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PEOPLE MANAGEMENT  /  NEW LEADER TRANSITIONS

From Buddy
to Boss
Leading Friends You Just Got
Promoted Over

A research-grounded guide to resetting boundaries, earning trust, handling resentment, holding former 
peers accountable, and conducting the first one-on-one.

THE MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLE

You do not have to abandon the relationship. You have to make your new responsibilities clear—and prove 
through consistent decisions that friendship does not change the rules.

Saša Cibula

THE WRITE-UP  •  2026
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THE MANAGEMENT PROBLEM

Your title changes faster than the relationship
A promotion from within can change a team in a single announcement. Yesterday, people included you 
in the same conversations, shared frustrations openly, and treated you as one of them. Today, you may 
approve their work, assign schedules, review performance, or make decisions they dislike. The job 
changes immediately. The habits and expectations around you do not.

That gap is the real challenge. A former peer may expect the same private access to information. A 
friend may assume past closeness will protect them from a difficult conversation. Other team members 
may worry that good assignments, flexibility, or your attention will follow old friendships. You may also 
feel pressure to prove your authority by becoming unusually strict with the people you know best.

Three things change on day one

First, you must make decisions for the entire team, including decisions that disappoint people you care 
about. Second, you hold information that cannot be shared in ordinary peer conversations. Third, your 
response to one person becomes a signal to everyone else about what the new standard really is. 
None of this requires coldness. It requires separating personal history from management responsibility.

The relationship does not need a dramatic ending

Trying to behave like a stranger creates unnecessary distance. Pretending nothing changed creates 
confusion. The better approach is steady and visible: acknowledge the new role, explain the working 
boundaries, listen to concerns, and apply the same job-related standards to everyone. Trust now has to 
be built on more than familiarity. People need evidence that you are capable, fair, discreet, and willing 
to follow through.

You cannot force former peers to feel comfortable with the change. You can remove avoidable 
uncertainty. Make it easy for employees to know where decisions come from, how to raise concerns, 
what remains private, and what they can expect when work goes well—or when it does not.

Notice which decisions are most likely to create strain in the first month: shift preferences, extra 
assignments, time-off requests, performance feedback, and access to the manager. Write down the 
rule each decision will follow before the first difficult request arrives. If a former friend asks for 
something outside that rule, the answer should not depend on the private history between you. An 
explained decision may still be unpopular, but it is less likely to look arbitrary.
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BEFORE YOU ADDRESS THE TEAM

Define your authority before you use it
New managers often rush to reassure their friends before they understand the responsibilities of the 
position. That creates promises they may not be able to keep. Before the first team meeting, confirm 
the decisions you can make independently, the ones that require approval, and the matters that must 
go to HR, safety, or a more senior leader.

Get five operating boundaries clear

Confirm who approves time off, overtime, schedules, training, promotions, performance ratings, 
corrective action, and pay recommendations. Check existing policies or labor agreements before 
describing what will change. Understand which employee information is confidential and where 
records belong. Ask your manager what early priorities must remain stable. Finally, agree on how 
decisions or disputes about former close friends should be reviewed when your impartiality could 
reasonably be questioned.

Take an honest look at your own relationships. Close friendships, shared financial interests, a prior 
personal relationship, a recent conflict, or participation in the same promotion process may create an 
actual or perceived conflict. Do not assume you must end every friendship. Where a relationship could 
affect a sensitive decision, disclose it through the appropriate channel and ask how to manage the 
decision fairly.

Give the team a clear first message

The announcement should not be a victory speech or a long defense of why you were selected. 
Recognize the transition, clarify how work will be managed, and set the expectation that you will hear 
from everyone individually. Avoid promising that everything will stay the same, that nobody will be 
disappointed, or that you can explain private selection decisions.

OPENING TEAM MESSAGE

“We have worked together in different roles, and I know this changes how some decisions will be made. My 
responsibility now is to support the whole team, set clear expectations, and make fair decisions based on the 
work. I will meet with each of you individually, listen carefully, and explain the standards I am responsible for 
applying.”

Then act in line with those words. The first schedule exception, work assignment, or performance 
conversation will carry more weight than the opening message.

Before you leave the preparation stage, agree on how to handle a complaint that names you or 
challenges your fairness. You should not be the only reviewer of your own disputed decision when 
policy calls for independent review. Identify the appropriate person, the route for confidential 
reporting, and any time-sensitive reporting obligations. Being ready for a disagreement is not a sign 
that you expect trouble; it prevents a normal transition problem from becoming an improvised 
personnel decision.
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THE FIRST ONE-ON-ONE

Say the difficult part out loud
The first private meeting is not a vote on your promotion. It is the starting point for a working 
relationship that can handle honest disagreement. Meet individually with every direct report, not just 
friends or disappointed colleagues. Give each person time to speak, and bring one real work priority to 
discuss.

The complete first one-on-one conversation

FIRST CONVERSATION — ADAPT THE WORDS, KEEP THE SEQUENCE

OPEN — “We have worked as peers, and now I am responsible for leading the work. I value your 
contribution and want us to work well in these new roles.”
INVITE — “What concerns do you have about expectations, decisions, or communication? What support 
would help you do your best work?”
RESET — “I will give direct feedback, apply the same standards to everyone, and protect information I 
cannot share. You can raise concerns through the normal channels.”
AGREE — “Our immediate priority is [work/result] by [date]. I can provide [support]. What do you need 
clarified to deliver it?”
CLOSE — “I will follow up on [manager commitment]. You will [employee commitment]. We will check 
progress on [date], including anything still unresolved.”

Speak each part naturally rather than reciting a speech. After the invitation, stop talking and listen. Ask 
one follow-up question when something is unclear. Separate concerns you can act on from feelings 
you cannot resolve in a single meeting; neither should be dismissed.

Finish with decisions the employee can verify

Confirm the required result, the support available, and the next check-in. Say which questions you can 
answer now and who will address anything outside your authority. Record work expectations and 
follow-up, not guesses about motives or private feelings. Do not promise access or exceptions that 
other employees cannot receive.

Do not ask the employee to endorse the promotion or reassure you that the friendship remains intact. 
Their agreement is not the goal. A clear working arrangement, an open route for concerns, and a 
specific next step are.

If the employee is quiet, ask: “What would make the work or decision process clearer?” If they 
challenge fairness, ask for the specific decision and explain the review route. If they request private 
access, say: “I can listen, but work decisions must use the same process for everyone.” Close by 
confirming any unresolved item and who will respond.
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FRIENDSHIP AND BOUNDARIES

Keep the warmth. Change the access.
Friendship does not become misconduct because one person is promoted. But the manager must now 
protect information, avoid preferential access, and be careful about private conversations that carry 
management consequences. Former peers may still share a meal or talk about life outside work. That 
does not give anyone earlier knowledge of decisions, unofficial influence over scheduling, or access to 
another employee’s performance information.

Stop using old peer channels for management business

Do not discuss confidential complaints, pay decisions, investigations, selection processes, or employee 
performance in friendship chats. Avoid making commitments about assignments, discipline, or 
exceptions in casual social settings. Move requests into the same approved channel used by the rest of 
the team. If an employee raises a work concern privately, acknowledge it, identify the right process, 
and explain when they can expect an answer.

A BOUNDARY THAT PRESERVES RESPECT

“I want you to feel comfortable bringing work concerns to me. Because I am now responsible for these 
decisions, I need to use the same process for you that I use for everyone. I cannot share another person’s 
information or give an answer privately that I would not be able to explain as a fair work decision.”

Do not overcorrect by punishing your friends

Trying so hard to avoid favoritism that you become harsher on old friends is another form of 
inconsistent treatment. Apply the same criteria, evidence, timeframes, and approval rules to 
comparable situations. Where assignments differ for legitimate reasons, explain those reasons without 
exposing anyone else’s private information.

The harder boundary may be the one inside your own head. Guilt about winning the promotion, fear of 
losing a friendship, or a need to prove your authority can distort judgment. Before approving a favor, 
avoiding feedback, or giving unusually harsh correction, ask whether you would make the same call 
without the friendship. Follow policy, disclose relevant conflicts, and seek review for sensitive 
decisions.

When a friend brings up someone else’s situation outside work, stop it politely: “I cannot discuss their 
situation. Please raise any work concern through the normal channel.” You can remain friendly and 
approachable. What has changed is your obligation not to turn social closeness into private 
information, special access, or decisions made outside the usual process.
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DISAPPOINTMENT AND RESENTMENT

Make room for disappointment without surrendering the 
role
An internal promotion can disappoint capable employees who wanted the same opportunity. Others 
may worry that your prior friendships will now control access to opportunities. Some may express 
anger directly; others may become quieter or more cautious. Do not assume you know what someone 
feels based on a change in tone. Ask about the working relationship and listen to what they actually 
say.

Do not defend the selection decision

Your role is not to prove you were more deserving or to explain confidential interviews, comparisons, 
or personnel discussions. Acknowledge that the change may have consequences for colleagues, then 
return to what you can influence: performance expectations, access to development, fair assignments, 
and clear feedback. If the employee seeks formal information about the selection process, direct them 
to the authorized process rather than offering unofficial explanations.

WHEN SOMEONE WANTED THE POSITION

“I know this was an important opportunity, and I understand you may have questions or frustration about 
the outcome. I cannot speak for the selection process or compare candidates. I do want to understand your 
goals and make sure we are clear about your work, opportunities to develop, and how I can support your 
progress.”

Handle disagreement in public without a power contest

A former peer may question a decision in front of the team. Do not argue about who deserves 
authority or demand a public show of loyalty. If the work instruction is legitimate and the situation is 
safe, make it clear and brief: “The current task is [requirement] by [time]. I will discuss your concern 
with you privately after we address the work.” If the objection raises an immediate safety risk or 
another protected concern, follow the required reporting and response process before insisting the 
work proceed.

In private, hear the objection, verify the facts, and separate disagreement from a missed requirement. 
A question, criticism, or disappointment is not automatically misconduct. Repeated refusal of a lawful, 
clearly communicated instruction or verified conduct issues require the normal coaching or disciplinary 
process. Document the behavior, not whether the employee seems loyal to you.

If someone asks why you were chosen, do not defend your résumé or reveal selection details: “I 
understand you have questions about the decision. I cannot speak for the selection process. I can 
explain how work decisions will be made from here and how to request a review.” When favoritism is 
alleged, ask for the specific decision, examine the record, and involve an independent reviewer where 
policy calls for one. Fair questions deserve a fair process, even when the conversation is 
uncomfortable.
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THE FIRST ACCOUNTABILITY TEST

Correct the work without making friendship the issue
The first missed commitment by a former friend tests whether the role change is real. Managers 
sometimes avoid the conversation because they do not want to damage the relationship. Others 
become unusually forceful to show they have no favorites. Both approaches make the management 
decision about the manager’s image rather than the employee’s work.

Use the same coaching sequence you would use with anyone

Start with the verified work requirement and what actually happened. Explain the impact without 
exaggeration. Ask whether expectations, tools, authority, training, or workload made the result 
difficult. Agree on a clear correction, support available, and a review date. Follow the applicable 
performance or disciplinary policy if the issue is serious or repeated. A private, timely conversation is 
more useful than a public demonstration of authority.

DIRECT PERFORMANCE COACHING

“We agreed on [specific requirement] by [date]. The result recorded was [verified fact], which is below the 
standard of [standard]. I want to understand what prevented completion and what support or direction is 
needed. Going forward, the required result is [measurable outcome] by [date]. We will review it on [date].”

Answer the personal challenge without escalating it

When the employee says, “I thought we were friends,” answer without debating the friendship: “I 
value our relationship, and I still need to address this requirement as I would with anyone.” If they say, 
“You never cared about this before,” check whether the rule was actually clear and consistently 
applied. Where it was not, reset it prospectively rather than inventing an earlier violation. Stay with 
the result, support, and review date.

Document facts, expectations, support, employee response, and agreed follow-up when the 
organization requires it or the issue may need further action. Keep personal history and speculation 
out of the record. Friendship should neither erase a real problem nor add a penalty that would not 
apply to another employee.

If the employee says others miss the same requirement, do not wave away the comparison. Check 
whether the standard is applied consistently while making the current expectation clear. If a record is 
disputed, review its source and correct errors before acting on it. Escalate serious or recurring issues 
through the approved process, not a special disciplinary track for a former friend. A calm, evidence-
based response is firmer than a personal confrontation.



THE WRITE-UP  /  PRACTICAL LEADERSHIP RESEARCH

THE WRITE-UP  •  SAŠA CIBULA     |     FROM BUDDY TO BOSS  •  8

FAIRNESS THE TEAM CAN SEE

Make decisions that withstand the friendship test
Employees rarely judge fairness from one statement. They notice who gets the preferred work, who 
receives early information, whose mistakes are excused, whose requests get an answer, and who has 
the manager’s attention. A decision can be reasonable in isolation and still look biased when the 
standards behind it remain invisible.

Use four checks before a consequential decision

For each consequential decision, identify the work reason, apply the approved rule to comparable 
employees, explain the process as far as confidentiality permits, and keep a short record when needed. 
Use these checks before a friend asks for an exception, not after someone objects. They make fairness 
an operating habit rather than a personal defense.

Equal treatment does not mean identical assignments. Experience, availability, certification, job duties, 
and performance can justify differences. What matters is whether the differences are relevant, 
consistently applied, and open to reasonable explanation. If you cannot explain the business reason 
without saying “I trust this person because we are close,” recheck the decision.

Make opportunity access deliberate

Post or communicate available training, acting-lead assignments, projects, and overtime opportunities 
through the normal process. Set criteria before selecting people. Review whether the same employees 
repeatedly receive opportunities because they have informal access to you. Avoid creating a private 
queue of requests from longtime friends.

WHEN SOMEONE ASKS FOR SPECIAL TREATMENT

“I can consider the request using the same criteria and approval process as other requests. I will explain the 
decision I am authorized to explain, but our previous working relationship cannot be the reason for an 
exception.”

Use your own manager or HR to review especially sensitive decisions involving a close personal 
relationship, a prior dispute, or a possible conflict of interest. Fairness is easier to defend when the 
process exists before the difficult decision arrives.

Look at the pattern in your first several decisions. Are preferred assignments, training, schedule 
exceptions, or private coaching time concentrated among former friends? Differences can be justified 
by work needs, but the reasons should be documented and defensible. Correct weak or inconsistent 
decisions promptly, and communicate any change to the process without exposing private employee 
details.
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TRUST AFTER PROMOTION

Earn credibility through small, repeatable actions
Familiarity is not the same as trust in a manager. Former peers may know your work habits and 
character, but they have not yet seen how you handle confidential information, unpopular decisions, 
feedback, or their concerns from a position of authority. Those judgments develop through ordinary 
interactions. Each kept commitment, fair explanation, and respectful correction becomes evidence.

Keep listening without asking for loyalty

Invite employees to challenge a process, flag a risk, or tell you when an instruction is unclear. Thank 
them for information that improves a decision; do not turn disagreement into a test of personal 
support. Some concerns will require investigation or referral, and some requests will not be possible. 
Explain the next step, give an honest timeframe, and report back when you can. A manager who listens 
but never closes the loop soon loses the benefit of being approachable.

Give each direct report a predictable way to reach you. Hold individual check-ins with the whole team 
rather than spending most of your time with people who were already friends. Avoid gossip about 
former peers, including when a friend asks you to confirm a rumor. You can be personally kind without 
becoming anyone’s private information source.

Find a new place for your own frustrations

One of the less visible changes is that you can no longer process employee issues in the same peer 
conversations you once used to unwind. Get guidance from your manager, a mentor, HR, or an 
authorized management peer. Use those channels to test difficult decisions and recognize when you 
are too personally involved. Never use confidential employee details as material for social 
conversations.

Trust may temporarily feel weaker because old informal access is narrower. That is not necessarily a 
failure. A healthier relationship can emerge when employees know you will protect their information, 
explain work decisions, and address problems directly without making them personal.

When you make an error, say what you got wrong, correct what you can, and identify the process 
change that will prevent repetition. Avoid sharing confidential details in an attempt to prove the 
correction was fair. If the mistake affected an assignment or expectation, tell the affected employee 
what will change and when. A plain acknowledgment of an error is often more credible than an 
elaborate explanation of your intentions. You earn trust by being accountable for your own work as 
well as theirs.
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THE FIRST THIRTY DAYS

Build the new relationship through evidence
Do not attempt to settle every relationship in the first week. Use the first month to establish the 
routines that make the role clear. The aim is not instant popularity. It is a reliable pattern of 
communication, decisions, and follow-up that former peers can judge for themselves.

WHEN MANAGER ACTION WHAT TO CONFIRM

Before / days 1–
3

Confirm authority, confidentiality, conflicts, and reporting 
lines. Give a short team message.

No private promises; clear escalation 
contacts.

First week Meet every direct report one-on-one. Set basic work and 
communication expectations.

Concerns heard; first follow-up dates 
recorded.

Weeks 2–3 Apply common assignment and coaching standards. Close 
early commitments.

Comparable decisions use defensible criteria.

Week 4 Ask what remains unclear and review your own decision 
patterns with your manager.

Correct inconsistency; agree next review.

Know when a conversation is not yours to resolve alone

Involve HR or the designated function promptly for discrimination or harassment reports, retaliation 
concerns, threats, serious misconduct, confidentiality breaches, requests requiring protected 
accommodation, or conflicts of interest affecting an employment decision. Follow the organization’s 
reporting procedures even when the person involved is a longtime friend. Do not promise absolute 
secrecy or personally investigate allegations beyond your authority.

Judge your first month by observable progress

Ask whether every employee received a direct conversation, whether expectations are clear, whether 
work opportunities follow stated criteria, whether feedback is timely, and whether you close 
commitments. Check for repeated exceptions made informally and for decisions you avoid because a 
friend is involved. Correct what you find before it becomes the team’s accepted standard.

The move from peer to manager becomes easier when it no longer depends on everyone agreeing 
about the promotion. Your responsibility is to run the work well, treat people fairly, protect 
confidence, and give colleagues a dependable manager—even when the personal relationship is still 
adjusting.

Use one question in your month-end check-in with your own manager: “Which decisions have I 
handled consistently, and where might my previous relationships be affecting judgment?” Review a 
small sample of assignments, approvals, and coaching actions, not rumors about personal loyalty. 
Decide one change for the next month and communicate any new work process to the team. The next 
thirty days should be easier because the standards are known, not because people have stopped 
speaking up.
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PRINTABLE MANAGER TOOL

First one-on-one & role-reset record
Use one copy per employee. Record job-related concerns, clear expectations, commitments, and unresolved decisions with an owner 
and date. Do not record private opinions, medical information, or guesses about motives. Store according to policy.

1 MEETING DETAILS

Employee: __________________________  Manager: __________________________
Date: ______________  Role / team: ______________________________________

2 EMPLOYEE’S WORKING CONCERNS

What concern, question, or work barrier was raised?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

3 ROLE AND BOUNDARY RESET

[  ] Manager responsibilities described    [  ] Privacy / information limits explained
[  ] Assignment / exception process clarified    [  ] Follow-up channel agreed

4 AGREED WORK EXPECTATIONS

Priority / required result: __________________________________________________
Support or information needed: ______________________________________________
Clear outcome / due date: ___________________________________________________

5 MANAGER / EMPLOYEE COMMITMENTS

Manager will: _______________________________  By: _____________________
Employee will: ______________________________  By: _____________________

6 NEXT CHECK AND REFERRAL

Review date: __________  Status / next step: __________________________________
Unresolved concern / decision: ______________________________________________
Follow-up owner: ______________  Due: __________
If referred: function / recipient ______________  Date: __________

Good recordkeeping: Write down facts and commitments that belong in the management process. Do not use this form to replace 
required HR, safety, accommodation, or complaint records.
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RESEARCH & FURTHER READING

The evidence behind the management guidance
This paper translates published research on becoming a manager, leadership acceptance, trust, 
fairness, employee voice, and the transition from colleague to supervisor into practical management 
decisions. The proposed scripts and first-month checklist are instructional tools, not separately 
validated research instruments.
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Erdogan, B., & Bauer, T. N. (2010). “Differentiated Leader–Member Exchanges: The Buffering Role of Justice Climate.” Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 95(6), 1104–1120.  Source

Mayer, R. C., Davis, J. H., & Schoorman, F. D. (1995). “An Integrative Model of Organizational Trust.” Academy of Management 
Review, 20(3), 709–734.  Source
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383.  Source

Gallo, A. (2012). “How to Manage Your Former Peers.” Harvard Business Review.  Source

Davey, L. (2015). “What to Do First When Managing Former Peers.” Harvard Business Review.  Source

Gallo, A. (2016). “What to Do When Your Peer Becomes Your Boss.” Harvard Business Review.  Source

U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “Questions and Answers: Enforcement Guidance on Retaliation and Related 
Issues.”  Source

The standard worth keeping

Do not measure this promotion by how quickly former friends accept your authority. Measure it by 
whether people can depend on your judgment. Listen without taking sides, protect information, make 
job-based decisions, and hold every person—including the people closest to you—to a clear standard. 
That is how an awkward transition becomes a credible working relationship.
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