritizing the content of 
the responses over speed. If we’re sending 
four emails that could have been handled in 
one, our clients could feel overwhelmed. We 
want concise and thoughtful interaction in a 
timely fashion.” She 'nishes by reiterating 
what the employee did well, communicating 
her con'dence in their ability to improve.

Another subtle but meaningful way Ory 
sets the stage for a productive performance 
review is by customizing the meeting’s logis-
tics—in a nearby park if they are inspired by 
nature, or at a cafe of their choosing for a 
co$ee connoisseur. 

Before wrapping up a review, Ory also 
asks the team member for constructive criti-
cism on her own performance as a manager. 
Just as important as asking the question, she 
notes, is listening openly to the response and 
taking action whenever possible. “Early on,  
I received feedback that an employee was 
looking for more autonomy,” she recalls. “At 
the time, I thought I was giving her quite a bit 
of room to carry out the tasks I had requested. 
But I discovered that I needed to shi& from 
coming to her with a solution to bringing her 
a problem she could help me 'x. Creating 
the solution herself added value, developed 
her skills and showcased her natural gi&s.”  
It was a trust exercise of sorts—one that led  
to positive performance changes in both 
manager and employee. “I am not a perfect 
leader,” says Ory. “Being vulnerable and 
pu"ing myself to task models my own 
growth mindset and creates space for my 
team to do the same.” ❒
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