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PREFACE



Most people earn their living in large or small organizations—businesses, nonprofits, educational institutions, or local, state, or national government departments. In group efforts like these, you often need the ability to influence others. Indeed, even the self-employed must deal with customers and other individuals in ways that require influence. But how do you influence others? Force people to comply with your wishes or interests? Threaten them? Intimidate them? No, of course not. You need to develop a style of interaction that allows you to read situations, interpret them, and exhibit just the right kind of behavior to induce others to do what you want—and do it willingly, as if it were their idea. That is, you need political skill.


This book is about the nature of political skill and the roles it plays in your ability to influence others, and therefore, in your personal job and career success. It is a how-to as well as a what-to book. That is, beyond describing what to do, it also shows how to do it in ways that will be effective and result in successful influence. Bookstores are full of books of recipes for “winning at office politics”—but their readers do not turn into overnight successes (or even long-term successes) because it takes more than simply knowing what to do; you have to do it in convincing ways and understand the “how” of influence. To know both what approach to take and how to implement it when you need to influence others at work is the essence of political skill.


Not Mere Manipulation


Everyone marvels at those people who are so incredibly good at getting what they want in the workplace: the politicians and high-profile corporate executives who play their constituencies, boards of directors, or shareholders like virtuoso musicians as they pursue their personal agendas. These people have amazing political skill. But political skill is not just something for celebrities. Nor is it simply something you can use to get out of trouble or to get away with self-serving efforts to increase your personal wealth at the expense of many others. Indeed, despite the many and well-publicized instances in the news, this kind of slippery behavior is a misuse of political skill, not an intrinsic part of it. Political skill is an effective and essential characteristic; properly applied, it makes good things happen both for those who use it and for the organizations in which they work.


At one time or another, everyone needs to be able to influence others to follow their ideas, decisions, and new programs of action, and in today’s world that takes political skill. So this book is about learning to understand, realize, enhance, and use political skill at work. Indeed, the double entendre in the title is quite intentional: we are interested in political skill at work (in the workplace), but we are also interested in characterizing political skill at work (in the way it operates and how it results in personal and organizational effectiveness).



Structure of the Book



Part One introduces you to political skill, shows you where the interest in political skill came from, and explains why you need it to thrive and survive in organizations today. Also, this section of the book shows how to measure political skill, providing an eighteen-item inventory that allows you to assess your level of political skill. It also discusses ways to train or develop political skill in people.


Part Two shows how you can use political skill for self-improvement and to increase work effectiveness. The chapters in this section address getting hired, maximizing job performance and career success, enhancing your reputation, and coping with stress and facilitating health and well-being. It then discusses how political skill can help organizations realize greater effectiveness through leadership and team performance, and concludes with a brief summary of the book’s observations.


The Appendix presents some of the detailed findings from our research into the role of political skill and its relationship to other factors that influence performance in the workplace. In addition, throughout the book, you will see references to scholarly work in this field. The study of political skill has benefited from much careful work that sorts out common knowledge from commonly accepted myth, and the results provide useful background that will allow you to proceed with confidence.


To be an effective leader, you need to possess a number of important characteristics. However, what really distinguishes the best leaders from all the rest is their political skill.


So we invite you to sit back, relax, and let us share with you what we have learned about political skill. Political skill is a fascinating concept, a tool that can help you excel at work; in the pages that follow, we describe just what political skill can do for you.
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PART I
UNDERSTANDING POLITICAL SKILL






1
CONSIDERING THE NATURE OF POLITICAL SKILL



Political skill has a bad rep, conjuring up images of behind-the-scenes manipulation, self-interested behavior, and favoritism at its very worst. Of course, people have used their skills to mask their abuse of position and authority, but that’s not what political skill is. We present a more balanced perspective here, outlining the skill set necessary to operate effectively and create an environment where trust and relationship building are the norm. Real political skill is a positive force, and it is essential for job and career success in organizations today.


To thrive in today’s workplace, you need to understand what to do and how to do it in genuine, sincere, and convincing ways. You also need to know when and how to put yourself in the proper place and stance on an issue to take advantage of and even create opportunities. The interesting thing about political skill is that if you have it, you appear not to have it—as Dale Dauten writes in the Chicago Tribune, the way you can tell a master of political skill is “You can’t. That’s their genius” (1996, p. 2). Truly skillful execution is usually perceived as genuine, authentic, straightforward behavior.


Being able to influence others at work through persuasion, orchestrating support, and inspiring trust and confidence is the essence of political skill. In this chapter we discuss how and why such skill is absolutely critical to success and effectiveness at work and then lay out the basic elements of the skill.


Importance of Social Effectiveness in Organizations


In the past couple of decades, conditions have changed almost out of recognition for organizations of all types. Globalization, downsizing, restructuring and redesign, mergers and acquisitions, and telecommunications have changed the ways organizations look and function so dramatically that the business schools need new theories to explain how things work in this new world (Daft & Lewin, 1993).


Classic organizational theory was built on the concept of bureaucracy and the policies, systems, and features that went along with it. The traditional bureaucracy is a stack of layers; it has a formalized chain of command and division of labor based on information flowing up and orders flowing down. Recent changes and new work structures have increased unstructured interaction among work team members, peers as well as supervisors and subordinates, and directly between employees and clients. It is less and less possible to be considered good at your job if you’re not also good at working with and influencing others. A brief tour of the new organizational theory will illustrate the importance of political behavior in the social mechanism.


Redefining Jobs and Qualifications


In essence, the current organizational changes are forcing redefinition of the term job itself. Rather than carrying out the fixed, static duties and responsibilities of the past, today’s employees find themselves coping with the dynamic, fluid, and constantly changing sets of roles needed to adapt to turbulent contexts (Cascio, 1995). Work is organized at the group or team level, where people interact collaboratively and interdependently to produce products and services. The knowledge, skills, and abilities required to be effective in these settings are increasingly social and political—you still have to know the job itself (engineering, mechanics, computer programming, biology, whatever—matters researchers group under the label simple domain expertise), but that kind of knowledge is no longer sufficient.


More and more organizations are reacting to these changes in the nature of work by trying to staff jobs on the basis of fit: an assessment of how well the prospective recruit matches the qualities and characteristics of the team or group and the organization’s overall culture. Tasks and duties of a particular position can be used as its reference point, but beliefs, values, and personal qualities must be perceived as meshing with team, group, and organizational culture or the applicant loses out. More important from the point of view of our argument here, the decision is made very rapidly—and that means that simply possessing the requisite qualities does not guarantee success when you’re applying for a job; you must present the proper face, and that requires political skill.


Reexamining Work


Traditionally, “doing your job” meant carrying out the specific technical tasks and duties in your formal job description, which spelled out the key outcomes you were responsible for. In recent years, however, the phrase has expanded to cover a variety of interpersonal, social, and motivational aspects of performance that are neither formally designated nor required, but that are nonetheless valued by the organization.


Contemporary thinking on job performance now regards it as having two categories: task performance, the traditional elements of a job description, and contextual performance, the elements inherent in all jobs that support the social fabric of the organization (Borman & Motowidlo, 1993). When it comes to this second category of performance, a main component is interpersonal effectiveness, or the extent to which you can maintain good relations with supervisors, co-workers, and others in the organization (Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). Contextual performance also includes volunteering, helping, cooperating, following rules, persisting, and so forth.


As Walter Borman and his associates (2003) point out, both research and practice have shown that these types of behaviors influence supervisor evaluations of employee performance, arguably through the social effectiveness with which such contextual performance behaviors are carried out. Borman makes the additional assertion that the two types of performance can be predicted from different measures: task performance by measures of intelligence or cognitive ability and contextual performance by measures of social effectiveness and personality. From our work, however, we have come to believe that this complex array of measures is unnecessary, as political skill is a strong predictor of both task and contextual aspects of job performance.


What Is Political Skill?


Organizations are political arenas. Almost everywhere you look, informal negotiation and bargaining, deal making, exchanges of favors, and coalition and alliance building characterize the way things really get done. That is easy to see, but it is much harder to define the characteristics that enable one person to succeed in this unstructured environment while another fails. Some have referred to such qualities as interpersonal style, savvy, street smarts, and political skill. However, to date few researchers have tried to move beyond anecdote and innuendo to develop a more precise notion of political skill: what its components are and how you might know it when you see it—and thus be able to measure it, practice it, and develop it in yourself and others.


Although job performance, effectiveness, and career success do depend in part on intelligence and hard work, other factors such as social astuteness, positioning, and savvy also play important roles. When the term political skill was first introduced in the literature—by Jeffrey Pfeffer (1981) and Henry Mintzberg (1983), working independently—it was identified as a competency that was needed for success, and one that involved the exercise of influence through persuasion, manipulation, and negotiation.


But we can trace the origin of the concept of political skill back further. Its historical roots are grounded in the interestingly similar but separate writings of psychologist E. L. Thorndike and entrepreneur Dale Carnegie, both working in New York in the early 1900s. Thorndike (1920) introduced the concept of social intelligence, which referred to understanding people and acting on that knowledge in influential ways. Carnegie (1936), through his still-famous courses on interpersonal effectiveness, taught fundamental principles of how to work with and through others. This scientific and applied work formed the foundation for the importance of social and interpersonal competence in organizations, and specifically, for political skill.)


Definition


We define political skill as the ability to understand others at work and to use that knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal or organizational objectives. That is, politically skilled individuals combine social astuteness with the capacity to adjust their behavior to different and changing situational demands in a manner that appears sincere, inspires support and trust, and thus influences the responses of others.


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 never goes so far as to come across as arrogance; it is always displayed at the proper level to be seen as a positive attribute. Therefore, although self-confident, those high in political skill are not self-absorbed—their focus is outward toward others, not inward and self-centered. This allows politically skilled individuals to maintain proper balance and perspective and also ensures they keep a healthy gauge on their accountability to both others and themselves. Indeed, this is similar to Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s (2004) discussion of her “confidence” concept, when she suggests that confidence is properly balanced so it is neither arrogance nor conceit, which make you lose perspective and become complacent.


We suggest that people high in political skill not only know precisely what to do in different social situations at work but how to do it in a manner that disguises any ulterior, self-serving motives and appears to be sincere. Note that we are not asserting that the politically skillful necessarily have ulterior, self-serving motives, only that their behavior will be the same regardless of their underlying motives. Political skill is a tool. Without it, you can be absolutely sincere and devoted to the common good and still find that people doubt your motives and withdraw from you.


Furthermore, we see political skill as independent from intelligence or cognitive ability, because it is a different sort of competency and does not depend for its effectiveness on mental acuity. The two can certainly occur together, but it is entirely possible to be highly politically skilled without possessing an unusually high IQ. Someone can possess modest or even below-average intelligence and still be very politically skilled. Likewise, it is possible to possess very high intelligence and disastrously low levels of political skill—the nerd and the dork are icons of popular culture for good reason. In terms of its development, we believe that some aspects of political skill are dispositional or inherited, but others can be developed or shaped through a combination of formal and informal training and experience (see Chapter 3).


Facets of Political Skill


Careful examination of interaction on the job, with particular reference to what we know about political skill (even if not explicitly referred to by that term), indicates several important factors: social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity. Social astuteness (the ability to read and understand people) and interpersonal influence (the ability to act on that knowledge to get what you want) come first, but the ability to build connections, friendships, networks, alliances, and coalitions is also critical for navigating the politics of organizations.


Many scholars of organizational life have emphasized these points. For example, Jeffrey Pfeffer writes, “Having connections, having allies, is important for developing and exercising influence” (1992, p. 175). And Fred Luthans put it this way: “[Networking is] a system of interconnected or cooperating individuals. It is closely associated with the dynamics of power and the use of social and political skills” (Luthans, Hodgetts, & Rosenkrantz, 1988, pp. 119–120). Luthans also noted that activities associated with networking were, by far, the ones that received the most time and attention from successful managers.


The most essential aspect of political skill is genuineness or sincerity. It is not just what you do but how you do it—carrying out each influence attempt in ways that appear sincere and genuine, without ulterior motive—that inspires trust and confidence.


In Dale Carnegie’s best-selling book How to Win Friends and Influence People, his first rule of how to make people like you was to become genuinely interested in them. Carnegie’s point has been much discussed and promoted over the years, and it can be reduced to Richard Stengel’s cogent advice: “Never find fault, never argue, flatter people at every opportunity, appear sincere” (2000, p. 203). Carnegie argued that liking was a precursor to effective influence, and many influence researchers since his time have agreed that this is critical to successful influence.


Political skill has four critical facets:


• Social astuteness


• Interpersonal influence


• Networking ability


• Apparent sincerity


Social Astuteness


Individuals possessing political skill are astute observers, keenly attuned to diverse social situations. They comprehend social interactions and in social settings they accurately interpret their own behavior as well as that of others. They have strong powers of discernment and high self-awareness. This characteristic has been referred to as “sensitivity to others,” and as Pfeffer suggests, “Somewhat ironically, it is this capacity to identify with others that is actually critical in obtaining things for oneself” (1992, p. 173). Socially astute individuals often are seen as ingenious in dealing with others.


Interpersonal Influence


Politically skilled individuals have a subtle and convincing personal style that exerts a powerful influence on those around them. Individuals high in interpersonal influence nonetheless are capable of great flexibility, appropriately adapting and calibrating their behavior to each situation so as to elicit particular responses from others.


An important feature of flexibility that contributes to success at interpersonal influence involves “focusing on ultimate objectives and being able to remain emotionally detached from the situation” (Pfeffer, 1992, p. 176). Those high in interpersonal influence appear to others as being pleasant and productive to associate with, 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 graceful political style is seen as a positive rather than negative force within the organization.


Networking Ability


Individuals with strong political skill are good at developing and using diverse networks of people. People in these networks tend to hold assets the organizer sees as valuable and necessary for personal and organizational success. Politically skilled individuals easily develop friendships and build strong, beneficial alliances and coalitions. Furthermore, individuals high in networking ability carefully position themselves to both create and take advantage of opportunities (Pfeffer, 1992). Masters of the quid pro quo, they are often highly skilled negotiators and dealmakers, and they are adept at conflict management. Described in these terms, their activities may sound cold and manipulative, but they are nonetheless essential; as Watkins and Bazerman point out, “Executives need to build good networks—both informal advice networks and formal coalitions—for influencing political decisions” (2003, p. 80).
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