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Praise for Suddenly in Charge


“The best advice is simple, direct, and immediately actionable. Roberta delivers on all this and more. A lifesaving guide for any new manager”!


—Marshall Goldsmith, international best-selling author or editor of 35 books including What Got You Here Won’t Get You There and Triggers


“Matuson offers practical, no-nonsense advice for some of the most common situations leaders find ourselves managing through at some point in our careers, it’s like having a coach on your bookshelf! Grab a copy for yourself, and one for a friend—they’ll thank you!”


—Sandy Rezendes, Chief Learning Officer, Citizens Financial Group, Inc.


“Sad to say, doing your job well isn’t sufficient for success. Unless you also learn to navigate critical relationships with your boss and your employees, everything else is in jeopardy. Consider Suddenly in Charge your lifeline, helping you make sense of the complex terrain of the modern workplace.”


—Dorie Clark, author of Reinventing You and Stand Out, and adjunct professor at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business


“Wow! Roberta’s no-nonsense approach is exactly what is needed in the fast-paced world of work. A must read for every manager.”


—Jay Hargis, Former Director of Learning and Development at Tufts Medical Center, and adjunct professor at NYU


“Roberta understands that people are the heart of any business. As a Boston based family business owner, I completely agree with her. I would highly recommend this book to leaders and anyone who heads up a business.”


—Peter Rinnig, owner, QRST’s


“In Suddenly in Charge, Roberta does a fabulous job of weaving practical action steps with extraordinarily insightful knowledge that we all need. Having led people and organizations for over 25 years in the US Navy and various industries, I can without a doubt recommend Suddenly in Charge to anyone wanting to improve their leadership and followership capacity. And, as a father of three soon to enter the workforce, this will be a must read at the Koonce household! Thanks, Roberta, for sharing your wisdom!”


—Bob Koonce, co-author of Extreme Operational Excellence: Applying the US Nuclear Submarine Culture to Your Organization, former Nuclear Submarine Commander and Principal Officer, High Reliability Group LLC


“I have personally worked with Roberta, she assisted me in evaluating and changing my team. I now have the high performing team I wanted. This book can do the same for you!”


—Ronald Bryant, President, Baystate Noble Hospital


“Suddenly in Charge is a must read for both experienced and new leaders. You’ll learn practical tips on how to navigate up, down, and across your network and most importantly the value of strong relationships with yourself, your team, and the business.”


—Sandy Allred, Kimberly-Clark, Senior Director, Talent Management
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How to Navigate This Book


Before we begin, let’s get one thing straight. Managing UP is not about brown-nosing, nor is it about becoming the boss’s favorite. It’s about learning how to work within the confines of an organization to get what you need, while helping your boss and the organization meet their objectives. It’s about using influence and acting with integrity and purpose.


Managing UP is a skill that can be developed through practice. However, like many things in life, just when you think you’ve got it nailed down, the circumstances change. For example, you may have finally figured out how to best manage your boss right before being assigned a new boss. Or you may have mastered the game of office politics only to find that the board has been turned upside down and you must start again.


It’s been over twenty-five years since I began practicing this skill and I still refer to the books I used when I first started fine-tuning my craft. I hope you will do the same with this book. Read it, practice, and when done, place it on your bookshelf so that you can refer to it when you most need it. Send me an e-mail at Roberta@matusonconsulting.com and let me know how your life has dramatically improved as a result of this book. Now let’s begin.


The print edition of this book asks readers to flip the book over to read the Managing Down section. For this eBook, Managing Down now begins halfway into the book.









This book is dedicated to my husband, Ron, who always believed I had a book in me, and my children, Alexis and Zachary, who I hope and pray will use this book to guide them throughout their careers. And to my late parents, who always encouraged me to dream big.
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In my twenty-five-year consulting practice with about half the Fortune 500 firms, and in coaching executives and entrepreneurs globally, I’ve found a fascinating phenomenon: Not enough people prepare for success!


They prepare for failure, disappointment, delay, and even cataclysm, but not necessarily for the blessings and opportunities that regularly occur in life and work. Hence, my attraction to Roberta Matuson’s work and her distinctive approach to managing up and down. This book is intended to turn you topsy-turvy. How appropriate!


Volatility in the workplace is not a passing fad, temporary trend, or singular aspect of unpredictable economies. It is the new normal. As you view your career—not merely your “work” nor solely your “job”—you must assume a 360-degree view, because at any given time you may be suddenly thrust into a different part of that universe. You may emerge groggy from the wormhole, or you can emerge primed and ready for new responsibilities and differing relationships.


Relationships change based on juxtaposition. Yesterday’s lunch buddy can be tomorrow’s trusted lieutenant or troublesome nihilist. The earth isn’t flat and neither is your professional or business universe. You will move, rotate, and revolve among others, but your alignment and realignment aren’t subject to immutable laws of nature, quantum physics, or “dark matter.” They are dependent upon your own preparation and energetic responsibility for new conditions and relationships. Unlike the universe, it’s not uncommon for rapidly moving organizational bodies to crash and burn. Unfortunately, we all see it happen routinely.


Roberta intelligently separates her guidance into “managing down” and “managing up.” In doing so, she provides unique “both sides of the desk” perspectives in areas such as corporate politics, wielding influence, credibility, trust, motivation, workplace dynamics, performance evaluations, and making tough calls. Her innovative “double mirror” enables you to watch both the front-stage actor and the backstage director at work.


Warren Bennis’s seminal work, The Unconscious Conspiracy: Why Leaders Can’t Lead (Jossey-Bass, 1997), was engendered by his own stint as leader of a major university, his unmet expectations, unanticipated dramas, and failed theories. A stronger body of work about leadership emerged from that crucible.


Here, Roberta uses her career in organizations and as a consultant to provide the deft observations and analysis that grace her own contributions. She talks about her own leadership style “marinating” and uses apt analogies about marriages and therapy (or is that redundant?). The reader can’t escape the feeling of having been invited behind the curtain to chat with the actors, inspect the scenery, appreciate the technical crew—and still watch the inevitable error or improvisation that takes place once the performance is underway!


Suddenly in Charge will help you rapidly adjust to the inexorable seismic shifts that will affect your career. Here are some points on which to be especially vigilant:




• Promotion is usually not the result of careful succession planning and lengthy preparation, but is too often traumatic and terrifying.


• The first couple of months, like the first few minutes of a speech, are inordinately important because they will determine how closely people pay attention thereafter.


• Commitment always trumps compliance, and engagement will help ensure commitment.


• You should hire and reward talent and behavior, because skills and content can always be acquired. However, it’s tough for anyone to acquire enthusiasm or motivation if they are not already present.


• Trust is the entrepôt for credibility. And you build trust in two directions.


• Demographics constitute a legitimate force of change in the workplace, but they don’t justify some people acting as “parents” dealing with “children.”


• Not all relationships are worth saving. But you have to be absolutely clear on which are which.





The book is replete with this kind of hard-hitting, pragmatic, and energizing advice.


My personal experience is that people who are propelled into leadership positions, in particular, don’t sufficiently appreciate that leadership is about making the toughest decisions, not about pleasing everyone (even themselves) or being a “savior.” When I hear a new manager declare, “This can’t happen on my watch,” I know that the individual is both denying reality and avoiding unpleasant accountabilities.


You will read herein about why and how to make the tough calls, to sacrifice popularity for prudence, to avoid politics for productivity, to reward performance and not pessimism. The most difficult part of being thrust into leadership or working for a colleague now positioned as your leader is to retain the positive aspects of the former relationship while jettisoning those that are now inappropriate. Roberta is a superb navigator in helping you sail those stormy and uncertain seas.


Throughout the book, Roberta discusses the importance of respect. What I’ve found both in life and faithfully recorded in this work is that the assumption and sustaining of respect is a mutual need, not subject to hierarchy, size of office, or titles on a business card. Roberta deals lightly with some issues best tackled with that perspective, but always with a reverence for the individual, whether superior or subordinate. Essentially, if I were to distill her message into a sentence, as unfair as that is, I would tell you: “You can’t respect others without respecting yourself.”


Dealing with abrupt hierarchical and relational change is best done only if that kind of respect exists. This book helps you avoid the hubris of the quickly elevated and the chagrin of the seemingly forgotten. It creates perspective, always relying on respect for oneself and others, which is rare in modern business books but so vital in modern organizations.


Whether you read this book from front to back or back to front, whether you are the new boss or the new subordinate, you’ll be better at what you do, and you’ll feel elevated as a result—no matter what’s on your business card.


Alan Weiss, Ph.D.


Author, Million Dollar Consulting and Thrive!;


President, Summit Consulting Group, Inc.









Introduction to Managing Up
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You may be wondering why we have chosen to begin this book with managing up, as many of you may still be in the midst of trying to figure out exactly what your new management role entails. This is the reason: If you do not quickly figure out how to manage up, you will not need to worry about how to manage down.


It may seem unnatural to manage those above you in the top-down world of business. But mastering this skill is exactly what you must do to excel in any organization. You will always have “a boss,” even if you are currently an entrepreneur or you think you may be one someday. There will always be someone above you influencing what you do. This person may be your spouse, your partner, an outside investor, or may actually be your boss. It is critical to learn how to manage these relationships effectively, so you can secure the resources you need to be successful in any situation.


One of the keys to managing up is to not make it apparent that you are doing so. The only way to do this is to be authentic. If a suggestion in this book doesn’t feel right for you, then tweak it until it feels like something you can wear daily. Challenge yourself to improve every day and before you know it, you will indeed be succeeding all around.
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In order to have a successful relationship with your boss you need to understand his management leadership style and adjust your behaviors, so you can give him what he needs. This will enable you to establish a productive relationship and get things done faster.


In my younger days, I was thrown into jobs where I wasn’t the technical expert in the field. I was a plant manager, although I wasn’t an engineer. I was director of sales and I had no sales or marketing experience. I soon realized that success was all about the people and aligning the department to the business.


I always had the point of view, “How do I help make my boss more successful?” I knew I needed to figure him or her out very quickly. Of course there are times when we may disagree, but when we walk out of the room and the decision’s been made and it’s not mine, I leave in alignment.


Roger Young


Former Executive Director


Li & Fung
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How I long for the sixties. Back in those days, you could receive a free decoder ring inside boxes of select breakfast cereals. I can’t say for sure if that ring really worked, as I wasn’t allowed to venture too far outside the four walls of the playroom. But for a young child, there was something magical about that ring. Once you put it on, it felt like you could decode anything. There have been many times in my career as a manager when I wished I had kept that ring. Maybe I would have had an easier time understanding where my boss was coming from.


I’m a bit older now and am forced to live in the world of reality, where decoder rings are a thing of the past. Or are they? Consider this chapter a modern version of a decoder ring; read it carefully to unlock the hidden secrets of your boss’s management style. By doing so, you will be able to adjust your expectations and communication style so you can achieve a prosperous and peaceful coexistence with one of the most important people in your life—your boss.


Why Understanding Your Boss’s Style of Management Is So Critical


Legendary management visionary Peter Drucker, author of The Practice of Management, wrote, “You don’t have to like or admire your boss, nor do you have to hate him. You do have to manage him, however, so that he becomes your resource for achievement, accomplishment, and personal success.” Although Drucker wrote this book in 1954, his words are timeless.


Your success in the organization is completely dependent on how well you manage your relationship with your boss. Your boss has the codes to unlock doors that will remain closed if you fail to nurture this relationship. He is the one who can advocate on your behalf for more resources. He can play a critical role in linking you with key people throughout the organization, and he can also ensure that you are assigned to projects that will provide you with continued growth. And of course he is the one who can advocate on your behalf to ensure you are rewarded appropriately for a job well done.


You have to take responsibility for the development and maintenance of your relationship with your boss. No one will have more interest in making sure your relationship helps you achieve your goals than you. You may be thinking that you are just as vital to your boss’s success as she is to yours, and that is somewhat true. Your boss is indeed less likely to achieve her goals without your support. However, your boss probably has other direct reports she can rely on, while you most likely have only one boss. You most certainly won’t progress, or even stay employed, without your manager’s support.


In Power and Influence: Beyond Formal Authority, John Kotter writes that developing and maintaining effective relationships with bosses involves four basic steps. These are:




1. Get as much detailed information as possible about your boss’s goals, strengths, weaknesses, and preferred working style and about the pressures on your boss.


2. Make an honest self-appraisal about your own needs, objectives, strengths, weaknesses, and personal style.


3. Armed with this information, create a relationship that fits both parties’ key needs and styles, and one in which both you and your boss understand what is expected of you.


4. Maintain the relationship by keeping the boss informed, behaving dependably and honestly, and using the boss’s time and other resources selectively.





Cynics and people who don’t know any better may assume that the only reason people put the effort into cultivating solid working relationships with their bosses is for political gain. The reality is that people work in complex organizations where their bosses are pulled in many directions. To get the attention and support you will need to succeed in your role as a leader, you will need to take responsibility for managing these relationships.


Breaking the Code: How to Decipher Your Boss’s Management Style


The problem with bosses is that no two are alike. Right about the time you’ve figured out what your boss needs, you get promoted. That is, you get promoted if you’ve done a good job of managing your boss. Otherwise, you may find yourself searching for a new job. We are also living at a time of greater diversity of bosses. With our global economy, you may have a boss who is from another country or who may actually live in that other country while he manages you remotely. Exciting? Yes. Easy to manage? Not so much.


When you work for a large company, it’s quite common to be assigned to a new work group, which means another new boss to decode. Here is some advice to those who are starting out with a new boss:




1. Don’t assume anything. Don’t assume that what you are thinking is an appropriate way of communicating with a new boss and that this approach is going to match his needs and style. Don’t assume your work will speak for itself—it won’t. Bosses are busy people, who are more focused on results than details like who delivered what.


2. Ask your boss how he prefers to receive communications from you. For example, does he prefer a weekly status report or would he rather meet every other week for a one-on-one? By asking this up front, you may avoid wasting time writing reports that he will never read.


3. You need to scan your environment. Is it fast paced? Are you working for a large, multinational corporation or in an industry marked by lots of acquisitions and consolidations? Is your boss so busy that she has little time for the details and barely has time for the facts? If so, it’s your responsibility to adjust your communication style by providing her with a summary of the findings and recommendations of your project, rather than providing all the details.


4. You have to test whatever you are going to recommend. What I mean by this is that you must test your conclusions with the people who are going to be using the results of your work. That information becomes your secret weapon. For example, suppose you are responsible for providing sales tools to people who will sell your products and services. You can test your results by providing a summary of the tools to the end users to find out which tools they believe will be most effective. Then, when you are presenting to senior management, casually mention a comment or two from the people who will be using the tools. This approach demonstrates that you’ve done your due diligence and your work is credible.


5. Tell people what they need to know—not everything you know. Keep asking yourself, so what? Does this person really need to know this? If not, move on.





I recently had a conversation with a leader who works for a global organization. She shared the following with me. “I’ve learned over the years that you have to adapt your style to your boss and the environment you work in. For example, early on in my career, I worked as a vice president of data processing for a small advertising firm. There, my boss was located in the next office over. We had a chance to establish a trusting relationship. He saw me every day. He trusted my recommendations and was very hands off. I now work in a situation where my boss is located across the country from me and his boss is in Europe. We have little opportunity to really get to know one another. Therefore, the level of trust is not nearly as strong as it has been with my previous employers. One thing I try to do is to listen more to what they are saying. I adjust my pace. I give them time to catch up to my thinking. I give my boss small digestible chunks of information, which helps me build trust and understanding.”


This leader understands that decoding her boss is one skill she will continue to fine-tune throughout her career.


Common Types of Managers


Managers come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and styles. Here, we’ll focus on four common styles you’re likely to encounter in the workplace. Don’t be alarmed if your boss doesn’t fit perfectly into any of these categories. People often overlap, or they may move from one category to another with little warning.


Management styles can be identified by the way a manager uses authority, the way she relates to others, whether or not she encourages and values input from her people, and by the way she, as a leader, communicates.


THE DICTATORIAL MANAGER


This style of management is also referred to as a military, or authoritative, style. The manager who follows this style gives out orders and expects everyone to fall into line, without question. He makes all the decisions about what will be done, who will be assigned which task, how the work will be completed, and when it will be completed. Employees who fail to follow directions may feel like they are being court-martialed. The more fortunate are offered an honorary discharge, more commonly referred to as “early retirement.”


Common traits of managers who embrace this style are that he is the only one who knows what is going on; is always right; isn’t interested in hearing other people’s views; discourages dissent; may allow some discussion, then ignores what is said; closely monitors every task; does not allow others to question decisions or authority; can often be heard yelling at subordinates; and motivates through fear.


It would be great if you could run from a manager who displays this type of behavior, but not everyone has that choice. You may live in a small town where good jobs are scarce, or you may be the sole support for your family. Possibly, you may need to stick it out because you cannot be without health insurance.


I’m not going to lie and say that you are going to be able to tame this lion. I will, however, offer some advice on how you can stay in the cage without being mauled.


Survival in this situation requires that you depersonalize the matter. The reason your boss acts this way has little to do with you. It’s more about him. I’ve learned from personal experience that situations like this can make you physically ill. You can also lose your self-esteem, which in the end will prevent you from breaking loose because your boss will have convinced you that no one else will want you. Following are some ways to manage your relationship with The Dictator:


Pick your battles—If you know you’ve got a boss who enjoys going to battle with his charges, then give him very little ammunition. If his order isn’t a matter of life and death, then do what he asks. If you are lucky, he will focus his wrath on someone who isn’t falling into line as easily.


Anticipate your boss’s needs—Dictatorial bosses love to catch people making mistakes. You can avoid falling into this trap by being prepared at all times. For example, if your boss is known for walking into people’s offices demanding the latest figures, have a cheat sheet on hand so you can quickly respond should you be asked to do so.


Do your job well—It’s difficult to excel when you are working under these conditions, but that is exactly what you must do. Do a great job so that the boss spends most of her day in someone else’s cubicle.


Establish credibility—It’s going to take a longer period of time to build trust with a manager who falls into this category, but that doesn’t mean it is impossible to do so. Give her exactly what she needs, when she needs it, and eventually she will cut back on the micromanaging.


THE LAISSEZ-FAIRE MANAGER


Everyone dreams about having a manager who is completely hands off. That is, until he gets a boss who is an extreme version of hands off. Managers who fall under this umbrella communicate very little with their direct reports. They believe people will know exactly what to do through osmosis. These are the same managers who will tell you at review time you aren’t meeting their expectations, even though they never told you what they were. That’s why it’s important to closely manage this type of boss, even if it’s from afar.


A less extreme version of this type of manager will tell you what you need to know to do your job and will then get out of your way so you can do it. If this group of managers were to have T-shirts printed up they would say, “If you don’t hear from me, then everything is fine!”


Traits commonly associated with hands-off managers are: Limited communication; an expectation that the people in their domain are capable of managing themselves; and a belief that their direct reports can handle their own problems with little guidance or intervention. These managers also believe in high accountability. They feel that if they are giving you this level of trust, you had best deliver. Here are some ideas on how to manage The Laissez-Faire Manager:


Be respectful of her time—These types of managers are typically bottom-line people. If they wanted to chitchat, they’d be more hands on. Therefore, it is important to keep your conversations brief. Think about what you want to say to this person and then cut that conversation in half. This approach will force you to be succinct, which is highly valued in this time-starved world.


Ask questions—With this type of boss, you are going to have to ask lots of questions, since laissez-faire bosses are either too busy to give you direction or really don’t know enough about what you are supposed to be doing to provide adequate guidance. The latter isn’t uncommon, particularly in cases where a manager has just been given control over a department he knows little about or has come into his position without moving up through the ranks. The first question you will need to ask is what form of communication he prefers to use when receiving and responding to your questions. Does he want you to e-mail questions as they come up? Or does he prefer you hold all questions for a weekly meeting? Would he rather you handle questions the old-fashioned way—by picking up the phone?


Keep her informed—Yes, I did just say that when it comes to conversations, this type of manager believes less is more. However, no one likes surprises, not even a manager who is hands off. This means the onus is on you to come to her with questions, problems, and suggestions. You have to keep your boss informed about the direction you are heading, potential problems on the horizon, and any other factors that may come back to bite you if the information comes from someone else.


Be prepared to manage your own performance—If you want a good evaluation (or any evaluation, for that matter), you are going to have to take control of your performance review. A hands-off manager can’t possibly be aware of all the contributions you have made. That’s why it is your responsibility to remind her of what you’ve accomplished.


Several weeks prior to your review, provide your boss with a detailed self-evaluation highlighting your contributions during the review period, as well as what you have done to meet your specific goals. Write a well-balanced review. List areas of strengths, as well as areas in which you need continued development. If you acknowledge the areas in which you are working to improve, your boss is more likely to accept your self-evaluation as a fair assessment and will most likely use this information to write her version of your performance review. Don’t be surprised when the review you are asked to sign looks exactly like what you submitted!


THE BUREAUCRATIC BOSS


These are the bosses who do everything by the rules, even if the rules don’t make sense anymore. You’ll most likely find these types of bosses in hierarchical organizations like government agencies, hospitals, large service firms, and established family businesses. Characteristics of bureaucratic bosses include the need to be in control and a desire for structure, systems processes, and norms. “We’ve always done it that way,” can be heard echoing through the halls of organizations where paintings of these traditionalists line the walls. Here are ways to manage The Bureaucratic Boss:


Learn the rules—The best way to handle a bureaucratic boss is to learn the rules and regulations of the organization. By doing so, you will have a better understanding of the traditions that have taken hold in the organization. This approach will allow you to pick and choose your battles carefully.


Follow protocol—When you approach your boss about doing something, you need to show him that you’ve gone through the proper channels prior to coming to him for final approval. You do this by dropping names of people you have spoken to about this matter.


Be patient—Realize that change is slow to take hold in organizations built on the foundations of bureaucracy. You may have to wait until there is a changing of the guard before your ideas can take shape. If rules aren’t your thing, consider finding an organization that is less traditional in nature.


THE CONSULTATIVE LEADER


If you could choose the type of boss you would have, this would be the one to select. When it comes to decision making, these types of leaders involve others in problem solving and weigh the options, even though they reserve veto power. Most have strong listening skills and are good at building relationships with their people and with others in the organization. They also recognize others for their contributions. Following are some ways to manage The Consultative Leader:


Be prepared—You will be asked your opinion. Therefore, it’s important that you think about how you will respond to certain questions the boss is likely to ask. Be prepared to back up your statements with evidence that supports your position.


Be an idea maker—Consultative bosses enjoy giving people credit for their ideas. They empower their people and delight in the successes that result. They appreciate those who come to the table with innovative ideas. Give them what they want.


Don’t take things personally—It’s easy to forget that this type of boss is not running a democracy. Anticipate that there will be times when your boss will pull rank. Support her decision and move on.


Communicate your gratitude—You are fortunate to have a boss like this. Every now and again, let your boss know how much you appreciate his willingness to treat you more like a peer than a subordinate.


It Takes Two to Make a Relationship Work: How Self-Awareness Plays into the Mix


I’ll be the first to admit that I wouldn’t survive a day in an organization where I had to cut through a lot of red tape to do my job, nor would I flourish in a job where my manager’s style was that of a dictator. I can say that because I have a fairly good idea of the type of people I respond to best.


Relationships are based on the interactions between two people. Think long and hard before accepting a position with a particular boss who has a trash can full of nameplates from those who have come before you.


Take some time to assess the type of manager with whom you feel you work best. When interviewing for positions, be observant. Keep your eyes and ears open for signs that will help you determine whether your styles will align.


The Need for Continual Maintenance


Maintaining a good working relationship with your boss requires continual effort and constant attention, especially when working remotely, as you’re usually out of sight more than you’re on someone’s mind. You nourish these relationships by monitoring both internal and external changes and by anticipating your boss’s needs before he even knows they exist. You make it a point to get some face time with your boss, whether this be in person or via Zoom. This approach is what will distinguish you as a valuable resource, to both your boss and the organization.


HOW NOT TO MANAGE YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR BOSS


Here are five surefire ways to damage your relationship with your boss:




1. Fail to follow through—Your boss has to trust that you will do what you say you will do, or there is little point in working together. Do what you promise, or, if you can’t, let your boss know as soon as possible so alternate plans can be made.


2. Go over the boss’s head—This move will almost guarantee that your time in this job will soon be coming to an end. With the exception of situations that are illegal, it is best to try to work things out with your boss before escalating the situation.


3. Be disrespectful to your boss—We’ve all experienced times when we would have liked to slap the boss right in front of our peers. Most likely, we would regret such a move the next day (or even the next hour). You don’t have to like your boss, but you certainly do have to treat her with some level of respect.


4. Lie to the boss—It’s all too easy to get caught in lies, particularly in this age of social networking. An example of this is calling in sick and then announcing on your Facebook page that you are taking your daughter to the beach today. Be assured that someone, somewhere in your network, will read about this. Let’s hope that someone isn’t your boss.


5. Throw your boss over the cliff—Your job is to support your boss. It is not to let his superiors know how inept your boss is. If you’re asked about your boss’s performance, you certainly don’t need to lie. But you also don’t need to bring out a ten-page list of all the inadequacies you’ve noticed since the day you started working for this person.





KEY LEARNING POINTS




• The most important skill you will need to master is managing your boss. Your success in the organization is completely dependent upon how well you manage your relationship with your boss. This must be done whether you’re physically in the office or working from home.


• Author and management expert John Kotter offers four basic steps for managing your boss effectively. They include gathering as much detailed information as possible about your boss’s goals, strengths, weaknesses, and preferred working style; honestly assessing your own needs in terms of your personal style; using this information to create a relationship that meets the needs of both parties; and maintaining the relationship by demonstrating you are dependable, honest, and respectful of your boss’s time.


• There are four main groups of management styles we are considering (although there are probably a dozen more): Dictatorial, Laissez-Faire, Bureaucratic, and Consultative. In the world of management, nothing is simple. Your boss may be a hybrid of more than one of these categories. Figure out where he fits in and then adjust your style accordingly.


• Managing your boss starts with you. You have to understand your own style of communication so that you can adapt it to the situation at hand.


• Managing the relationship with your boss is an ongoing process that requires care and attention, and may require additional effort on your part if you’re doing so remotely.











[image: image]


More office politics are played than you might think. It’s really important to understand this and learn some coping mechanisms and self-awareness of how you will control your response. You can manage how much you will participate in office politics as well as the manner in which you participate.


Always look at your own motivation. Ask yourself, am I getting excited about working on a project because I’m more publicly visible or because I get to work side-by-side with the CEO, or is this the case because this project is really the right thing to do? If you start making political moves all the time that are focused only on your own success, ultimately you will not succeed.


It is important to understand that it is really not a zero-sum game. My success does not come at anyone else’s expense.


Paul Sartori, Ph.D.


Former Corporate Vice President of Human


Resources and Public Affairs


Bausch and Lomb
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Let’s get one thing straight. No matter what you might be told, office politics is one game that is played in every organization. It doesn’t matter whether you work for a nonprofit, government agency, private company, or family-owned business, there is always a round of politics being played somewhere, whether it’s the boardroom or the back room.


Before you begin writing your letter of resignation, it’s important to understand that politics isn’t just about manipulation. It’s about using power effectively. Jeffrey Pfeffer goes into extensive detail about this in his book Managing with Power, Politics and Influence in Organizations (1992). I’m a huge fan of Pfeffer’s work, as he doesn’t hesitate to say what others would like to sweep under the boardroom rug. I credit him with helping me decipher where the power really resided in the organizations where I was employed, which helped keep me sane during some very insane times in my business life. Without this information, you are basically working in a large gravel pit with only a small flashlight in your hand. Pfeffer shines a bright light on what really goes on in the bowels of every organization.


Pfeffer defines power as the ability to get things done through people. People who wield power effectively follow unwritten rules that allow them to maneuver swiftly through the organization to obtain scarce resources, approval of prized projects, and promotions. Learning these unwritten rules will accelerate your ability to move your career forward. Let’s take a closer look at how this plays out in the real world.


Yes, Virginia, Life Is Unfair: How Work Really Gets Done at Work


How many times have you or someone you know whined about how unfair things are at work? Maybe it appeared that someone “in the know” received a promotion you thought should have been yours. Or perhaps a colleague didn’t receive funding for a project because the money went to the president’s favorite department—most likely sales. Life is not fair at home and it’s especially unfair at work.


I could tell you to ignore office politics at your own peril. However, I believe the following story, told by someone who learned the hard way that ignoring office politics wasn’t such a great idea, has much more impact. Here’s the story of Codie Sanchez, founder and CEO of Threads Redefined.


I got lucky in this instance. I learned this lesson about office politics the hard way in my very first job in finance. I was a little girl, playing with the big boys in finance at one of the world’s largest firms. I had just completed a very competitive training program and was preparing to choose my role in trading, sales, banking, etc. However, I had an idea. I saw a chink in the armor of this goliath of a company. So, I proposed a new job that would help my boss fill a role, make him look good with his bosses, and give me the international experience I craved. He loved the idea and told me to go pack my bags to be prepared after he presented to the powers that be.


Flash forward a few hours, I get a call to come to his office. I’m basically floating down the corridor on my own cloud nine. He sits me down and says, “I have a question for you, Codie. How do you think your colleagues view you?” Rubber screams in my head. I have no idea what he is talking about. He expands by saying, “Yes, well, it seems that your team thinks you would leave dead bodies behind you to get ahead.” I’ll never forget those words. Leave dead bodies. As I struggled not to tear up and find the words for clarification, he continued on. His explanation used words like intense, workaholic, I never went out to team lunches, I didn’t go to group parties and my team thought my only focus was on the job. Which to be fair it was.


Needless to say he took my idea, created the position, and gave it to one of my colleagues, who was not apparently viewed as a serial killer. Here you have two choices: you can be a victim and complain at the injustice or you can realize that life happens for you, not to you. I chose the latter; I sat down and said to myself that apparently I had miscalculated. Perception can be reality and I have to “sell” just as hard inside my organization as I do outside of my organization. For me that meant actively softening my edges. I would plan a lunch every two months with the whole team. I would bring in cupcakes, I would Betty Crocker the crap out of it, and then I would find my own way to be me and be seen as a cultural fit. Just as in a relationship you compromise, so too must you do the same within an organization. Call it politics, call it sales, call it unfair, the moral of the story is you can be the best at your job but if you aren’t seen in the right light by the right people it won’t really matter.


As a new manager, one of the first things you need to do is to look closely at how work really gets done in the organization. I’m not talking about what you may have learned during your first week of orientation, nor am I suggesting reading the company operations manual. This information is often stagnant, and in most cases represents only what the company wants you to know. I’m talking about learning how work gets done informally. I believe this was much easier to figure out in the fifties and sixties. Workplaces were less complicated and white men typically ran them. You could pretty much tell, based on how people looked, who the movers and shakers were. Or could you? Even back in those days, someone else often wielded a lot of power. That person was often in a position that we don’t typically hear about today. They were secretaries. These women (and it almost always was a woman) made and broke many a young man’s career as they controlled access into the boss’s office.


Thankfully, the business world is quite different today. Women and minorities are both business owners and successful leaders. At the same time, businesses have become more complex, as companies have gone global and remote workers are now part of the fabric of many organizations. What someone wears no longer says how much power they have in the company (thanks to the invention of business casual and remote work), nor can one make assumptions as to who the executives are based on race or gender alone.


As a new manager, you will have to fine-tune your sleuthing skills to discover how things get done informally in the organization. You do this by being observant, listening closely, and watching the way the people who seem to always get what they ask for interact with their bosses and those at the top. Uncovering how work gets done informally can be a bit more challenging for managers who are part of remote teams. You’ll need to be more intentional.


Be proactive in seeking out information and feedback. Make use of collaboration tools like Slack to stay connected and informed about conversations happening within your organization. Pay attention when attending remote meetings and watch for success patterns. Identify colleagues who seem to always get what they want or have a high degree of influence within the organization. What are they doing that you may not be doing? Look for patterns and common behaviors that may indicate how decisions are made and influence is wielded. As you begin to understand the behavior in organizations, you will be better equipped to create and execute the game plan you will need to succeed in your organization.


Two Types of Power


There are two sources of power in organizations. The first is position power, which is often referred to as hierarchical power. This is the formal authority someone has over others based solely on her position; this may include control of budgets and physical facilities, as well as control over information. It is interesting to note that, now that you are a boss, you too have position power, although admittedly not as much power as your boss.


The other type of power is personal power. This is the ability of the individual to influence others. The amount of personal power is directly related to the amount of trust one has established with colleagues. Consider the following: The company has instituted a company-wide hiring freeze. You don’t have the position power to circumvent the freeze and bring someone new on board, as the president does. Therefore, you must rely on your personal power to convince your boss that it’s in the company’s best interest to approve this new hire. Your request may be granted, based on a track record of running a lean team and asking for only what you need. Another manager, one with a history of empire building, would likely have his request denied.


Political Games: How to Avoid Checkmate


If you’ve ever played chess, you know you need to have a strategy going into the game if you want to win. Great chess players are constantly assessing the competition. They are trying to stay one move ahead. This is exactly the strategy you will need if you want to avoid being placed into checkmate on the job. Here’s how you do this:


Know the other players—It doesn’t take long for most people to figure out the players in the workplace who will advocate on their behalf and the ones who won’t. The grapevine can provide you with information regarding people who like to see others succeed and those who would drive right over you if given the keys to a John Deere tractor. Take the initiative to reach out to your colleagues, whether it’s to discuss a project or just to catch up. Being proactive is especially important for those working remotely. Make sure to stay in touch regularly, whether through instant messaging, video conferencing, attending virtual events, or e-mail.


Think before moving—I’m not saying that you should analyze every single move you make. However, I am suggesting that you think your moves through carefully and anticipate what might happen next, particularly when your move will affect others or when you are in a highly visible situation.


Understand that what seems like an insignificant move can come back to bite you. I recall terminating an employee who was no longer able to do his job. I ran my decision by my boss, who agreed this was the right move. Neither of us was prepared, however, for the wrath from other people in the organization who felt this employee should not have been let go. Eventually, my boss blamed me for the volcano that had erupted. He was conflict avoidant and shifted with the winds. Unfortunately, the winds were not blowing my way that day.


Learn from your mistakes—You don’t get to be a master chess player if you don’t learn from your mistakes. I see this in my home when my husband plays chess with our son. My husband is constantly reminding my son not to repeat a move that has cost him the game. Eventually, my son will figure it out and will be teaching my husband a few moves along the way.


My son has the benefit of knowing that no matter what happens, he isn’t going to be tossed out of the organization we call home. You, on the other hand, won’t get as many chances. If you are lucky, you’ll get some second chances, providing that your mistakes weren’t life threatening to the organization or to your boss’s reputation. Third or fourth chances are rare. That’s why you had best learn from your mistakes and become a better manager because of them.


Play quietly—Sometimes the best way to avoid a no-win situation is to play quietly. You do this by moving around the organization, making as little fanfare as possible. You operate under the radar screen. This technique is extremely useful when you suspect your boss is going head to head with someone who appears to be much more powerful than he is, and you anticipate you’ll be called into action the moment war is declared. When asked to take sides, you simply respond by saying you need some time to think about things. Hopefully, matters will blow over by the time your boss checks back with you.


Determining the Person Who Is Really in Charge


I love the warning that appears on my side-view mirror, the one that says, “Objects in mirror may be closer than you think.” It reminds me a lot of business. You think you know what’s coming up behind you, but sometimes that situation is closer than it appears. Are you able to get out of the way before you are rear-ended? Should you accelerate or should you slow down? And what happens if, while you are watching one situation, another one cuts you off?


This is a frequent occurrence on the corporate highway, where having an extra set of eyes wouldn’t be a bad thing. One minute you think you know who is in control. You invest your time in developing a relationship with those people who you believe can pave the way, only to find out they really aren’t the decision makers or, as of last night, they are no longer employed by the firm.


In many organizations, especially service firms like large law and accounting firms, this scenario plays out frequently. Bernard Gore, who is a program manager at the New Zealand Police, has worked in an environment where power plays were made every day. “I’ve worked in large law firms (with a hundred or more partners) where every partner believes she is the ultimate voice, and very few staff will do other than jump when told! I did pretty well in some cases by actually having the nerve to challenge a partner, but while that is useful for actually getting things done it does mean you accumulate enemies who can’t tolerate any challenge to their ego, so it doesn’t work well for a long-term engagement!” exclaims Gore.


As Gore experienced, working in organizations where the power runs like an overflowing river can be quite challenging. If you are a lawyer or a certified or chartered accountant, you may have little choice but to join one of these large firms, where you will have plenty of opportunity to refine your influencing skills.


To succeed in service organizations, you have to understand the dynamics that exist. Here is how it typically works in large service firms: People are hired for their functional expertise in computers, operations, administration, and so on. The managers of these functions then “sell” these people’s time to the various project directors in the organization. Employees at all levels of the organization are expected to complete time sheets so their salaries can be allocated to particular projects. If you are in one of these supporting roles, you will find that your boss is constantly in a position of having to determine who will get first dibs on you. If you are servicing clients directly, you will be working with bosses who are under the gun to make sure every moment you are breathing is a billable moment. You should now have a better appreciation of the pressure that exists in these types of organizations.


As you move into higher levels of management in these firms, you will need to become an expert in negotiation and in working through conflict. The people who yield the power in service firms are the ones who have mastered these skills. Typically, they are also pretty tough skinned. Before electing to make your career at this type of firm, ask yourself the following:




• Do I enjoy working in an organization where many people will be in control of my destiny?


• Do I consider myself a fairly savvy person when it comes to dealing with office politics?


• Am I the type of person who is assertive enough to push back when necessary?


• Does this type of culture feel right for me?





Jobs in these types of environments are not for the faint of heart. How do I know this? I worked for a service firm and lasted only fourteen months. And that was a lot longer than many of my colleagues at that firm lasted. But if you are the type of person who enjoys this type of challenge, by all means, give it your all, as there are great financial rewards to be had if you succeed.


Hot Potato, Hot Potato: How to Avoid Getting Burned at Work


The problem with politics is that one day you are in, and the next day you are out. The same holds true for managers in highly political environments. Here are some ways to avoid getting burned at work.


Be careful where you attach your star—It’s great to be known as the director’s right-hand person. That is, until the director is placed on the chopping block. You can avoid this by being your own person. Develop strong relationships with people other than your boss, preferably with individuals who are highly influential in the organization. One of the best ways to do this is to volunteer to work on a task force that includes people from other parts of the company. This will provide you with an opportunity to display your value to more than just your boss and will help you make a name for yourself that will be heard throughout the organization.


Steer clear of gossip—Most people seem to love gossip and enjoy watching others’ lives implode right in front of them. This probably explains why reality television shows are so popular these days. Now, I don’t know about you, but I certainly wouldn’t want my work life to be the center of everyone’s attention. The best way to avoid this is by limiting what you share with people about nonrelated work items at work, even if you did see another manager at a restaurant with someone other than his wife. You also don’t need to strengthen the grapevine by giving your opinion on someone’s work when you’ve never seen the work.


I recall a situation at one of the companies where I worked in which more than one person was vying for a top management role. Rumors were swirling about a personal relationship one of the candidates was allegedly having with a coworker. In the end, the position was awarded to this person. What do you think he did first? If you guessed it was to remove the people he knew were not his allies, you have guessed correctly.


While we are on the subject of politics and gossip, it bears noting that when it comes to gossip, you certainly don’t want to be the lead story either. Keep your personal life separate from your work life and you’ll be three-quarters of the way there. Do your job well, build strong relationships with those above you, around you, and below you, and you’ll have nothing to fear.


Don’t believe everything you hear—Imagine the following scenario: You think you have a fairly good relationship with your counterpart in San Diego. Then another manager tells you he heard that the San Diego manager has been blaming you for mistakes that never occurred. Rumor has it she is jockeying for the newly created district manager position that you were also hoping to get. STOP. Before you go further, ask yourself the following: Is the person who is telling me this someone who is reliable, or is he known as a gossip? How likely is it that this scenario is true? Will I damage the relationship with this person if I go to her without evidence? What will my boss think of me if I go running into his office ranting, based on a rumor?


The fact is, there will always be people positioning themselves to be next in line for promotion. Focus on looking forward and doing a good job, instead of constantly looking behind you to make sure no one is carrying a dagger. Ignore the rumors, unless you have solid evidence that a friend has now become a foe.


We started this chapter discussing the definition of power and politics, and that’s exactly where we will end. It’s important to remember that politics is about interacting with others and influencing them to get things done. We can and should use our power to get things done through other people. This is what effective leaders do. We will know that we’ve achieved success when we are able to move our ideas forward and get people to commit because we know who to talk to, we communicate clearly and respectfully, and we are able to show others how these ideas will benefit them. People trust we will do what we say. That’s really how one acquires and retains power in most organizations.


THREE WAYS POLITICS PLAY OUT IN THE WORKPLACE




Power has consequences in organizations for resource allocations, administrative succession, and structures.


Jeffrey Pfeffer


Author, Power in Organizations





Power affects:




1. The allocation of resources—Resources are tightly held, particularly in challenging economic times. Yet it’s difficult, and may feel impossible, to do your job effectively without resources. Think about your ability to complete business and personal objectives with fewer people, less money, and little support from those above and around you. Perhaps now you will see why it may be in your best interest to participate in this game.


2. Administrative succession—You may have observed that some people seem to climb the corporate ladder rapidly. Most likely, these are the people who get things done in the organization, which makes them more valuable. They are the ones who receive promotions, along with the pay raises and other perks that typically come with advancement. The higher up in the organization you go, the more this is so. Think about the decision-making process that goes into selecting a new CEO and what happens after this person takes the throne.


3. Structure—You may be wondering what structure has to do with your job as a manager. It has plenty to do with it. The design of an organization is often referred to as the structure. In larger or more formal organizations, organizational charts are often used to depict the structure. Think about where people are located on the organizational chart and you will see what I mean. Those closer to the person holding the most power (the CEO, president, or owner) have access to better information. They also have more formal authority and nicer offices!
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