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EMA-I Body of Knowledge
The official study resource for the Engineering Management Associate (EMA-I) certification. Aligned 

to the EMA Competency Framework v1.0.

About this document
This Body of Knowledge (BoK) is the canonical study resource for EMA-I candidates. It covers 

everything the examination assesses, organised exactly as the exam is structured: five competency 

domains, each carrying equal weight, each broken into five competencies.

It is deliberately not a collection of facts to memorise. EMA-I tests judgment — your ability to read a 

realistic situation and choose the most defensible action. Accordingly, this document teaches concepts, 

the established models that inform good decisions, and — most importantly — what strong versus 

weak judgment looks like in practice. Read it to build instincts, not to cram.

What EMA-I assesses
EMA-I certifies that you can lead a single engineering team effectively: that you can exercise sound 

first-line management judgment across people, delivery, strategy, technical decisions, and culture. It 

assumes no specific years of experience — it measures capability, not tenure.

Aspect Detail

Questions 60, drawn from a randomised bank

Duration 90 minutes

Pass standard 70%

Structure 5 domains, equally weighted — 12 questions each

Question styles Single-answer, multiple-answer, scenario, ranking, 

true/false

Validity 3 years, no mandatory renewal

Most questions are scenario-based: you are given a situation a first-line engineering manager would 

realistically face and asked what you would do, what you would do first, or which option is best (or worst). 

There is usually a clearly correct answer and several plausible distractors that represent common 

mistakes.

The five domains
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The exam is balanced: engineering management fails at its weakest dimension, so no domain 

dominates. Each is worth 20% of your score.

1. People Leadership — building, growing, and retaining effective engineers and teams.

2. Delivery & Execution — turning intent into shipped, reliable software, predictably.

3. Strategy & Vision — connecting engineering work to business outcomes and direction.

4. Technical Judgment — exercising sound engineering judgment without doing the engineering 

yourself.

5. Culture & Coaching — shaping the environment in which good engineering happens.

How to use this Body of Knowledge
• Read for judgment, not recall. For each competency, pay closest attention to the "Strong 

judgment vs. common pitfalls" sections — they mirror how scenario questions are constructed.

• Work the self-checks. Each competency ends with questions to test understanding. If you can 

answer them in your own words, you understand the material.

• Use the framework as a map. If you score poorly on a practice attempt, the domain breakdown 

tells you exactly which chapters to revisit.

• Don't confuse familiarity with mastery. Many candidates recognise the right behaviour but 

choose the comfortable one under pressure. The exam rewards the right call, especially when it's 

the hard one.

A note on the models cited
Throughout, this document references widely-recognised models and research from the engineer-

ing-leadership canon (for example, situational leadership, the SBI feedback model, RACI, the DORA 

software-delivery metrics, and Amy Edmondson's work on psychological safety popularised by 

Google's Project Aristotle). These are tools for reasoning, not doctrine — the exam tests whether you 

can apply judgment, not whether you can name a framework. Suggested further reading is collected 

in the appendix.
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Domain 1 — People Leadership
People Leadership is the work of building, growing, and retaining effective engineers and teams. It is 

the most human part of the job and, for most new managers, the steepest part of the transition: the 

skills that made you a strong engineer (solving problems yourself) are nearly the opposite of the skills 

that make you a strong people leader (getting the best from others). This domain carries 20% of the 

EMA-I exam (12 questions).

The throughline across all five competencies below is judgment about people under uncertainty — 

deciding how much to delegate, what feedback to give and when, whom to hire, how to handle 

underperformance, and how to invest in growth. None of these have formulaic answers; the exam 

rewards the response that balances care for the individual with responsibility to the team and the work.

1.1 Delegation and ownership

Delegation is how a manager scales beyond their own two hands — and how engineers grow. The 

core skill is matching the scope of what you hand off to the person's current capability plus a 

deliberate stretch: enough challenge to develop them, not so much that they fail unsupported.

A useful mental model is the task-relevant maturity idea: how much direction someone needs 

depends not on their seniority in general but on their experience with this specific kind of task. A 

senior engineer may need close support on their first incident command even though they need none 

on system design. This connects to situational leadership — flexing between directing, coaching, 

supporting, and delegating as competence and confidence grow.

Delegation is not abdication. You delegate the task and the decisions, but you retain accountability 

for the outcome. Good delegation is explicit about three things: the desired outcome, the constraints 

(deadline, budget, what not to touch), and the level of authority ("decide and proceed" vs. "recommend 

and check with me").

Strong judgment looks like: delegating outcomes rather than dictating steps; giving someone a 

stretch with a safety net; being clear about decision rights; resisting the urge to take a task back the 

moment it gets messy.

Common pitfalls: delegating only the boring work and hoarding the interesting decisions; "delegating" 

by dumping an under-specified task and disappearing; swooping in to rescue at the first sign of struggle 

(which teaches the team they can't be trusted); or delegating authority you then quietly override.

Self-check: Why is task-relevant maturity a better guide to how much support to give than someone's 

overall seniority? What three things should an explicit delegation make clear?

1.2 Feedback in both directions

Feedback is the mechanism by which behaviour changes. Most feedback fails not because it is wrong 

but because of how and when it is delivered: too vague to act on, too late to matter, or so cushioned 

the message disappears.
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The most reliable structure separates observation from interpretation. The SBI model — Situation, 

Behaviour, Impact — anchors feedback in a specific moment ("in yesterday's review"), describes 

observable behaviour rather than inferred character ("you interrupted twice"), and names the conse-

quence ("she stopped contributing"). It avoids diagnosing intent or generalising ("you always…"), which 

is what triggers defensiveness.

Feedback should be timely (close to the event), specific, behaviour-anchored, and two-way — a 

manager who never asks for feedback signals that feedback flows only downward. Praise follows the 

same rules: "great job" is forgettable; naming the specific behaviour and its impact makes it repeatable.

Strong judgment looks like: giving small corrections frequently so feedback stops feeling like a 

verdict; being direct about hard messages while remaining respectful; treating clarity as a kindness; 

soliciting upward feedback and acting on it visibly.

Common pitfalls: saving feedback for the performance review; softening a hard message until it's 

unrecognisable; feedback that targets the person ("you're careless") instead of the behaviour; giving 

feedback while visibly frustrated, so the emotion drowns the content.

Self-check: Rewrite "you need to communicate better" using SBI. Why does behaviour-anchored 

feedback provoke less defensiveness than character-based feedback?

1.3 Hiring and onboarding

Hiring is one of the highest-leverage decisions a manager makes; a single bad hire can cost a team far 

more than an empty seat. The competency is structured, calibrated evaluation rather than gut feel. 

Structured interviews — consistent questions mapped to a defined rubric, scored independently before 

discussion — are markedly more predictive and more equitable than unstructured "vibe" conversations.

Calibration matters as much as structure: interviewers must share a standard for what "meets the bar" 

means, or the same candidate gets wildly different verdicts. Guard against well-known biases — the 

halo effect (one impressive trait colouring the whole assessment) and affinity bias (favouring people 

like yourself). A useful principle: hire for the ability to do the job and grow, not for surface similarity.

Onboarding is where a good hire is either activated or wasted. The goal is early, real contribution: 

a clear 30/60/90 framing, a first task small enough to ship quickly, an explicit buddy or guide, and 

documented context so the new person isn't blocked on tribal knowledge.

Strong judgment looks like: defining the bar before interviewing; scoring against a rubric; protecting 

the standard even under hiring pressure; designing onboarding so the first win comes fast.

Common pitfalls: lowering the bar because a seat has been open too long; over-indexing on a single 

impressive signal; "onboarding" that is a week of reading with no real task; assuming a strong hire 

needs no support.

Self-check: Why are structured interviews more predictive and more equitable than unstructured 

ones? What's the risk of leaving the hiring bar implicit?

1.4 Performance management
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Performance management is setting clear expectations, supporting people to meet them, and following 

through with honest consequences when they don't. New managers tend to fail at the last part — they 

avoid the hard conversation, hoping the problem resolves itself. It rarely does, and the cost lands on 

the rest of the team, who see the gap and quietly recalibrate their own standards.

The foundation is clear expectations: people can only meet a bar they can see. When performance 

falls short, separate the diagnosis — is this a skill problem (they don't know how) or a will problem 

(they're not applying themselves)? — because the response differs entirely. Skill gaps call for coaching 

and time; will or fit problems call for a direct, documented conversation.

Handle problems early, privately, and specifically, with a genuine belief that improvement is possible 

and a clear picture of what "fixed" looks like. If a formal improvement plan becomes necessary, it should 

be a fair, time-boxed, well-supported chance to succeed — not a paperwork prelude to a decision 

already made.

Strong judgment looks like: addressing issues early rather than letting them fester; distinguishing 

skill from will; being clear and humane simultaneously; recognising that protecting the team sometimes 

means a hard decision about one person.

Common pitfalls: avoiding the conversation until it becomes a crisis; vague feedback that never 

names the actual gap; treating a will problem as a skill problem (endless coaching that goes nowhere); 

tolerating a "brilliant jerk" whose behaviour erodes the team.

Self-check: Why is distinguishing a skill problem from a will problem the first step? What signal does 

the rest of the team take from unaddressed underperformance?

1.5 One-on-ones and career development

The 1:1 is the manager's highest-frequency, highest-leverage tool — a recurring, protected space that 

belongs primarily to the report, not the status update. Status can travel by other channels; the 1:1 is for 

the things that don't surface in standups: blockers, frustrations, growth, early signs of disengagement.

Run 1:1s as their meeting: let them set much of the agenda, listen more than you talk, and use open 

questions. Over time, weave in career development — understanding where someone wants to go 

and creating the experiences (not just conversations) that get them there. Frameworks like growth 

ladders or competency matrices help make "what does the next level look like?" concrete and fair.

Retention is largely won or lost here. People rarely leave suddenly; the signals — withdrawal, cynicism, 

a stopped flow of ideas — appear first in 1:1s, for managers paying attention.

Strong judgment looks like: holding 1:1s consistently even when busy; making them the report's 

space; connecting day-to-day work to the person's longer-term growth; noticing disengagement early 

and addressing it.

Common pitfalls: cancelling 1:1s whenever things get busy (signalling the person is low priority); 

hijacking them for status updates; only discussing career growth at promotion time; talking more than 

listening.
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Self-check: Why should the 1:1 be primarily the report's meeting rather than the manager's status 

check? Where do the earliest signs of attrition usually appear?

Key takeaways
• Match delegation to task-relevant maturity; delegate outcomes and decision rights, keep account-

ability.

• Make feedback timely, specific, behaviour-anchored (SBI), and two-way.

• Hire against a defined, calibrated bar; design onboarding for an early real win.

• Address performance issues early; separate skill from will; clarity is a kindness.

• Treat 1:1s as the report's protected space and the engine of growth and retention.
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Domain 2 — Delivery & Execution
Delivery & Execution is the work of turning intent into shipped, reliable software — predictably. It 

is where good intentions meet constraints: limited time, shifting requirements, finite people, and the 

messy reality that software estimation is hard. This domain carries 20% of the EMA-I exam (12 

questions).

The common thread is managing under uncertainty: a strong manager does not promise certainty 

they cannot deliver, but creates predictability through sequencing, honest forecasting, risk man-

agement, and the lightest process that works. The exam consistently rewards options that surface 

trade-offs and reality over those that optimise for looking good in the short term.

2.1 Prioritisation under constraint

Prioritisation is the discipline of deciding what not to do. There is always more demand than capacity; 

the manager's job is to sequence work so the most important outcomes happen first and to say no — 

clearly and early — to the rest.

Effective prioritisation starts from value and cost of delay, not from who asked loudest or most 

recently. Lightweight frameworks help make trade-offs explicit and defensible: weighing impact against 

effort, separating the urgent from the important (the Eisenhower distinction), or using a value-vs-effort 

view to find high-leverage work. The specific tool matters less than the habit of reasoning explicitly 

rather than reacting.

Saying no is a core skill. The strong move is not refusal but trade-off transparency: "we can do X, but 

it means Y slips — which do you want?" This turns prioritisation into a shared, informed decision and 

protects the team from silently absorbing every new request.

Strong judgment looks like: sequencing by value and cost of delay; making trade-offs explicit to 

stakeholders; saying no by surfacing the cost of yes; protecting focus from constant reprioritisation.

Common pitfalls: prioritising by volume (loudest voice wins); saying yes to everything and quietly 

missing everything; treating all "urgent" requests as equally important; reprioritising so often the team 

never finishes anything.

Self-check: Why is "we can do X but Y slips — which do you prefer?" stronger than a flat no? What's 

the danger of letting urgency alone drive the queue?

2.2 Estimation, planning, and honest commitments

Estimates are unreliable by nature — at the start of work you know the least you ever will (the cone of 

uncertainty), the happy path is easiest to imagine (optimism bias), and the hidden work (integration, 

edge cases, review, flaky tests) often dominates. The competency is not producing accurate estimates; 

it is managing the uncertainty honestly.

Practical techniques: estimate ranges, not points (a single number implies false precision); slice work 

small, because small estimates are far more accurate and the error compounds less; de-risk before 
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committing by spending a time-boxed spike to turn a fuzzy unknown into a known; and use historical 

cycle time (how long work actually takes) as a better predictor than hope-based estimates.

The most important judgment is the gap between an estimate and a commitment. "Our best estimate 

is X; what we can commit to is Y" names the buffer against uncertainty and builds trust. Re-forecasting 

openly the moment you learn something — rather than springing a surprise near the deadline — is the 

mark of a manager stakeholders can rely on.

Strong judgment looks like: communicating ranges and assumptions; separating estimate from 

commitment; re-forecasting early and openly; slicing work to reduce estimation error.

Common pitfalls: treating an estimate as a promise; padding silently instead of naming uncertainty; 

committing to the optimistic number to avoid a hard conversation; going quiet when the timeline slips.

Self-check: Why does a range communicate more useful information than a single-point estimate? 

What's the difference between an estimate and a commitment, and why name it?

2.3 Incident response and operational ownership

When systems fail, the manager's role shifts. During an incident, the priorities are, in order: restore 

service, communicate, then diagnose — mitigation before root cause. A clear incident command 

structure (someone owning coordination and communication so engineers can focus on the fix) 

prevents the chaos of everyone debugging and no one coordinating.

The deeper competency is a blameless culture. Treating incidents as failures of people drives 

problems underground; treating them as failures of the system surfaces them. A good blameless 

post-mortem asks how the system allowed the error and what to change — process, tooling, guardrails 

— so the class of failure can't recur. This directly supports stability: one of DORA's four key delivery 

metrics is failed-deployment recovery time, and teams recover faster when they can talk honestly 

about what broke.

Operational ownership also means the team lives with what it ships ("you build it, you run it"), which 

aligns incentives toward reliability rather than throwing code over a wall.

Strong judgment looks like: prioritising mitigation over root-cause during an active incident; estab-

lishing clear incident command; running blameless post-mortems that fix the system; treating reliability 

as a first-class deliverable.

Common pitfalls: hunting for root cause while customers are still down; "who broke it?" post-mortems 

that punish honesty; treating recurring incidents as bad luck rather than a systems signal; separating 

those who build from those who operate.

Self-check: Why is mitigation prioritised over diagnosis during an active incident? How does a 

blameless post-mortem improve future reliability?

2.4 Managing scope, risk, and dependencies
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Most delivery slips come not from slow coding but from unmanaged scope, surprise risks, and external 

dependencies. The competency is seeing these early and acting on them rather than discovering 

them at the deadline.

Scope must be actively defended — "scope creep" is the silent accumulation of small additions that 

sink a timeline. Name additions and trade them against the date explicitly. Risk management is mostly 

about making the implicit explicit: maintaining a lightweight view of what could go wrong, how likely and 

how damaging, and what would reduce it — and attacking the highest-uncertainty items first, since 

they carry the most schedule risk. Dependencies on other teams are the most common hidden delay; 

identify them early, confirm them with the other team (a dependency the other team doesn't know about 

is not a plan), and track them.

A key distinction is one-way-door vs. two-way-door decisions: spend deliberation on the expen-

sive-to-reverse calls and move fast on the reversible ones.

Strong judgment looks like: defending scope and trading additions against the date; surfacing 

risks early and de-risking the biggest unknowns first; confirming cross-team dependencies explicitly; 

matching deliberation to reversibility.

Common pitfalls: absorbing scope additions silently; keeping a risk "in your head" until it materialises; 

assuming another team will deliver on your timeline without confirming; agonising over reversible 

decisions while rushing irreversible ones.

Self-check: Why attack the highest-uncertainty risks first? What makes an unconfirmed cross-team 

dependency dangerous?

2.5 Process selection — the lightest process that works

Process exists to serve delivery, not the reverse. The competency is choosing the minimum process 

that solves the actual problem — enough structure to coordinate and create predictability, not so 

much that it becomes ceremony that drains time and morale.

Good managers treat practices (standups, retros, estimation rituals, agile frameworks) as tools to be 

adopted, adapted, or dropped based on whether they help this team right now — not as doctrine to 

follow because it's fashionable. The diagnostic question is always "what problem is this process solving, 

and is it still solving it?" A retro that has become a status meeting, or estimation that produces numbers 

no one uses, should be changed or removed.

Process should also scale with the situation: a two-person prototype and a fifty-person platform need 

different amounts of it. Adding process is easy; removing it is hard, so the bias should be toward the 

lightest version that works and adding more only when a real coordination problem demands it.

Strong judgment looks like: adopting process to solve a named problem; pruning rituals that no 

longer earn their cost; adapting practices to the team rather than following them dogmatically; scaling 

process to context.

Common pitfalls: adopting a heavy framework because it's standard, not because it helps; keeping 

zombie ceremonies long after they've lost purpose; equating more process with more rigour; imposing 

big-company process on a tiny team (or vice versa).

EMA-I Body of Knowledge v1.0                    10 / 26



Self-check: What question should you ask of any existing ritual? Why is the bias toward the lightest 

process that works?

Key takeaways
• Prioritise by value and cost of delay; say no by making the trade-off explicit.

• Manage estimation uncertainty (ranges, slicing, spikes, cycle time); separate estimate from 

commitment and re-forecast early.

• In incidents: mitigate first, communicate, then run a blameless post-mortem that fixes the system.

• Defend scope, surface risk early (attack biggest unknowns first), confirm dependencies explicitly.

• Use the lightest process that works; prune rituals that no longer solve a real problem.
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Domain 3 — Strategy & Vision
Strategy & Vision is the work of connecting engineering effort to business outcomes and direction. 

It is the domain where engineering management stops being inward-facing (the team and its work) 

and becomes outward-facing (the business and its goals). Even a first-line manager operates here: 

translating goals into work, communicating with non-engineers, balancing today's features against 

tomorrow's foundations, and choosing where to spend finite resources. This domain carries 20% of 

the EMA-I exam (12 questions).

The throughline is reasoning about outcomes, not output. Strong managers connect every signif-

icant piece of work to why it matters to the business, communicate in the language of the listener, 

and make resource trade-offs explicitly. The exam favours options that tie engineering decisions to 

outcomes and stakeholder value over those that optimise purely for engineering preference.

3.1 Translating business goals into technical direction

The strategy arrives in business language (grow revenue, reduce churn, enter a segment) and must 

be translated into engineering work the team can execute and reason about. Done badly, this becomes 

either a too-literal feature checklist with no theory of impact, or vague themes ("improve reliability") that 

give engineers nothing to act on.

The most useful shift is from output to outcome: frame work as the change you want in the world 

("reduce involuntary churn from failed payments by 30%") rather than the thing you build ("ship the 

billing service"). Outcomes tell the team what success looks like and free them to find a cheaper path 

than the one first imagined. For each goal, ask what would have to become true for it to succeed; those 

conditions organise the work, and when reality shifts you re-derive the work instead of clinging to a 

list.

The test of a good translation: pick any item on the plan and ask an engineer why it's there. If the answer 

ties to a business outcome, the translation worked; if it's "because it's on the roadmap," it failed.

Strong judgment looks like: framing work as outcomes; deriving features from the conditions for 

success; ensuring every engineer can explain why their work matters; re-deriving the plan when 

circumstances change.

Common pitfalls: turning strategy into a literal feature list with no impact theory; staying so abstract 

the team can't act; building things because they're on the roadmap rather than because they advance 

a goal.

Self-check: What's the difference between output and outcome framing, and why does outcome 

framing give teams more freedom? What question tests whether a goal has been translated well?

3.2 Communicating with non-engineering stakeholders

A manager is the interface between their team and the rest of the organisation — product, sales, 

leadership, customers. The competency is communicating in the listener's language and at their 
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altitude, not in engineering detail. Executives want outcomes, trade-offs, and risks; they do not want 

an architecture lecture.

Effective stakeholder communication is proactive and outcome-framed: translate technical realities 

into business consequences ("this refactor lets us add enterprise customers without the outages that 

lost us two deals"), and surface bad news early rather than hoping it resolves. Tailor the message — 

the same update is framed differently for a CFO (cost, risk), a product lead (timeline, scope), and a 

customer (impact, resolution).

Managing expectations is central: under-promising and over-delivering builds trust; the reverse de-

stroys it. When you must say no or deliver disappointing news, lead with the trade-off and the reasoning, 

not just the verdict.

Strong judgment looks like: pitching the message to the audience's altitude and concerns; translating 

technical facts into business impact; raising risks and bad news early; setting expectations you can 

beat.

Common pitfalls: drowning non-engineers in technical detail; going silent on problems until they 

explode; one-size-fits-all updates; over-promising to avoid a hard conversation in the moment.

Self-check: Why must the same status be framed differently for a CFO versus a product lead? Why is 

surfacing bad news early a trust-building move rather than an admission of failure?

3.3 Roadmapping — product delivery vs. platform investment

A roadmap is a sequence of bets about where to spend the team's capacity, and the perennial tension 

is shipping features now versus investing in the platform that enables future features. Starve 

the platform and velocity decays under accumulating debt and toil; over-invest in it and the business 

starves for visible value. The competency is balancing the two deliberately rather than letting feature 

pressure crowd out all foundational work.

A practical approach is to allocate capacity explicitly — for example, reserving a standing fraction for 

platform, reliability, and debt work so it isn't perpetually deferred — and to make the roadmap a living 

instrument of trade-offs, not a fixed list of dated promises. A good roadmap says what you are not 

doing and why, distinguishes near-term commitments from later directional bets, and is framed around 

themes and outcomes so it can absorb change.

Investment cases for platform work are strongest when tied to business consequences ("this unlocks 

the enterprise segment" / "this halves the outage rate that's costing us renewals") rather than engi-

neering aesthetics.

Strong judgment looks like: protecting a deliberate share of capacity for foundational work; justifying 

platform investment in business terms; treating the roadmap as adaptable bets; being explicit about 

what's deferred.

Common pitfalls: letting feature pressure consume 100% of capacity until velocity collapses; 

gold-plating the platform while the business waits; presenting the roadmap as fixed promises; justifying 

infrastructure work purely on engineering grounds.
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Self-check: What happens to a team that allocates none of its capacity to platform and debt work? 

Why express a platform investment case in business terms?

3.4 Resource allocation and build-vs-buy

With finite people and budget, every allocation is a choice against alternatives. The competency is 

deciding where the team's effort creates the most leverage — and, frequently, whether to build, buy, 

or adopt a capability at all.

The build-vs-buy judgment turns on whether the capability is core or context: build what is differenti-

ating to your business and where you need control; buy or adopt the commodity capabilities where a 

vendor or open-source solution is good enough and frees your scarce engineers for the differentiating 

work. Reflexively building everything ("not invented here") wastes your most limited resource; reflexively 

buying critical, differentiating capability cedes control you may need. Factor in total cost of ownership 

— buying isn't free (integration, lock-in, ongoing cost), and building isn't a one-time cost (it must be 

maintained forever).

Allocation also means focus: concentrating effort to finish high-value work beats spreading the team 

thin across many half-done initiatives, which carries the hidden cost of context-switching.

Strong judgment looks like: building the differentiating core and buying the commodity context; 

weighing total cost of ownership, not sticker price; concentrating effort to finish; revisiting allocations 

as priorities shift.

Common pitfalls: building commodity capabilities your engineers shouldn't spend time on; buying or 

outsourcing the very thing that differentiates you; ignoring the long-term maintenance cost of "just 

building it"; spreading the team across too many simultaneous bets.

Self-check: How does the core-vs-context distinction guide build-vs-buy? Why is "we'll just build it 

ourselves" not a cost-free decision?

3.5 Engineering metrics that mean something

Metrics make engineering legible and improvable — but the wrong metrics actively harm. The compe-

tency is choosing measures that reflect real outcomes and using them to learn, not to surveil.

The strongest validated delivery measures are the DORA metrics: deployment frequency and change 

lead time (throughput) plus change failure rate and failed-deployment recovery time (stability), with 

a 2024 addition of rework rate. Crucially, these are team-level, outcome-oriented measures of the 

delivery system, not individual productivity scores. Beware metrics that are easy to game and easy to 

misuse: lines of code, commit counts, or story points per engineer measure activity, not value, and 

weaponising them destroys trust (a direct illustration of Goodhart's Law — when a measure becomes 

a target, it stops being a good measure).

Good practice: use a small balanced set so improving one doesn't quietly wreck another (shipping 

faster while reliability collapses is not a win); pair quantitative signals with qualitative context; and treat 

metrics as a conversation starter, not a verdict.
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Strong judgment looks like: measuring team-level delivery outcomes (e.g., DORA); pairing through-

put with stability; using metrics to find problems, not to rank people; staying alert to gaming.

Common pitfalls: measuring individual output (LOC, commits) and calling it productivity; chasing one 

metric until another breaks; turning metrics into a surveillance or stack-ranking tool; trusting a number 

without its context.

Self-check: Why are DORA metrics deliberately team-level rather than individual? What does Good-

hart's Law warn about using "commits per engineer" as a target?

Key takeaways
• Translate goals into outcomes; ensure every engineer can explain why their work matters.

• Communicate at the listener's altitude in business terms; surface bad news early.

• Balance feature delivery against platform investment deliberately; justify foundations in business 

terms.

• Build the differentiating core, buy commodity context; weigh total cost of ownership and protect 

focus.

• Measure team-level outcomes (DORA), balance throughput with stability, and never weaponise 

activity metrics.
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Domain 4 — Technical Judgment
Technical Judgment is the ability to exercise sound engineering judgment without doing the engineering 

yourself. It is the domain most misunderstood by new managers, who fear that stepping back from the 

code makes them irrelevant. The truth is the opposite: credibility comes not from writing the most code 

but from reasoning well about technical reality and applying that reasoning to leadership decisions. 

This domain carries 20% of the EMA-I exam (12 questions).

The throughline is judgment over throughput: knowing enough to ask the right questions, distin-

guishing real risk from hypothetical, deciding when "good enough" is good enough, and — hardest of 

all — knowing when to step in and when to stay out. The exam rewards options that show restraint and 

systems thinking over those that show a manager trying to out-engineer their team.

4.1 Evaluating architectural decisions and their organisational consequences

Managers rarely design systems, but they must be in the room when systems are designed — because 

architecture has organisational consequences that outlast any release. Conway's Law captures the 

core insight: systems tend to mirror the communication structures of the organisations that build them. 

Architecture and team design are two views of the same decision; a manager who ignores this ships 

org problems into the codebase (and vice versa).

The competency is evaluating decisions for their trade-offs and their reversibility, not redesigning 

them. Good architectural judgment weighs consequences a manager is uniquely positioned to see: 

how a choice affects team boundaries and coordination cost, how it constrains hiring, how hard it will be 

to change later. The most important filter is reversibility — invest deliberation in one-way-door choices 

(data models, public contracts, core technology bets) and let the team move fast on the reversible 

ones.

A manager's value here is the quality of the questions: "what does this assume?", "what happens when 

this fails?", "how would we undo this?", "who has to coordinate because of this?" — not the answers.

Strong judgment looks like: being present for major design decisions and improving them through 

questions; weighing organisational and long-term consequences, not just technical elegance; spending 

scrutiny on irreversible choices; respecting Conway's Law in how teams and systems are shaped.

Common pitfalls: rubber-stamping architecture you don't engage with; over-indexing on technical 

elegance while ignoring coordination cost; treating all decisions as equally weighty; ignoring how team 

structure and system structure shape each other.

Self-check: What does Conway's Law imply for a manager reorganising teams? Why focus architec-

tural scrutiny on reversibility?

4.2 Technical debt — recognising, quantifying, and scheduling repayment
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Technical debt is the implied cost of future rework created by choosing an expedient solution now. Like 

financial debt, a controlled amount can be a sensible trade (ship now, fix later); left unmanaged, the 

interest — slower delivery, more bugs, more toil — compounds until the team can barely move.

The competency is treating debt as a managed, visible quantity rather than a vague complaint. That 

means recognising it (distinguishing deliberate, prudent debt from reckless mess), making it visible 

(tracked, with its impact named in terms of delivery and risk), and scheduling repayment continuously 

rather than waiting for a mythical "we'll fix it later" that never comes. The strongest investment cases 

tie debt paydown to business impact: "this module causes a third of our incidents and doubles the time 

to add features here."

Two anti-patterns bracket the failure modes: never paying debt down (velocity slowly collapses) and 

demanding a total rewrite (usually a high-risk way to re-learn the same lessons). The sustainable path 

is incremental repayment, often alongside feature work in the areas you're already touching.

Strong judgment looks like: distinguishing prudent from reckless debt; making debt and its cost 

visible; paying it down incrementally and continuously; justifying paydown in delivery and risk terms.

Common pitfalls: letting debt accumulate invisibly until velocity collapses; arguing for paydown on 

purely aesthetic grounds; betting on a big-bang rewrite; treating all debt as equally urgent.

Self-check: Why is the financial-debt analogy useful — and where does deliberate debt differ from 

reckless debt? Why is continuous incremental repayment usually safer than a rewrite?

4.3 Code review culture and quality standards

Code review is one of the highest-leverage quality and culture mechanisms a team has — and the 

manager sets its tone. Done well, review catches defects, spreads knowledge, and raises the shared 

standard; done badly, it becomes a bottleneck, a battleground, or a rubber stamp.

The competency is shaping review as a healthy, shared standard rather than gatekeeping. Healthy 

review is timely (slow review blocks the whole team and is a major contributor to long lead times), kind 

and specific (critique the code, not the author), and proportionate (don't bikeshed trivia while waving 

through risky logic). Automating the objective parts — formatting, linting, tests in CI — frees human 

review for what only humans can judge: design, clarity, and intent. Standards should be explicit and 

shared (style guides, definitions of done) so "good" isn't a matter of whichever reviewer you drew.

Quality is broader than review: it's the whole system of tests, CI, and guardrails that makes doing the 

right thing the easy thing. A manager's job is to invest in that system, not to personally inspect every 

change.

Strong judgment looks like: keeping reviews fast and respectful; automating objective checks 

so humans focus on design and intent; making standards explicit and shared; treating review as 

knowledge-sharing, not gatekeeping.

Common pitfalls: letting reviews sit for days and block delivery; reviews that attack the author 

or bikeshed trivia; "LGTM" rubber-stamps that catch nothing; relying on heroics instead of CI and 

guardrails.
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Self-check: Why is slow code review a delivery problem, not just a quality one? What should be 

automated so human review can focus on what matters?

4.4 Staying technically credible while leading through others

When you stop coding daily, breadth fades slowly and depth fades fast — but systems understand-

ing, the knowledge that actually matters for leadership, persists if you maintain it. The competency is 

keeping enough technical currency to lead well without becoming the bottleneck you're trying to avoid.

Credibility for a manager is not being the strongest coder; it's understanding the system well enough to 

ask sharp questions, telling real risk from hypothetical, and knowing whom to trust on what. Practices 

that sustain it without creating a bottleneck: reading code and design docs to stay close to how the 

system evolves (without becoming a required approver), staying in the room for hard decisions, and 

going deliberately deep in one area each quarter rather than shallow everywhere. The most credible 

managers are comfortable being the least knowledgeable person about a given technology and saying 

so — "you know this better than I do; walk me through the trade-off" builds more trust than pretending.

Trying to remain the top individual contributor while managing usually fails both jobs: the team is 

bottlenecked on you and your management is neglected.

Strong judgment looks like: maintaining systems understanding deliberately; reading code/designs 

to stay current without gatekeeping; trusting and deferring to engineers' depth; being honest about the 

limits of your knowledge.

Common pitfalls: clinging to being the best coder and becoming the bottleneck; faking technical 

understanding you don't have; drifting so far from the system you can't reason about it; equating 

credibility with code volume.

Self-check: Which kind of technical knowledge matters most for a manager, and why does it persist 

while others fade? Why does "you know this better than I do" build credibility rather than undermine it?

4.5 Knowing when to intervene — and when not to

The hardest technical judgment a manager exercises is restraint. You will often see a team heading 

toward a decision you'd make differently. The instinct to step in is strong; acting on it too readily robs 

the team of ownership and learning, and signals you don't trust them.

The competency is a deliberate intervention threshold. Intervene when the cost of being wrong is 

high and hard to reverse (a one-way door, a safety/security/data-integrity risk, a customer-impacting 

mistake in flight). Stay out when the decision is reversible and the team will learn more by owning 

the outcome than by following your call — even if their path isn't the one you'd choose. When you do 

intervene, do it by raising the considerations the team may have missed, not by overriding by authority; 

preserve their ownership wherever you can.

This restraint is what grows engineers into senior decision-makers. A manager who makes every call 

produces a team that can't make any.
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Strong judgment looks like: intervening on high-cost, irreversible risks; letting reversible decisions 

ride so the team learns; influencing through questions rather than overriding by authority; preserving 

ownership.

Common pitfalls: overriding decisions because they differ from your preference; staying out of a 

genuinely dangerous, irreversible call to avoid conflict; "intervening" by dictating rather than surfacing 

considerations; teaching the team that you'll always make the final call.

Self-check: What two factors most justify stepping in? Why can constant intervention weaken a team 

even when each individual call is "correct"?

Key takeaways
• Engage architecture for trade-offs, reversibility, and organisational consequences (Conway's Law) 

— through questions, not redesigns.

• Treat technical debt as a visible, managed quantity; repay it incrementally and justify paydown in 

business terms.

• Make code review fast, kind, and standard-driven; automate the objective checks.

• Sustain systems understanding to stay credible; lead through others rather than out-coding them.

• Intervene only on high-cost, irreversible risks; let reversible decisions teach the team.

EMA-I Body of Knowledge v1.0                    19 / 26



Domain 5 — Culture & Coaching
Culture & Coaching is the work of shaping the environment in which good engineering happens — and 

developing the judgment of the people in it. Culture is not a values poster; it is the accumulated pattern 

of what behaviour gets rewarded, tolerated, and punished, set largely by how a manager acts in small 

moments. Coaching is how a manager makes the team stronger rather than more dependent. This 

domain carries 20% of the EMA-I exam (12 questions).

The throughline is the leader as environment-shaper: building safety without lowering standards, 

developing people instead of rescuing them, distributing opportunity fairly, sustaining motivation and 

pace, and modelling values most visibly when they're costly. The exam rewards options that build 

long-term team health over those that optimise for short-term comfort or output.

5.1 Psychological safety and productive conflict

Psychological safety — a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking — is, on the 

evidence, one of the strongest predictors of team performance. Amy Edmondson defined the concept; 

Google's Project Aristotle found it the single biggest differentiator of effective teams; and DORA's 

research repeatedly links it to better software-delivery outcomes. It is the precondition for engineers 

to admit they're stuck, challenge a senior's design, flag an unrealistic deadline, or surface a problem 

early.

The crucial misunderstanding to avoid: safety is not the opposite of high standards. The two are 

independent axes. The goal is high safety and high standards — the "learning zone" — not the comfort 

of low standards. Safety is what makes high standards survivable, because people can take the risks 

excellence requires without fear of humiliation.

Safety is built in small moments — how you react when someone admits a mistake, asks a "dumb" 

question, or challenges you. One public humiliation teaches the whole team to go quiet; one genuine 

"great catch, I was wrong" teaches them truth is welcome. This also enables productive conflict: 

healthy teams disagree openly about ideas (and commit once decided), rather than suppressing 

dissent into resentment or false harmony.

Strong judgment looks like: responding to risk-taking with curiosity, not punishment; pairing safety 

with high standards; encouraging open disagreement about ideas; modelling fallibility ("I was wrong").

Common pitfalls: reading safety as "going easy" and dropping standards; punishing the messenger 

and driving problems underground; mistaking the absence of conflict for health; humiliating someone 

publicly and silencing the team.

Self-check: Why are psychological safety and high standards independent rather than opposed? How 

is safety built or destroyed in everyday moments?

5.2 Coaching versus directing — developing judgment in others
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Coaching develops people's judgment; directing gives them answers. Both have their place, but new 

managers — especially strong former engineers — over-rely on directing and rescuing: jumping in with 

the solution the moment someone struggles. It feels helpful and is faster today, but it quietly teaches 

the team they can't be trusted to think, and it caps the team's capability at the manager's.

The competency is knowing when to coach and when to direct, and defaulting to coaching for anything 

developmental. Coaching means asking before telling — questions that help someone reason to 

their own answer ("what options have you considered?", "what would you do if I weren't here?") — 

and tolerating the discomfort of letting them take a slower or different path so they learn. Directing is 

appropriate in genuine emergencies, for true novices on a task, or when the stakes and time pressure 

leave no room — but it should be the exception, named as such, not the default.

The payoff is a team that gets stronger and more autonomous — the only kind that scales. The trade-off 

is short-term speed for long-term capability, which is almost always the right trade.

Strong judgment looks like: defaulting to coaching for developmental moments; asking questions 

instead of supplying answers; tolerating a slower path so people learn; directing only when stakes or 

inexperience genuinely demand it.

Common pitfalls: rescuing at the first sign of struggle; answering every question yourself; coaching in 

a real emergency where direction is needed; capping the team's growth by making yourself the source 

of all answers.

Self-check: What does habitual rescuing teach a team over time? When is directing the right mode 

rather than coaching?

5.3 Inclusive practices and equitable opportunity

A manager controls the distribution of two scarce, career-shaping resources: opportunity (the visible, 

growth-making projects) and attention (mentorship, airtime, credit). Distributed carelessly, they flow 

by default to the most similar, most confident, or most vocal — entrenching inequity and wasting talent. 

The competency is distributing them deliberately and fairly.

Inclusive practice is largely about designing for fairness rather than relying on good intentions: ensuring 

quieter voices are heard in discussions (e.g., explicitly inviting input, not just rewarding interruption), 

spreading both the glamour work and the office housework (note-taking, on-call, glue work) equitably 

rather than letting them fall along predictable lines, and basing recognition and advancement on 

contribution rather than visibility. Watch for bias in who gets stretch assignments, whose ideas get 

credited, and who is interrupted.

This is not charity; it is performance. Diverse, included teams make better decisions, and equitable 

opportunity is how you develop the full talent of the team rather than a favoured subset.

Strong judgment looks like: consciously distributing high-growth opportunities; ensuring quieter team 

members are heard and credited; spreading glue work and on-call fairly; checking decisions for bias.

Common pitfalls: giving the best projects repeatedly to the same favourites; letting the loudest dom-

inate discussion; loading "office housework" onto the same people; mistaking visibility for contribution.
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Self-check: Which two resources does a manager distribute that shape careers, and what's the default 

if you don't manage it deliberately? Why is equitable opportunity a performance issue, not just a fairness 

one?

5.4 Recognition, motivation, and sustainable pace

Motivation among engineers is largely intrinsic — the classic drivers are autonomy, mastery, and 

purpose. Money and perks prevent dissatisfaction but rarely create lasting motivation; meaningful 

work, growth, and ownership do. The competency is creating the conditions for intrinsic motivation and 

protecting them, while recognising contribution genuinely.

Recognition is most effective when specific, timely, and tied to real impact (the same rules as 

feedback); generic or rote praise is noise. Recognise effort and good process, not only outcomes, and 

be alert to who gets credited.

Sustainable pace is a leadership responsibility, not a perk. Sustained overwork is a false economy: 

it degrades quality, causes burnout and attrition, and ultimately lowers throughput — the long-term 

cost dwarfs the short-term gain. Occasional crunch for a real, time-boxed reason can be acceptable; 

chronic crunch as the normal operating mode is a management failure. Protecting focus time, 

managing the on-call load, and watching for the early signs of burnout are part of the job.

Strong judgment looks like: cultivating autonomy, mastery, and purpose; recognising specific con-

tributions promptly; defending a sustainable pace; treating chronic overwork as a problem to fix, not a 

virtue.

Common pitfalls: relying on pay/perks to motivate while ignoring autonomy and purpose; generic 

praise that means nothing; normalising permanent crunch; ignoring burnout signals until people leave.

Self-check: What intrinsic drivers most motivate engineers, and why don't perks substitute for them? 

Why is chronic overwork a false economy?

5.5 Modelling and reinforcing values under pressure

Culture is defined not by stated values but by what a leader does when those values are costly — under 

deadline pressure, after a mistake, when no one senior is watching. A team reads the gap between 

what a manager says and what they do, and believes the latter. If "quality matters" until the deadline 

looms and then it doesn't, the real value is "ship at any cost," and everyone learns it.

The competency is consistency between word and action, especially when it's hard. This includes 

modelling the behaviours you want (admitting your own mistakes, giving credit, respecting work-life 

boundaries, doing the unglamorous right thing), and reinforcing values by what you reward and tolerate 

— because tolerating a behaviour endorses it. The classic test is the high performer whose behaviour 

violates team values: tolerating the "brilliant jerk" tells everyone that results buy a pass on how you 

treat people, which corrodes the culture faster than the results justify.

A manager is always modelling, whether they intend to or not. The only choice is whether the example 

is a good one.
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Strong judgment looks like: upholding values precisely when they're costly; aligning actions with 

stated principles; rewarding and tolerating behaviour consistent with values; addressing values viola-

tions even by top performers.

Common pitfalls: values that evaporate under deadline pressure; saying one thing and rewarding 

another; excusing a high performer's toxic behaviour; assuming you're only modelling when you intend 

to.

Self-check: Why do teams trust a leader's actions over their stated values? What does tolerating a 

"brilliant jerk" teach the rest of the team?

Key takeaways
• Build psychological safety and high standards (they're independent); safety makes excellence 

survivable.

• Default to coaching over rescuing; develop judgment rather than capping the team at your own.

• Distribute opportunity and attention deliberately and equitably — it's a performance issue.

• Cultivate intrinsic motivation (autonomy, mastery, purpose); defend a sustainable pace.

• Culture is what you do when values are costly; you are always modelling — make it count.
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Appendix

A. Exam-day guidance

EMA-I rewards judgment under realistic conditions. A few principles consistently help:

• Read the stem precisely. Note whether the question asks what you'd do first, what's the best 

option, or what's the worst — these have different answers from the same set.

• Pace yourself. 60 questions in 90 minutes is about 90 seconds each. Don't sink five minutes into 

one scenario; flag it and move on.

• Eliminate the obvious distractors. Most scenarios include options that represent classic 

mistakes (avoiding a hard conversation, optimising for short-term optics, overriding the team, 

ignoring a stakeholder). Removing those usually leaves two plausible answers.

• Choose the defensible call, not the comfortable one. When two options remain, prefer the one 

that surfaces trade-offs, addresses the issue directly, and serves the long-term health of the team 

and the work — even when it's the harder action.

• Beware absolutes and heroics. Options promising certainty ("guarantee the deadline"), or 

relying on the manager personally doing everything, are usually wrong.

• Don't overthink. The exam tests sound first-line judgment, not exotic edge cases. The reason-

able, principled answer is almost always the intended one.

B. Glossary

• SBI (Situation–Behaviour–Impact) — a feedback structure that anchors feedback in a specific 

situation, observable behaviour, and its impact, avoiding character judgments.

• Situational leadership — flexing leadership style (directing ’ coaching ’ supporting ’ delegating) 

to a person's competence and confidence on a given task.

• Task-relevant maturity — how much direction someone needs on a specific kind of task, 

independent of overall seniority.

• Cone of uncertainty — estimates are least accurate at a project's start and narrow as work is 

discovered.

• Cycle time — how long work actually takes from start to done; a history-based predictor more 

reliable than estimates.

• DORA metrics — research-backed software-delivery measures: deployment frequency, change 

lead time, change failure rate, failed-deployment recovery time (plus rework rate, added 2024). 

Team-level, not individual.

• Blameless post-mortem — incident review focused on how the system allowed an error and 

what to change, rather than who to blame.

• One-way vs. two-way door — irreversible vs. reversible decisions; deliberate carefully on the 

former, move fast on the latter.
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• Technical debt — implied future cost of an expedient choice; prudent in moderation, compound-

ing if unmanaged.

• Conway's Law — systems tend to mirror the communication structures of the organisations that 

build them.

• Goodhart's Law — when a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure (why 

activity metrics get gamed).

• Psychological safety — a shared belief the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking; a leading 

predictor of team performance (Edmondson; Google's Project Aristotle).

• Intrinsic motivation — motivation from autonomy, mastery, and purpose rather than external 

reward.

• Core vs. context — build the capabilities that differentiate your business; buy or adopt the 

commodity ones.

C. Competency checklist

Use this to track your readiness. You should be able to explain each in your own words and apply it to 

a scenario.

People Leadership — delegation & ownership · feedback (both directions) · hiring & onboarding · 

performance management · 1:1s & career development

Delivery & Execution — prioritisation under constraint · estimation & honest commitments · incident 

response & operational ownership · scope, risk & dependencies · process selection

Strategy & Vision — translating goals to technical direction · communicating with non-engineers 

· roadmapping (product vs. platform) · resource allocation & build-vs-buy · meaningful engineering 

metrics

Technical Judgment — evaluating architecture & its org consequences · technical debt · code review 

& quality · staying technically credible · when to intervene

Culture & Coaching — psychological safety & productive conflict · coaching vs. directing · inclusive 

practice & equitable opportunity · recognition, motivation & sustainable pace · modelling values under 

pressure

D. Further reading

These widely-recognised works expand on the concepts in this document. They are recommended 

background, not exam prerequisites.

• The Manager's Path — Camille Fournier

• The Making of a Manager — Julie Zhuo

• An Elegant Puzzle: Systems of Engineering Management — Will Larson

• Staff Engineer — Will Larson
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• Accelerate: The Science of Lean Software and DevOps — Forsgren, Humble & Kim (the DORA 

research)

• The Fearless Organization — Amy C. Edmondson (psychological safety)

• Radical Candor — Kim Scott (feedback, care & challenge)

• Drive — Daniel H. Pink (intrinsic motivation)

• Resilient Management — Lara Hogan

• Team Topologies — Matthew Skelton & Manuel Pais (Conway's Law in practice)

• Crucial Conversations — Patterson, Grenny, McMillan & Switzler

EMA-I Body of Knowledge — aligned to the EMA Competency Framework v1.0. This document evolves 

with the framework; check the version noted on the framework page for the edition your exam assesses 

against.
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