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PRAISE FOR: POLITICAL SKILL AT WORK: HOW TO INFLUENCE, MOTIVATE, AND WIN SUPPORT



“Based on extensive empirical research, Political Skill at Work provides substantive, practical advice for people to assess their political skill, develop it further, and use it effectively. Because organizational politics is, as the authors note, ubiquitous and important, everyone should consume the valuable information this book provides.”


—Jeffrey Pfeffer, Professor in the Graduate School of Business, Stanford University, and author of Power: Why Some People Have It—and Others Don’t


“Political skill is essential for anyone’s success in the workplace. This new edition of Political Skill at Work is the definitive guide to understanding and navigating the world of organizational politics. Authored by top scholars in the field, it is a must-read for leaders and non-leaders alike.”


—Ronald E. Riggio, Ph.D., Henry R. Kravis Professor of Leadership and Organizational Psychology, Claremont McKenna College.


“Political Skill at Work is one of our discipline’s classic volumes. It demystifies the supposedly ‘black art’ of workplace politics, and it shows how political skill can make people and organizations more effective.”


—Russell Cropanzano, Ted Anderson Professor of Free Enterprise, University of Colorado, Boulder


“Getting along with others is a basic key to success—and happiness. When people are high on this dimension (termed political skill by the authors), all doors (opportunities) are open; when they are low, the opposite may be true—important routes to success are closed. Political skill is invaluable in many different contexts, from building a career in an organization, to starting a new company and making it a success. The authors are outstanding researchers and true experts concerning political skill, so this new edition is certain to be even more informative and more valuable than the first edition. A ‘must read’ for people in many different fields.”


—Robert A. Baron, Regents Professor, Oklahoma State University


“Political Skill at Work is both thoroughly researched and splendidly readable. If you enjoy reading about workplace politics, and want to know more about how to navigate the political environment with political skill, you will love this book.”


—Gerhard Blickle, Professor of Psychology, University of Bonn, Germany


“So, you think office politics is about self-interest and dirty tricks? Think again. Political skill can lead to positive outcomes for you and your organization, such as improving your job performance, influence, reputation, and career prospects. Don’t complain when others play politics. Become a master politician yourself. This new edition of Political Skill at Work uses fascinating examples and robust evidence to make the case. Want to start playing the politics game? You already are.”


—David A. Buchanan, Emeritus Professor of Organizational Behaviour, Cranfield University School of Management
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INTRODUCTION: POLITICS IS NOT A DIRTY WORD



If you ask people why they didn’t get a job or promotion they wanted, you shouldn’t be surprised to hear something along the lines of, “It was a political decision.” The specific translation of their response may vary depending upon the circumstances, but the core message remains the same. For example, they could mean that the boss was playing favorites in the team by promoting the person closest to them, or that they gave the job to an old college buddy despite a lack of qualifications. Regardless, what they’re trying to communicate is that they feel the decision was unfair. They believe someone got a job or promotion that wasn’t deserved, and, on top of that, it was at the expense of someone who did deserve it (usually, the person you asked). So when people say a decision was political, they’re usually trying to communicate that something didn’t go their way and that they don’t think it was fair.


You might have said, or at least thought, something like this at times during your career as well. This labeling of situations that don’t go our way as political is a natural reaction, referred to in psychology as an “attribution.” Through quite a few experiments and research studies over several decades, results have shown that people tend to make external attributions (that is, assign blame to things outside their control) when bad things happen and internal attributions (that is, take credit based on personal triumph) when good things happen. So when “Tom” gets promoted over others, it’s because he worked hard and has valuable skills, but if others get promoted over Tom, he’s likely to claim it wasn’t fair, that it was “just politics.”


The use of politics doesn’t just stop at descriptions of things that are deemed unfair, though. Often, people use the term to describe situations where intentional manipulation has taken place, where they or others were taken advantage of through nefarious actions. In fact, if you conduct an online image search for the term “office politics,” you’ll notice among the top results several that depict people in professional attire backstabbing, gossiping, and fighting. Not surprisingly, then, many people aren’t fond of organizational politics. In fact, when the topic is mentioned, people often visibly cringe because they view it as something decidedly negative and potentially immoral. Is this true? Not always.


Organizational politics actually is a neutral concept. The root of the word for politics comes from the Greek word polis, which means that politics refers to things of or for the community. In fact, one of Merriam-Webster’s definitions of politics is “the total complex of relations between people living in society.” Given this, organizational politics is, at its core, simply a term that captures the complexities of social interaction in organizations, without any value ascribed. However, just like power (a closely related concept) or money, organizational politics can be used in positive or negative ways.


The examples of organizational politics to advance self-interest at the expense of others at work are those with which we’re all too familiar. This use of organizational politics captures those instances when people gossip about others at work, intentionally trying to damage a colleague’s reputation and hinder their success in the organization. It also includes the strategic use of information, such as withholding knowledge that would be important or beneficial to others, as well as manipulating facts during conversations in efforts to intentionally deceive. In essence, the negative use of organizational politics represents all the ways people attempt to stack the deck to ensure that they, or those in their inner circle, get ahead while others are held back.


But organizational politics is much more than just a negative means to desired ends. It also can be and often is used to facilitate outcomes that are generally positive for others, even the collective. In government, nonprofit, and industry organizations, great leaders often must rely on politics to get things accomplished, especially the really hard stuff. One prominent example of this was during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Although most people understand this historical event through a geopolitical lens and view it as a diplomatic triumph in the traditional sense of the political arena, what has been documented in the book (and later in the movie) Thirteen Days shows how President John F. Kennedy adeptly navigated the internal organizational politics of his own administration to resolve a standoff over the deployment of Soviet missiles in Cuba. Throughout the nearly two-week period, President Kennedy’s advisors fought with each other, and the president, about how to handle the crisis. In addition to enduring the deceit of an adversarial foreign power in the Soviet Union, President Kennedy had to ensure against being manipulated by his cabinet to avoid catapulting the world into a nuclear war. In the end, he and those in his inner circle were able to wield their influence in a manner that avoided a catastrophic end.


Perhaps you don’t envision yourself needing to sidestep an actual nuclear conflict, but rather just an analogous one in your own career. Surviving at work often requires navigating organizational politics. Take F. Ross Johnson, the infamous former CEO of RJR Nabisco who likely wouldn’t have had the chance to set in motion the largest leveraged buyout in Wall Street history had he not been able to prevail in the political arena at Standard Brands. Johnson was second in command at the company, but his boss wanted him out. Things culminated in a contentious meeting of the Standard Brands board of directors in Manhattan. His career was on the line, but as Bryan Burrough and John Helyar wrote in Barbarians at the Gate, “…when it came to corporate politics, no one was ready to count out Ross Johnson. He seemed to have a knack for survival.” Johnson survived the attack and emerged from the meeting victorious. His boss, Henry Weigl, was removed as CEO, with Johnson installed as his replacement.


These are just two of countless examples. More recently, politicians, like former president Bill Clinton, emerged relatively unscathed from the most serious of national scandals, and before fraud ultimately caught up to her, Elizabeth Holmes survived a board coup in the early days of Theranos to replace her as CEO. We relish stories like these—politicians and executives, who now have achieved the fame, recognition, and deference of rock stars, playing to crowds like virtuoso musicians in efforts to meet their own agendas. But this doesn’t just happen at the highest level of government or in corporate boardrooms. It happens throughout organizations. In fact, in a landmark study in an electric company in the early 1900s, researchers found evidence of an “informal organization,” in many ways distinct from the formal organizational hierarchy, that dictated the ways things unfolded at work extending all the way to the shop floor.


At this point, it’s doubtless that many of you are excited about the possibility of prevailing in the political arena, but we recognize that likely many of you are starting to get turned off. Despite our description of politics as a neutral phenomenon that can get used to facilitate both good and bad outcomes, you’re tempted to put the book down because you “don’t like playing politics.” We understand, but we want to make sure you know that you actually are already playing. You see, most of us work for a living, and almost all of us who work for a living do so in organizations, whether large or small business; educational institutions; or local, state, or national government. And politics are ubiquitous in all types of organizations—regardless of type, size, or age. That’s right. From start-ups to centuries-old Fortune 500 firms, politics are a fact of organizational life.


This reality extends to all forms and structures as well. Organizations of all types have experienced monumental changes in the past few decades. Downsizing, restructuring and redesign, mergers and acquisitions, and other changes represent major shifts that have dramatically altered the ways workplaces function. Political maneuvering is rampant during these shifts, but even when “the dust settles” and multilevel bureaucracy and the associated formal policies, systems, and features that went along with such traditional forms of organizing are replaced with flatter structures and open environments, politics are a key factor. In fact, in these new organizational forms, the interactions required among work team members, supervisors, and subordinates, as well as between employees and clients, increases, which arguably makes politics even more prevalent.


Thus, regardless of your work situation, politics is a part of organizational life. As Sherlock Holmes says, “The game is afoot!” You are in it. You actually can’t choose not to play. You can only choose how to act. You need to be able to influence others to follow your ideas, decisions, and new programs of action. In fact, even if you are self-employed, you deal with customers and other individuals in ways that require influence. But, how? Do you force people to comply with your wishes or interests? Threaten them? Intimidate them? Some people certainly try, but research and practice have shown that this is not an effective long-term strategy (and often it’s one that backfires even in the short term). Instead, you need to develop a style of interaction that allows you to read and interpret situations and exhibit just the right kind of behavior that will make others do what you want—and do so willingly, as if it was their own idea.


This last part is the key to effectively surviving and thriving through organizational politics. Those most adept are the ones able to influence others in such a way that what they are doing goes almost undetected. People might recognize them as influential, but, somehow, they can never tell when they are being influenced. These master organizational politicians have the capacity to understand what behaviors and activities to demonstrate in particular situations at work, but also how to transmit or execute such behaviors in genuine, sincere, and convincing ways that result in successful influence attempts, or “getting their way.” Further, they are those who somehow are always well positioned—in the proper place, at the right time, and in a stance on a particular issue that allows them to succeed.


This book aims to help you become one of those people. It is a “how to” as well as a “what to” book, in that it informs you about “what” things you should do in certain situations but also “how” to execute those behaviors in ways that are effective and result in successful influence. Bookstores are full of books on “winning at office politics” that tell you what things to say and do. The reason the readers of those books do not turn into overnight successes (or even long-term successes) is that it takes more than simply knowing what to do; you have to execute the “what” in convincing ways or understand the “how” of influence. To know both what and how to influence others at work, therefore, takes political skill.


The chapters that follow are about the nature of political skill and the roles it plays in your ability to influence others and, therefore, in your own personal job and career success. In them, you will learn to understand, realize, enhance, and use political skill at work. Indeed, the title contains an intentional double meaning, as this book will describe both political skill at work (i.e., in the organizations) and the characterization of political skill at work (i.e., the way political skill operates and how it results in personal and organizational effectiveness).


The book is organized into three parts and twelve chapters. Part I introduces you to political skill. It explains its nature in detail, outlines its dimensions, distinguishes it from other related concepts, and describes how it is measured (including an opportunity to assess your own level of political skill). Then it describes how political skill works and what makes it so essential to successful influence. Next, it addresses whether we can train or develop political skill in people. Finally, it discusses the role of political will, the motivation to put your political skill to work.


Part II deals more specifically with how you can use political skill for self-improvement and increased effectiveness in the workplace. The chapters in this section address the role of political skill in getting hired, maximizing job performance and career success, enhancing your reputation, and coping with stress to facilitate health and well-being.


Part III focuses on political skill in more “advanced” circumstances. These chapters show how political skill can build extensive and influential networks, how it enhances negotiation outcomes (for both parties!), and its role in digital interactions. We close with a chapter on how political skill helps organizations, not just individuals, realize greater effectiveness through leadership and team performance.


As with most books, we’ve put some thought into the organization of the chapters. They’re ordered to orient you to political skill before showing you what it can do. Thus, our intent is for readers to progress through the chapters in order. However, we recognize that you might have picked it up for a specific purpose. Perhaps you have an interview coming up for your dream job. We still recommend reading chapter 1 first so that you understand the nature of political skill, but after that you might want to jump to chapter 5 to look at some of the specifics regarding how political skill can help you get the job. Or, you might be agonizing over how to negotiate a raise or preferred work arrangement with your boss. If so, you might want to read chapter 10 a little sooner. Perhaps you’re so overwhelmed at work that you are just trying to get through the next day, too stressed to think about advancing. Well, jump ahead to chapter 8. Finally, maybe you made it this far, but you’re still skeptical. You can’t imagine politics being used for anything other than selfish gain. If that’s the case, we hope you’ll start with chapter 12 to learn how political skill makes leaders and their teams and organizations more effective.


Regardless of how you move through the book, we believe you’ll find value in every chapter, regardless of your work situation or career stage. We’ve tried to include a variety of examples to make the content accessible to everyone. However, we’re still academics, so we’ve included research highlights at the end of the chapters to give you a sense of the science behind our claims. (That’s right, we didn’t just make this up!) Additionally, we really want this book to help you advance your career. To that end, we’ve created a website to accompany the book (politicalskillatwork.com). On it, you’ll be able to take the Political Skill Inventory to assess your political skill, access some of the latest research, and find out ways to develop your influence ability.


With that, we invite you to let us share with you what we have learned about political skill over nearly 30 years of research in a number of different organizations, with people from many different occupations, in countries all over the world. We have found political skill to be a fascinating concept that we believe can help you excel at work and look forward to showing just what it can do for you. Again, politics doesn’t have to be dirty, and despite some of the examples mentioned, political skill is more than just something you can use to get out of trouble, or to get away with self-serving efforts to increase your own personal wealth at the expense of others. Of course, these are misuses. However, we regard political skill as an effective characteristic that can contribute to good things happening for individuals and the organizations in which they work.
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SURVIVING AND THRIVING IN THE POLITICAL ARENA


In 1979, Tom Wolfe published the culmination of his extensive research on US pilots involved in the research and development of rocket-powered aircraft. Wolfe’s conclusion was that these pilots, who not only accepted but excelled in jobs fraught with risk, were distinguished from others by their possession of certain characteristics both required for and reinforced by their working environments. Together, the characteristics, described as a combination of confidence and skill, gave the pilots something that enabled them to succeed, the essence of which is captured in the phrase Wolfe coined as the title of his book—The Right Stuff.


Although the typical job doesn’t require the same type or level of danger as being the first to climb aboard a rocket-powered vessel, the political nature of organizations is such that surviving and thriving within them does require a special set of skills. Indeed, organizations can be viewed as political arenas, where informal negotiation and bargaining, deal making, favor doing, quid pro quo interactions, and coalition and alliance building characterize the way things really get done. Similar to Wolfe’s description of the test pilots, we argue that those who excel in the political arena at work possess the right stuff for professional success. Yes, job performance and career success are determined in part by intelligence and effort, but it is clear that, more often than not, something else is required to advance within an organization or a particular field.


Some have referred to this something else or organizational right stuff as interpersonal style, savvy, or street smarts. However, these are typically more abstract concepts with imprecise descriptions, built largely on anecdotes rather than a body of scientific research. As a result, some people come to believe and purport that, when it comes to success in workplace politics, you either have it or you don’t. For those who want to improve their ability to influence others and advance in their careers, this view is problematic. If what is needed to gain and wield influence at work is abstract and our understanding of it imprecise, then we can’t identify its components, we can’t actually measure or detect it beyond notions of “I know it when I see it,” and most important we can’t practice or develop it in ourselves or others to help facilitate career success. Fortunately, this is not the case. As described in the introduction, our research, as well as that of many others over the past several decades, demonstrates that political skill is the so-called right stuff that facilitates success at work, and that it can be developed.


What Is Political Skill?


Political skill was first introduced to the management and organizational behavior literature in the early 1980s when two organizational theorists (Jeff Pfeffer and Henry Mintzberg) mentioned it, independently, in their treatises on power in organizations. Both Pfeffer and Mintzberg identified political skill as necessary for success in organizations.1 But we can trace the origin of political skill back to the interestingly similar, yet parallel, work of psychologist E. L. Thorndike and entrepreneur Dale Carnegie, who both worked in New York in the early 1900s. Thorndike introduced the concept of social intelligence, which referred to understanding people and acting on that knowledge in influential ways. Carnegie, through his still famous courses on interpersonal effectiveness, taught people fundamental principles of how to work with and through others. Both the scientific and applied work of these four men established the foundational idea that success is linked to social and interpersonal competence.


Interestingly, though, more systematic research on political skill, including efforts to formally define it and develop survey instruments for measuring it and its effects, didn’t occur until the late 1990s. This period of dormancy for the concept likely was due in part to people’s tendency to have a negative reaction to anything with a “political” label. However, over the past two decades, people have begun to understand the value of political skill, and research on the construct has increased exponentially as the concept has gained greater acceptance. As a result, we now have a fairly robust understanding of what political skill is and how it facilitates interpersonal success.


Definition


Political skill is defined as the ability to effectively understand others at work and to use that knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhances one’s personal and/or organizational objectives. As such, it is often referred to as an adeptness in both reading and reacting, as politically skilled individuals combine an ability to comprehend social situations with the capacity to adjust their behavior to match the varying situational demands encountered when dealing with others. Perhaps more important, political skill enables individuals to exercise selected behaviors in a manner that appears to be sincere, inspires support, and engenders trust, such that they can effectively influence and shape the responses of others.


For example, imagine a meeting at work where the boss has assembled a number of her subordinates around a conference table. She explains to the group that sales have been lagging, and that this is to be a brainstorming session to come up with an approach to marketing the group’s flagship product. After some initial discussion, several members of the team begin to offer alternatives to the current strategy. Although not overtly dismissive of the ideas being suggested, the boss rather quickly manages to poke holes in the ideas being presented, listing a number of reasons why the approach won’t work and ultimately rejecting each alternative approach. A politically skilled member of the group observes the first couple of these iterations and quickly comes to a conclusion: the boss doesn’t really want a new approach. Perhaps this is because she was the driving force behind the existing marketing strategy. Instead of offering an idea that is a complete departure from this existing approach, the politically skilled member of the team suggests that rather than “throw the baby out with the bathwater,” the group focus instead on tweaking the existing strategy. The boss suddenly seems to perk up, smiles at the politically skilled subordinate with a “great idea!” and redirects the group to start offering suggestions in this vein.


In the scenario just described, the politically skilled subordinate has observed the boss’s comments (and likely body language as well) and determined that despite what she said, the boss doesn’t really seem to want to change course. As a result, the subordinate decides the best course of action is to suggest a less drastic change in strategy, maintaining some portions of the current approach, which clearly scores points with the boss. Beyond simply understanding what is happening in the situation, though, politically skilled individuals exude a sense of personal security and calm self-confidence that attracts others and gives them a feeling of comfort. This self-confidence doesn’t go so far as to be perceived as arrogance, which allows politically skilled individuals to always maintain proper balance and perspective. Thus, we suggest that people high in political skill not only know precisely what to do or say in different social situations at work, but they know how to do or say it in a manner that disguises any ulterior, self-serving motives. Returning to the example above, we would argue that this ability to appear sincere enabled the politically skilled subordinate to make the suggestion to stay true to the current course of action without seeming like they were kissing up to the boss.


How Political Skill Differs from Other Concepts


The description of people with the abilities described above as having “street smarts” likens political skill to a form of intelligence. In fact, some might argue that competencies like political skill are simply a function of intelligence. However, research has shown that political skill is independent from intelligence or cognitive ability. Although intelligence certainly aids in success at work and doesn’t hurt when you’re trying to influence someone, the possession of political skill, or its effective use, does not depend on having a high IQ. In fact, it is possible to possess modest or even below-average intelligence and still be very politically skilled. In terms of its derivation, we believe there are aspects of political skill that are dispositional or inherited, but we see other aspects that can be developed or shaped through a combination of formal and informal training and developmental experiences (see chapter 3).


Additionally, the ability to understand others and control one’s actions makes political skill similar in concept to emotional intelligence, another social effectiveness construct that has received considerable attention in the popular, business, and research press in the past two decades, primarily as a function of Daniel Goleman’s (1995, 1998)2 best-selling books. Emotional intelligence focuses predominantly on the emotion-based aspects of interpersonal effectiveness, influence, and control. Conversely, political skill incorporates knowledge and skill that go beyond emotions. Therefore, particularly because of Goleman’s broad characterization of emotional intelligence (which has led some to suggest that Goleman regards emotional intelligence as including everything except cognitive ability or intelligence),3 it is related to political skill but represents a distinct construct. In fact, several research studies have examined the relationship between the two and found that although they are positively correlated, they should not be considered completely overlapping or redundant concepts.4 Even more pertinent to your success at work, however, is the research that has shown political skill out-performs emotional intelligence when predicting effectiveness at work.


Further, political skill is somewhat related to certain personality traits and with other related constructs that purport to measure social effectiveness or interpersonal sensitivity. For example, research has shown that political skill is related positively to concepts like self-monitoring (i.e., the tendency to alter one’s behavior to match that of others), agreeableness (i.e., the tendency and desire to promote and create harmony among groups), and conscientiousness (i.e., a focus on goal striving and accomplishment). However, as with emotional intelligence, research has shown political skill to be a distinct concept, capable of predicting success at work beyond these traits and characteristics.


Finally, it is important to note that political skill is different from social skill, because, on the surface, some people might see the two concepts as appearing to be very similar. Social skill generally is regarded as competencies in communication and the ease, comfort, and connectedness with which individuals interact with others. Political skill, as we have seen, involves going beyond mere ease and facility of interaction to include managing these interactions with others in influential ways that lead to individual and organizational goal accomplishment.


Dimensions of Political Skill


In the opening discussion of this chapter, we likened political skill to a sort of organizational “right stuff.” That analogy was made in part because conceptualizations of having the “right stuff” consider success as derived from a combination of characteristics. Thus, to really understand what political skill is and how it helps people succeed at work, we need to consider its components—that is, the individual elements that together make up the construct. We’ve hinted at these parts so far, as we have described the ability to read and understand people as well as the capacity to act on that knowledge in influential ways. However, there are other key aspects of political skill that are critical to its makeup and need to be represented in a complete description of the concept. To date, we have identified four key facets of political skill. These facets, also referred to as dimensions, are social astuteness, networking ability, interpersonal influence, and apparent sincerity.


Social astuteness. We begin with the ability to understand interpersonal situations. Politically skilled individuals are astute observers of others and are keenly attuned to social situations. Beyond that, they are able to comprehend social interactions and accurately interpret their behavior, as well as that of others, in social settings. This is due to their strong powers of discernment and high self-awareness. This quality of interpersonal sensitivity is referred to as social astuteness and is central to political skill in that it allows for a deeper understanding of the social fabric at work. Although this seems like a straightforward quality of observation, it is much more than that.


Socially astute individuals go beyond just cataloging what they see. Instead, they integrate this new information from their observations with existing knowledge from prior interactions to make better and deeper sense of the present situation. One way to understand this richer level of social comprehension is to draw a parallel from the 1999 movie The Matrix. In this film, many individuals just saw what appeared to be there, but others were able to see beyond what was presented, to the very core of the situation, which gave them a greater understanding of what was happening around them. Similarly, politically skilled individuals are able to see within the organizational “matrix” to understand the intricacies of the social situation, including potentially hidden agendas. Think back to our example of the politically skilled subordinate who was able to decipher why the boss was rejecting new ideas. This individual was able to integrate the new information from observing the boss at the meeting with prior information (i.e., the boss championed the existing strategy) to understand what was happening better than her colleagues did. Not surprisingly, with this ability to decipher interactions at work, socially astute individuals often are seen as ingenious, even clever, in dealing with others.


Networking ability. Although political skill is a characteristic that can facilitate individual success at work, it is rarely possible for individuals to succeed alone. Thus, connections, friendships, alliances, and coalitions are critical for individuals to navigate organizational politics. In this vein, organizational scholars have argued that “to pursue political action, it is inevitable that actors in the organization align themselves with others”5 and that having connections and allies is important for developing and exercising influence.6 In fact, it has been argued that “executives need to build good networks—both informal advice networks and formal coalitions—for influencing political decisions.”7 Given this, networking ability is an important aspect of political skill.


Indeed, politically skilled individuals are good at developing and leveraging diverse networks of contacts. People in these networks tend to hold assets seen as valuable and necessary for successful personal and organizational functioning. The politically skilled seem to naturally understand who these powerful people are, are able to facilitate interactions with them, and are particularly good at fostering relationships they can draw on later, when needed. Masters of the quid pro quo, they are often highly skilled negotiators and deal makers and are adept at conflict management. They know when to call on others for favors, are perceived as willing to reciprocate, and inspire commitment and personal obligation from those around them. Furthermore, individuals high in networking ability ensure they are well positioned in order to both create and take advantage of opportunities. Thus, politically skilled individuals enjoy a favorable social identity among those in their network, resulting in significant and tangible benefits, such as gaining favorable reactions to one’s ideas, enhanced access to important information, and increased cooperation and trust. In short, politically skilled people are perceived as possessing high levels of social capital, which enhances their reputation and ability to be influential.


Interpersonal influence. Part of the reason politically skilled individuals are expert networkers is their subtle and convincing personal style, which exerts a powerful influence on those around them. This is derived from the interpersonal influence facet of political skill, which captures the ability to adjust behavior to match the demands of a particular situation. That is, individuals high on the interpersonal influence dimension are capable of appropriately adapting and calibrating their behavior to each situation, often based on the understanding derived from their social astuteness, in order to elicit particular responses from others. Indeed, aspects of the interpersonal influence dimension capture what have been referred to as flexibility, which involves adapting one’s behavior situationally to different targets of influence in different contextual conditions in order to achieve one’s goals.


An important feature of flexibility that contributes to success at interpersonal influence involves focusing on goals and objectives and being able to remain calm and emotionally detached from the situation. Those high in interpersonal influence appear to others as being interpersonally skilled, and they use such behaviors to control their environments. Although these individuals are not always overtly political, they are seen as competent leaders who play the political game fairly and effortlessly. This facile political style is seen as a positive, rather than a negative, force within the organization. To identify these individuals in your organization, just think of those who seem to possess the ability to always know just what to say or do, no matter the situation. Further, when something doesn’t seem to go quite as they expected, these individuals seem to be unflappable. Instead of retreating in fear or appearing upset, individuals high in interpersonal influence are able to quickly adjust, countering with another action or statement that makes them seem like they are ready for anything. In many ways, these individuals seem to perform social jujitsu on others at work—no matter what they are presented with, they seem capable of countering effectively such that they end up on top.


Apparent sincerity. Finally, in Dale Carnegie’s best-selling book How to Win Friends and Influence People, his first rule of how to make people like you (which, he argued, was a precursor to effective influence) was to become genuinely interested in them.8 Carnegie’s advice has been much discussed and promoted over the years, and it can be summarized as never finding fault, never arguing, flattering people at every opportunity, and appearing sincere. Thus, a final aspect of political skill is an ability to appear genuine or sincere, which reflects the true execution component of political skill. That is, it is not just what behaviors politically skilled individuals exhibit, but more that they demonstrate influence attempts in ways that appear to be sincere and genuine, without ulterior motive, and that inspire trust and confidence. In fact, researchers who study influence processes have appealed for research examining the way influence attempts were executed, focusing on the interpersonal style component that he argued gave the appearance of sincerity.


Politically skilled individuals appear to others as possessing high levels of integrity, authenticity, sincerity, and genuineness. They are, or appear to be, honest, open, and forthright. This dimension of political skill strikes at the very heart of whether influence attempts will be successful, because it focuses on the perceived intentions of the behavior exhibited. Indeed, perceived intentions or motives are important and have been argued to alter the interpretation and labeling of behavior. For example, what appears to be helping behavior (e.g., offering to stay late at work to help your supervisor) is labeled as “citizenship” if the intentions are seen as positive, but “political” if the intentions are perceived as instrumental or self-serving, whereby you expect to get something out of it. Influence attempts will be successful only the extent to which the actor is perceived as possessing no ulterior motive.


Because their actions are not interpreted as manipulative or coercive, individuals high in apparent sincerity inspire trust and confidence in and from those around them. Their tactics often are seen as subtle, and their motives do not appear self-serving. They are capable of disguising ulterior motives when deemed necessary, yet others would not describe them as hypocritical. Instead, they appear to others as being “straight shooters,” who can be characterized as “what you see is what you get.” Whether these individuals are truly sincere and genuine is not the point—some people may be sincere and genuine in their behaviors but others simply do not perceive them to be. Political skill is required to inspire trust and confidence from others.


People High and Low in Political Skill


Now that you have a good idea about just what is political skill, here are some examples of people who are high in political skill and those we characterize as low in political skill. Interestingly, individuals we can “see through,” and in whom we perceive ulterior motives, probably are not very good at influence attempts and continually “shoot themselves in the foot” even though they would love to be good organizational politicians. These people are low in political skill. However, individuals who come across as genuine, sincere, and authentic in their statements and behavior and who, in fact, do not appear to be trying to influence people at all, are indeed the ones who are high in political skill. In the high versus low examples of political skill, we can also see people who have very good and noble intentions but just do not inspire a comfort and trust level because they are not politically skilled.


Clinton versus Gore. In many ways, Bill Clinton is an embodiment of political skill. From his earliest days in politics, Clinton was said to have meticulously recorded information about those he interacted with and regularly called them just to check in and see how they were doing. Often, he’d learn of something they needed during these calls and would attempt to help, never asking for anything. However, when it came time to run for higher office, you can bet he made calls, drawing on years of untapped social capital. Further, after making it to the White House only to be later mired in scandal, Clinton survived an impeachment partially due to his political skill. Clinton may have been genuine, sincere, and authentic in his public statements and interactions, or he might have been simply playing a role to manage favorable images—we will never really know because he is so politically skilled that he “appears” to be genuine and convincing.


In contrast is Clinton’s vice president, Al Gore. Although in his post–political office life Gore has become known as a passionate advocate for environmentalism, he was not viewed as a charismatic figure while in office. In fact, during his own presidential campaign, he often came across as “wooden” or fake. Beyond just appearing boring or uncharismatic, it was difficult for many to see Gore as someone they could believe. He might have been an honest, caring individual who really wanted to be influential and inspire people to trust and follow his ideas, but he just didn’t come across that way. As a result, many Americans, seeking someone they could trust, didn’t see Gore as authentic or believable, which likely cost him much-needed support during the election.


Broadcast News. One movie that seems to depict the success between those high in political skill and those low in political skill is the 1987 film Broadcast News. In this movie, Tom Grunick (played by William Hurt) is an attractive and politically skilled news anchor who can’t write and lacks the intelligence to even understand the news he is reporting. The audience loves Tom as a news anchor—he is engaging, seemingly genuine, and authentic in his news delivery. In spite of his low IQ, he is successful because of his political skill.


Aaron Altman (played by Albert Brooks) is extremely bright, well read, and motivated. He has everything it takes to be a successful news anchor except the political skill. Aaron has no clue how to relate to others and, perhaps as important, does not understand why it is important to deal well with others. He simply wants to report the facts—and he is good at getting and assembling the facts. Unfortunately, because of his lack of political skill, not to mention his arrogance, Aaron is stranded in the newsroom, and is branded as boring, uncharismatic, and unappealing to the network’s audience. This is another example of how political skill can lead to success and is independent of intelligence. Clearly, having both intelligence and political skill is a valuable combination. However, for many positions, having political skill is more likely to lead to success than having a high IQ.


Measuring Political Skill


Because of the importance placed on political skill for career success, you’re likely wondering how politically skilled you are. Well, with the Political Skill Inventory (PSI),9 which will allow you to assess your own level of political skill, you can find out. Additionally, scores can be computed for each of the four facets of political skill. By answering 18 questions and performing a handful of math operations, you can know how politically skilled you are, as well as whether you are higher or lower on social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity.


Assessing Your Political Skill


The PSI questions, presented here and at politicalskillatwork.com, are answered on a scale that ranges from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). An overall PSI score is computed by summing the responses on all questions and dividing by that number of questions (i.e., 18). You will have an overall political skill score between 1 and 7. Larger total scores indicate people who have higher political skill, and smaller scores identify individuals who have lower political skill.


Social astuteness has 5 questions. To determine your social astuteness score, simply add up your responses for questions that are labeled “(SA)” and divide that number by 5. This can be done for each dimension, with the caveat that you will need to divide the sum for networking ability (NA) by 6 (it has 6 questions), interpersonal influence (II) by 4 (it has 4 questions), and apparent sincerity (AS) by 3 (it has 3 questions). Like your overall political skill score, your score for each of the four facets should range from 1 to 7.


Take a few minutes to complete the PSI for yourself. Of course, many surveys are fairly transparent, such that you know how to come out high or low on this scale. (Especially because we just gave you the scoring system!) The important thing to remember is that you need to be honest with yourself when completing this survey in order to get an accurate self-assessment. On the pages that follow the PSI, we’ll discuss what conclusions you might draw based on your scores for the overall construct, as well as for each of the facets.


Asking Others to Rate Your Political Skill


Self-report measurements of political skill can be useful and enlightening. However, even when prompted to be honest, we often tend to respond to questionnaires with some bias due to social desirability, which leads to a less than accurate reflection of our true scores. Given this, you might also consider asking someone close to you, such as your immediate supervisor, peers or coworkers, or perhaps even subordinates to rate your political skill. In so doing, if you and your other chosen rater(s) obtain similar levels of overall political skill and the four dimensions, you can have greater confidence that you understand how interpersonally effective you are, and why, as well as what areas you might want to work to develop.




POLITICAL SKILL INVENTORY


Instructions: Using the following 7-point scale, place the number before each question that best describes how much you agree with each statement about yourself.




[image: image] = STRONGLY DISAGREE


[image: image] = DISAGREE


[image: image] = SLIGHTLY DISAGREE


[image: image] = NEUTRAL


[image: image] = SLIGHTLY AGREE


[image: image] = AGREE


[image: image] = STRONGLY AGREE










	1 — I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with others.
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	2 — I am able to make most people feel comfortable and at ease around me.
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	3 — I am able to communicate easily and effectively with others.
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	4 — It is easy for me to develop good rapport with most people.
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	5 — I understand people very well.
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	6 — I am good at building relationships with influential people at work.
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	7 — I am particularly good at sensing the motivations and hidden agendas of others.
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8 — When communicating with others, I try to be genuine in what I say and do.
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	9 — I have developed a large network of colleagues and associates at work who I can call on for support when I really need to get things done.
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	10 — At work, I know a lot of important people and am well connected.
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	11 — I spend a lot of time at work developing connections with others.
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	12 — I am good at getting people to like me.
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	13 — It is important that people believe I am sincere in what I say and do.
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	14 — I try to show a genuine interest in other people.
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	15 — I am good at using my connections and network to make things happen at work.

	[image: image]






	16 — I have good intuition or “savvy” about how to present myself to others.

	[image: image]






	17 — I always seem to instinctively know the right things to say or do to influence others.

	[image: image]






	18 — I pay close attention to people’s facial expressions.

	[image: image]









KEY:


Social Astuteness = (SA) 5 questions (add items together and divide by 5)


Networking Ability = (NA) 6 questions (add items together and divide by 6)


Interpersonal Influence = (II) 4 questions (add items together and divide by 4)


Apparent Sincerity = (AS) 3 questions (add items together and divide by 3)





Understanding Your Political Skill Score


Overall political skill is the combination of social astuteness + interpersonal influence + networking ability + apparent sincerity. If you have calculated your overall political skill, you should have a number between 1 and 7, which would make a score of “4” the midpoint. Thus, if you have a total PSI of 4 we consider that to be a moderate level of political skill. In general, scoring a 1 or 2 is considered to be low; 3, 4, or 5 is considered average; and scoring a 6 or 7 is considered to be high. Successful employees, and especially managers, tend to score fairly high on the PSI. However, remember that there are four dimensions of political skill. Thus, it is important to consider these scores to understand exactly why you received the overall score you did. The following sections can help you understand more about your score for each dimension.


Social Astuteness


If you scored low (i.e., a 1 or 2) on the social astuteness dimension of the PSI, you likely have a low level of understanding or a low desire to understand the motivations or intentions of others’ behaviors. A low score means you have little intuition or savvy about how to present yourself to others and you do not always know the right things to say or do in order to influence others.


An average score (i.e., a 3, 4, or 5) on this dimension means you have a satisfactory ability to understand people and a reasonable ability to read people’s motivations and detect any hidden agendas they may have. Further, average scores represent a satisfactory level of intuition and savvy about how you come across to others. Finally, if you have an average score, you often know the right things to say and the right things to do in order to influence others.


A high score (i.e., 6 or 7) on the social astuteness dimension means you have an excellent ability to understand people, sense their motivation, and detect any hidden agendas. You have outstanding intuition and the savvy to know exactly how to present yourself. Also, when influencing others, you seem to instinctively know exactly the right things to say and do.


Networking Ability


If you score low on the networking ability dimension, you either have a low ability to develop relationships with others at work or you lack the motivation to spend time and effort developing these relationships. Low scores on this dimension also mean you probably lack a large support network that can be used to advance your work goals.


If you have an average score, you have a satisfactory ability and motivation to spend time and energy developing work relationships with others. Average scores in networking also mean you probably have a reasonable formal and informal network of people that can help you move work-related goals forward.


If you scored high on networking ability, you are an excellent networker. You have both the ability as well as the motivation to develop positive work relationships. You are especially good at developing good relationships with influential people. You probably have a very large number of support networks, both formal and informal, that you often use effectively to move your goals forward in the organization.


Interpersonal Influence


A low score on the interpersonal influence dimension means that you have a fairly low ability or motivation to make people feel comfortable and at ease with you. If you have a low score, you may not have a smooth communication style with others at work. Further, you likely have a limited ability to develop a good relationship and rapport with most people.


An average score means you have a satisfactory level of ability to make people comfortable and at ease around you. Further, you normally are able to communicate with others, but not everyone. You have a reasonable ability to establish a good rapport with most people.


If you have a high score on interpersonal influence, your ability to make people feel at ease around you is very strong. You likely have a very effective communication style with others and are able to establish a very good rapport with most everyone you meet. Most people are quickly drawn to you because you know how to make yourself likeable.


Apparent Sincerity


If you scored low on the sincerity dimension, this reflects a limited awareness of the importance of appearing genuine and sincere. If you have a low score, you likely show a relatively low level of genuine interest in other people and do not place a high value on being perceived as a genuine and sincere person.


If you have an average score on this dimension, you have a satisfactory level of awareness regarding the importance of appearing genuine and sincere. You likely show a genuine interest in some of the people with whom you work, but not everyone. You also place a reasonable value on being perceived as genuine and sincere.


If you scored high on the sincerity dimension, you have a very good appreciation for the importance of appearing genuine and sincere to everyone. You aspire to demonstrate a sincere interest in others at all times. Finally, it is very important for you to be perceived as being genuine and sincere.


Conclusion


As you now understand, politically skilled individuals more accurately understand the needs of organizations as well as the employees within organizations. Further, those who have political skill can use that knowledge to influence others within organizations. We examine the four dimensions of political skill—namely, social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity—and we provide the political skill scale for your self-assessment. As you read through this book, you will discover how political skill (in general, as well as the specific dimensions) can be used to affect others. You will also learn how best to increase your political skill by focusing on the specific dimension(s) upon which you need to improve.


Research Highlight


Lvina, E., et al. (2012). “Measure Invariance of the Political Skill Inventory (PSI) across Five Cultures.” International Journal of Cross-Cultural Management, 12(2): 171–91.


The failure to consider cultural dynamics is a common criticism in organizational research, especially when it comes to concepts that deal with interpersonal interaction at work. Why? Well, different cultures often have different expectations about how people interact, particularly at work and especially when it involves supervisors and subordinates. As a result, research on political skill began to expand to other cultures, employing translations of the PSI. Given this, it became important to examine the psychometric properties (i.e., the scale validity) of the PSI across cultures.
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