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What people are saying about


Look Out Above!




Look Out Above! is a brilliantly written and highly entertaining guide to excelling in today’s work environment. It combines real life experiences and valuable insights with a unique sense of humor. LOA! is a fabulous resource for young and old alike. LILI DUNN, PRESIDENT, BELL PARTNERS


Bob and Nick have drawn on decades of experience and wisdom to create an entertaining and practical field guide to career success. It’s a must read for those who want to be more effective at any stage of life. STEPHEN MILLER, FORMER VICE CHAIRMAN AND EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT, BILTMORE ESTATE, ASHEVILLE, NC


A straightforward and humorous insight into the fundamental (and often overlooked) soft skills that are critical for growth and success in today’s business environment—yet not widely taught in Business School. I wish I could have read Look Out Above! five years ago. ERIC RASMUSSEN, REGIONAL DIRECTOR, JOHNSON DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATES (YOUNG PROFESSIONAL)


Many Americans haven’t read a book since high school. If you’re looking to buy a book that you’re probably not going to read, let it be Look Out Above! Or, if you prefer not to listen, try the audio version. NICK SLATER, AUTHOR (YOUNG PROFESSIONAL)


I’m impressed with the vast amount of practical and proven information in these pages. I know they can boost the career of a young executive because I saw them work for so many (including one of the authors). If I were starting my career I would have a dogeared copy of Look Out Above! at my side and my MBA on the wall. DICK MICHAUX, FORMER CEO, AVALONBAY COMMUNITIES, INC.


Look Out Above! is a captivating book that gives clear guidance about how to make meaningful contributions at work, particularly for those who are early on in their careers. Success is increasingly dependent on excellent communication and critical thinking skills, as well as how to collaborate with others. This book gives great insights on how to develop these skills and how to become an influencer without authority. If you’re open to learning practical skills, engage with this book. GWYNETH COTE, PRESIDENT AMERICAS, URBAN LAND INSTITUTE


You will find more good sense in a single page of Look Out Above! than in most workplace guides in their entirety, not to mention most workplaces. FRED KAMENY, LAWYER AND EDITOR


The Slaters provide a terrific multigenerational perspective on how young professionals can prepare for success. Much like a parent and sibling who we would love to have help guide us in our career journeys, the Slaters link together advice with personal stories in a practical and applied approach. The soft skills they emphasize and provide developmental advice around in Look Out Above!—from communications, to successful collaboration, to critical thinking—are the exact skills that employers most value, but struggle to find and develop in their talent pools. RUSS MORGAN, SR. ASSOCIATE DEAN, DUKE UNIVERSITY FUQUA SCHOOL OF BUSINESS


Oh, but that I could walk and talk with those Slater boys. They have mastered my methods, and more. ARISTOTLE, PHILOSOPHER AND EDUCATOR


Look Out Above! is packed with actionable advice and down-to-earth examples of how to distinguish oneself in the workplace. Those who wish to excel at work would be wise to read it twice. KRIS BENNETT, ENTREPRENEUR AND PODCAST HOST (YOUNG PROFESSIONAL)


Bob and Nick have written what I believe will become a must-read business classic. Should be required reading for the up-and-coming. Look Out Above! is filled with realistic, actionable guidance for distinguishing oneself in the workplace and rising through the ranks. Add to that, Bob and Nick’s easy humor and personal stories will keep you as entertained as you are informed. JEFF REMSBURG, EDITOR, INVESTORPLACE DIGEST (YOUNG PROFESSIONAL)


With Look Out Above! Bob and Nick Slater have put together a compendium of helpful tips for a successful career in any field or industry. Everything you wanted to know that you didn’t learn in business school is here—from clear business writing and giving powerful presentations to managing relationships with bosses and colleagues. Sprinkled with humor and personal anecdotes, Look Out Above! is packed with wisdom and practical guidance for all young professionals. CHARLENE ROTHKOPT, FORMER EVP OF HUMAN RESOURCES, MARRIOT INTERNATIONAL


Not since Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy have I encountered such a worthy tome. The lash of my whip shall fall across the pitiful shoulders of fools who dare not read it. IGNATIUS J. REILLY
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This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.




Advantage Media helps busy entrepreneurs, CEOs, and leaders write and publish a book to grow their business and become the authority in their field. Advantage authors comprise an exclusive community of industry professionals, idea-makers, and thought leaders. Do you have a book idea or manuscript for consideration? We would love to hear from you at AdvantageMedia.com.









 


Look Out Above!
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Conventions


To make the book as readable as possible we adopted the following conventions:


1.When referring to your manager or anyone else, we will not always say “he or she” or “him or her.” We tried this and found it to be tedious. We chose to use “he” or “him” and “she” or “her” randomly throughout the book (with an occasional “he or she” or “him or her” thrown in). When we do so we mean the person referenced, no matter what sex they are. We trust you understand and will give us the benefit of the doubt.


2.We use “company,” “organization,” and “firm” interchangeably. We know some of you work for non-profits or the government. We’re writing for you, too. Please consider yourself included when we use these terms.


3.We use “manager,” “supervisor,” and “boss” interchangeably. Different organizations use different terms. No change of meaning is intended when we use one of these words versus another.


4.We use contractions and fragments liberally. We recognize that when a document needs a more formal tone, such as when writing to your manager, clients, or prospective clients, these should be used sparingly or not at all. Since we are writing informally to new friends, we use contractions and fragments to be conversational.


5.Notes and sources are in the back of this book. If you want the source of a study, statistic, or quote, you’ll find it here, along with occasional commentary. We think you’ll find this information more interesting than it sounds, and worth a look.
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“That is a good book which is opened with expectation, and closed with delight and profit.”


AMOS BRONSON ALCOTT, TEACHER AND WRITER
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Start Here


You are bright, talented, and likely credentialed from a college or university. As you may have noticed, however, academic success has a short shelf life in the real world. Testing well, attending a good school, and getting great grades no longer matter as much as they used to. What matters now is accomplishment, which, in turn, depends on your ability to contribute, write, present, pitch ideas, lead, and advocate in the manner valued in the workplace.


Look Out Above! is your guide for developing these critical workplace skills. In a crowded market, we’ve not seen anything like it. The value here is threefold:


1.Practical, proven, real-world content


2.A focused, less-is-more approach


3.Dual perspectives from a young professional and a seasoned executive


We distill these workplace skills to their essence, translate them to real-world applications not taught in undergraduate and graduate business schools or in company training, and present them in one book. Each chapter does the job of an entire book to provide you with the greatest benefit in the least amount of time.


The guidance and insight provided here are intended for those who are in the first five or so years of their working life after completing college or graduate school. Whether you’re working at a for-profit, a non-profit, or in government, and whether you’re working for others or running your own business, our objective is to help you be different — and better: to stand out while fitting in. The skills you hone here will serve you throughout your career, wherever you go, and whatever you do.
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I’m here to see that Look Out Above! speaks to you as a young professional. I helped shape its content to ensure that it provides what we need for where we are now. I gave a young person’s perspective to my co-author, and argued with him when we disagreed, well-intentioned as he is. You’ve been spared teachings from The Godfather, references to outdated movies, books, and songs, and more musings of arcane ancient philosophers. While Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates drop in on occasion, their role is limited and on point.


Consider me a kindred spirit on your journey to success in the working world. More so than our parents, or their parents, you and I had a structured upbringing with a steady stream of activities designed to ensure our development and entry into a good college. We now find ourselves in a work environment that is increasingly unstructured and insecure. It requires and rewards a different set of skills than we were taught. Career paths aren’t as clearly defined, and simply showing up and doing what we’re told isn’t enough. Our challenge is to be creative, take initiative, and have the courage to take risks.


We also bring a different perspective to our work. Whether following a corporate path or trying to earn a living doing our own thing, we seem more determined than those who came before us to create a life first and a career second. Many of us fight the cultural imperative to be dissatisfied with who and where we are and to always be striving for more. Without minimizing the importance of money, and while recognizing the reality of workplace competition, we bring a more balanced perspective about the role of work in our lives.


My goal, and perhaps yours, is not so much to fashion a career to boast about or to satisfy the expectations of others, but to create a life that reflects my values, contributes to the greater good, and satisfies. While work is a meaningful part of that life, we are so much more than our work. Bosses will come and go, while other people and priorities in our lives will, hopefully, remain constants.
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I’m here to be the voice of experience, and to help you bridge the gap between a formal education and a practical one. I’ve spent most of my working life in the corporate worlds of law and real estate, at a high level, with some success. When I switched from law to real estate, my first day on the job was in San Diego at a multi-day company conference. My peers from cities across the country were MBA graduates, and many talked excitedly about the deals they had going. I had no MBA degree, no deals, and no understanding of much of what was said. Everyone was so credentialed and confident. It seemed like a gathering of the best and brightest, other than me. Fast forward ten years, and I was one of the few still with the company, and had climbed the corporate ladder to a considerable height. That happened by applying the lessons offered to you here.


For over ten years now I’ve taught some of these lessons to undergrads and MBA students at the University of North Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler School of Business and, starting recently, MBA students at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business. This book was conceived to help young people (such as my three sons) advance in their professional lives. That one of my sons has been my partner in this has been great fun. Criticize the content as you wish, but rest assured it’s far better thanks to Nick.


Please consider me a proxy for your boss (or boss’s boss), who like me may be a baby boomer. Although we’re retiring in record numbers every day, departing with institutional knowledge and practical know-how, there will be plenty of us around for years to come. Regardless of age, any advancement of yours will likely be reviewed and blessed, or not, by a boss who thinks like I do. In an environment where it’s easier than ever to outsource, and where work is increasingly robotized, it’s imperative that you learn what is expected and valued in the workplace.


How to Get the Most from Look Out Above!


This is a “how-to” book more than an advice or motivational book. Likely you’re not lacking for advice, and you’re already motivated. The skills taught in Look Out Above! are known as soft skills: communicating orally and in writing, working with others, making decisions, solving problems, thinking critically. These skills are valued across industries and are said to account for 85% of success in business. Contributing, leading, and advocating are more judgment-oriented skills, while writing, presenting, and pitching have more rules around them. But each skill allows for creativity, and for you to apply your unique perspective and style.


“But I already have these skills,” you may protest. Maybe, but unlikely. In a recent Deloitte study, more than 70% of almost 8,000 college-educated millennials responded that their current organization isn’t making “full use” of their skills. That’s a lot of companies under-utilizing expensive human capital. Could this disconnect be because their skills aren’t as developed — or as useful to their employer — as these young professionals think? In fairness, it’s hard to imagine where, how, or from whom you would have learned these skills to the extent that today’s working world demands. Bright students from leading schools as well as seasoned executives seemingly don’t know or haven’t mastered the material that follows.


Most people read zero business-related books each year. Zero is a small market! Undaunted, we proceed anyway, hoping you’ll recognize the need to develop the skills presented in Look Out Above! While intended for those relatively new to the working world, what follows is not beginner content. As you will soon see and hopefully agree, there’s a depth of content borne of experience that would benefit those outside our target audience. Nonetheless, we marketed this book to young professionals for a reason — there’s a sense of urgency for you to develop these skills. As automation and outsourcing strip away mindless tasks, employers are demanding more, sooner. They want fast learners with exceptional soft skills who can interact effectively with clients to solve their problems. Master this material now to gain the most leverage from it.


Consider how many ideas which, if you implemented them, would make Look Out Above! a worthwhile read. Ten? Five? Three? What if you took just one action that you otherwise would not have taken, and that you apply and benefit from for the rest of your career? For these ideas to have value, you must experiment with and apply them. Look Out Above! is not meant to be read once and left to collect dust on a shelf or be deleted from your device. We hope you’ll dog-ear the pages, highlight the text, and make notes in the margins to add your ideas and lessons learned. Refer to it often, not only when specific projects and presentations arise, but to develop an intentional approach to work and leadership. Only by doing so will you learn which ideas work best for you.


What we teach is gettable, and doable. While natural ability is not irrelevant, and while work ethic is relevant, the Look Out Above! skills are learned skills. You’ll improve and perfect them with practice. And while each generation brings its own unique approach to work and the workplace, we believe the content is timeless.


Are you ready for a practical business education not offered in college or grad school? Ready to learn what actions to take to set yourself apart? Ready to increase your effectiveness, and ultimately your career satisfaction? If so, as the authors’ favorite literary protagonist Ignatius J. Reilly would say, “Clear your valve, grab a Big Chief tablet, open a frosty Dr. Nut, and pay heed.”


In other words, let’s get started!


Bob Slater and Nick Slater


Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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“Work hard, trust in God, and keep your bowels open.”


BERYL MARKHAM, AVIATION PIONEER





[image: sec01]







1





Contribute


Contributing in the workplace is giving something of value—your time and talent—for a common purpose. It means helping to change your company for the better. If you work for someone else, contributing matters because doing so promotes job security and advancement. If you work for yourself, contributing matters because your economic survival depends on it. If you don’t make it happen, it doesn’t happen.


We know an executive at a leading public company who urges young professionals, “Do your job, keep your job.” This succinct advice, restated, means that to succeed, focus on your performance, and not on the performance of others, the travel reimbursement policy, the dress code, or anything else. Why do people lose their jobs? Usually because:


•They don’t adequately perform their job.


•Their position is eliminated because of downsizing.


•Their position is eliminated due to an internal restructure, merger, or acquisition.
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Contributing is your best job security. If you master your job—and grow with it—you’ll control what you can. To the greatest extent possible, you’ll give yourself the opportunity to stay, or to leave if and when you want.


Contributing is also required for advancement. Most hierarchical companies use a pyramid structure: more worker bees than managers, more managers than regional managers, more regional managers than VPs. The next step up is obvious, and available only to a smaller group. Companies with a flatter structure use fewer or no managers.


[image: img010]


Regardless of structure, the best way to make higher-ups aware of your value and to stand out without offending peers is to maximize your contribution. No one can fault you for that.


Contributing starts with committing to your work, mastering the skills your work requires, and, over time, finding your niche. Contributing requires connecting with your manager, colleagues, and industry peers. The strength of your relationships will result in people wanting you to succeed and helping you do so. Finally, contributing requires adding value to your manager, team, and organization: value resulting from achieving your goals, and from “extras” such as showing practical wisdom, bringing in new business, pitching new ideas, and, as you progress, from a deeper understanding of the business. Value such that your presence and contribution must be noticed.


If you focus on maximizing your contribution, the more likely you’ll be rewarded with greater responsibility and compensation, and the more challenging, impactful, and enjoyable your work will become. Someday you might even earn an octagonal trash can!
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Commit


Commitment starts with your desire to maximize your contribution and to perform the actions necessary to make that desire a reality. Mere intention—without committing to the actions it will take to make your intention a reality—is easy but ineffective. This combination of intention and action will lead, hopefully, to your finding your niche where you do more of what you do best, and where recognition and rewards follow.


1. Engage or Go


Decide to maximize your contribution. Start with a determination to learn and perform your job. Anything less than your best shortchanges both your employer and you.


From an employer’s perspective, employees who “quit and stay” are dead weight. Sooner or later, their lack of commitment is reflected in lack of performance. Competition in business is brutal. Few companies are alone in doing whatever it is they do. Should it appear that money is to be made, others rush in and drive down profits and margins. To survive, let alone thrive, organizations need everyone engaged.


Your objective early in your career is to climb up a steep learning curve. You’re in a race to quickly amass skills, ideally transferable ones, that you’ll build on for the rest of your working life. Failure to fully engage and develop skills now will be harmful to your potential and earning power later. If you’re not committed to your work, you’re wasting irreplaceable time—time you could spend pursuing something more intriguing or exciting that you could willingly commit to.


Assess your commitment. How serious is your commitment, and your promise to yourself to achieve the outcomes you say you want? Worrisome signs include coming in late, taking long lunches, leaving early, spending work time on personal stuff, drooling with your head on the keyboard, and sobbing quietly in the bathroom stall.
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More than two-thirds of employees are “Not Engaged” or “Actively Disengaged” at work, according to a Gallup.com poll. Let’s hope they don’t work at the nuclear power plant or the airport control tower. To assess your commitment, think honestly about your current job satisfaction. Consider:


•Do you dread the start of your work week?


•Does your work interest and challenge you?


•Are you learning skills that you want to learn?


•Can you see yourself doing this work in three years?


•Do you stay current with changes in your field?


•What would it take for you to be more committed?


Put pen to paper to articulate the “why” or “why not” behind your commitment or lack thereof. Your commitment could arise from the work itself. Even if you can’t say your work makes a profound difference to the world, are you:


•Doing work and using skills you enjoy?


•Making a difference to clients and customers?


•Working in a physical environment that you like?


•Working with colleagues you learn from and enjoy?


We suspect that if more people did work they enjoy, with people they enjoy, to the benefit of those they interact with, it would make a profound difference to the world.


Your commitment may come not from the work itself, but from an appreciation of the intangibles of your job—autonomy, flexibility, or the ability to put boundaries on your work, perhaps by being out the door every day at a certain time or by not bringing work home. Or maybe good medical and retirement benefits are important to you and your family, or the opportunity to travel to new and different places. Your commitment may come from the pleasure you take in doing something well.


Don’t feel a need to find the work you were “born to do,” or get too caught up searching for your “passion.” The list of things you can do, and the list of reasons to be excited about whatever you choose, are plentiful. When performed by someone who cares about their work, there’s value in almost every vocation. And where you are now need not be your forever place. Few of us find such a place, especially early in our careers. It’s enough if you’re convinced you’re in the right place for now.
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Resolve your commitment. The burden is on you to find what you want to do and where you want to do it, including the organization and the team within it. Commit to what you’re doing now. If that’s impossible, then leave as soon as practical—thoughtfully and, ideally, without missing a paycheck (see “Advocate”).


2. Master Your Job


With the intentional aspect of your commitment resolved, let’s focus on the actions required. Start by identifying and acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary to perform your job.
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It’s a good feeling to be skilled at something and to know it. And so:


Determine the competencies needed for your job. Create a list of the specific skills and knowledge your job requires. These should become apparent as you perform your job, and you may find yourself adding or deleting items as you learn it better. Don’t make the list more extensive than necessary because time constraints may prevent you from getting to every item. Prioritize your list, placing the most important items first. Doing this assessment seems simple enough, but most people don’t think analytically about the skills and knowledge required for them to succeed.


Devise and execute a personal learning plan. Take responsibility for acquiring the expertise needed to master your job. Don’t count on your company to identify the skills and knowledge needed for your position, and then train you. Providing training is expensive, and cost-cutting often reduces formal training. Cutting costs may also saddle bosses with more direct reports, which means less time for employee development. Your manager may assume you were hired because you already possessed the requisite skills and knowledge.


Having made your list of the skills and knowledge required to do your job well, you’re now able to identify your gaps and create a plan to close them. As needed, acquire knowledge from various sources. Learn from peers, mentors, and tutors at or outside work, and from optional company training, if provided. Attend seminars and take community college and web-based courses. Read books and trade publications. The demands of your work may mean that you’ll be educating yourself on your own time, and dime. But the benefit derived from your supplemental learning will outweigh the cost. It will also help you differentiate yourself from those around you.
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If your job changes or you take on new responsibility, update your list of necessary skills and knowledge and revise your learning plan.


3. Find Your Niche


Young professionals often ask their manager for a roadmap showing the steps in their career progression. There’s no harm in asking, “Where have people who started in my position gone next?” Often, however, especially at dynamic, growing places, no such roadmap exists. Don’t expect the company to commit to your progression, and don’t annoy your manager by repeatedly asking, “What’s next for me?” Instead, take responsibility for finding your own path.


Seek a role that requires your best skills. Finding your niche starts with selfknowledge. Pay attention and, over time, identify your natural abilities and strongest skills. Ask yourself, “What are my best skills—the ones upon which I’ll build my career?” Determine what you’re naturally good at now and what, if nurtured, you might become great at. Almost always this potentially great skill is something you enjoy doing and that comes easier for you than for others. Often it’s an ability that others—family members, teachers, coaches, supervisors, peers—have affirmed. Perhaps it is public speaking, teaching, or leading teams, or being good with numbers and grasping difficult financial concepts. Maybe it’s selling. When people tell you how good you are at something, listen to them. If their observations align with your perception of your strengths, look for new and imaginative ways to apply them in your work.
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We all have weaknesses that we must shore up as best we can to perform our job. But it’s almost impossible to turn weaknesses into strengths. If you’re not good with numbers, you may work on it to become competent, but it’s unlikely you’ll ever be strong enough to compete with those who are naturally good at numbers, much less differentiate yourself. Instead, you must focus on your strengths, and spend your time and energy building your strengths into your differentiators.
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As you progress, try to move within your organization to a team and a role that is a natural fit, one where the skills required are your best skills, and where you get to do more of what you do best. If this isn’t possible, or until it is, try to apply more of what you do best to your current job.


See a need and fill it. When a different role for which you’re well suited becomes available, convince others you’re the right person for it. Or identify a role that is needed but doesn’t yet exist, and sell both the role and your fit for it (see “Pitch” and “Advocate”). Perhaps the role is unappreciated, or represents an opportunity that others don’t seem to want. Claim it or create it. “We need it and I’m the one to start it.” Then work hard to exceed expectations. You may discover that this area of opportunity requires your best strengths and that you come to love what you do.


Be flexible. To find your niche you may have to move laterally, or even downward for a time. Think of your path not as a corporate ladder that only goes up or down, but as a jungle gym where lots of paths lead to your desired destination. It may be wise to move sideways or serve a stint in another office (even abroad) if doing so allows you to showcase your best skills, broaden your network, develop a deeper understanding of the business, and perhaps even prepare for leadership. Once you’ve identified your niche, revise your personal learning plan to further develop your natural gifts and skills.
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Prove what you can do, then consider your next step when opportunities—perhaps of your own creation—become available. Keep showing up, doing your job, learning, and growing. When others see what you can do, the possibilities for your next step may expand. Given natural attrition (people being promoted or self-selecting out), new doors will likely open for you in the next year or two. Your path may lead somewhere more satisfying than you ever could have imagined.


When you love what you do and are grateful for the opportunity to do it, you’ll know you’ve found your niche.


Connect


Relationships are the source of much of our happiness in business and life. Put energy into building them, both internally with your supervisor and with colleagues at all levels, and externally with industry peers.


1. Connect with Your Manager


Your advancement requires the convergence of three things:


1.Opportunity—a position becomes vacant, or a new position is created.


2.Readiness—you’re perceived as having the necessary knowledge and skills.


3.Support—someone recommends you, and successfully shepherds your promotion.


In a hierarchical organization, that someone is likely to be your manager. Your talent may be so immense, so undeniable, that you’re promoted over the objection of your manager. More likely, your manager gets promoted and recommends you for his role, or acquiesces when a higher-up seeks to move or promote you to another manager’s team. For your manager to recommend you for promotion, and to ensure he informs higher-ups of your existence and ability, you must build a positive relationship. Here are some thoughts on how:


Think like your manager. Connection begins by understanding how your manager approaches the many decisions she faces every day. Outsource a function that is now performed by people in-house? Flatten the organization chart by removing levels of management? Promote this person, or that person? Your manager’s answer to each question: Do what is best for the company. Her first obligation as a leader is to ensure the survival and success of the mothership. Doing so protects the owners of the company and the livelihood of those who work there and are contributing. Expect her approach to be “company first.”


As you interact with your manager, understand this “company first” mindset. When you’re a leader—for the good of your team and the company—you’ll think the same way when making decisions of every kind.


Work with your manager. Here are thoughts on how to connect when you deal directly with your boss.


Clarify expectations. Consider it your responsibility, not your manager’s, to make clear your job responsibilities. Don’t make assumptions about your goals, deadlines, what your work product is expected to look like, where you are to be and by when, or anything else important to your role. Seek to understand the criteria upon which your performance will be evaluated. Clarify expectations so you can meet them and avoid unpleasant surprises.
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If your manager doesn’t make clear your goals, then create a goals document and call for a discussion. Even if you must write it, your objective is to have a document that the two of you agree will serve as the basis of your performance review.


Stay in communication. If you’re your own boss, or work closely with your boss every day, staying in communication isn’t an issue. If you work for a larger organization where contact with your boss is less frequent, stay in communication throughout the year. You want to be visible, so do not hide. Some managers establish standing meetings with their reports. If yours doesn’t, then call for progress meetings. How often you do so will be influenced by your manager’s willingness to meet with you. Perhaps, at first, if given the opportunity, meet too often versus too little. Eventually the two of you will find a comfortable rhythm.


For each progress meeting, create and follow a one-page agenda. Email the agenda in advance and bring a copy for your manager. Expect your manager to have a list of items she wants to discuss. You’re not likely to see these in advance. Complete your manager’s list first to ensure you know what’s on her mind. When you get to your list, inform your manager of your progress and challenges. Keep your portion of the meetings brief.


What if your manager declines your overtures to meet on a regular basis? Some managers dislike the “people” aspects of their job and avoid meetings. If so, develop a standard format and write an update as needed. If you’re involved in a critical, time-sensitive project, “as needed” could be as frequent as a daily email. If you’re working steadily toward the realization of annual goals, your updates could be monthly. Communicate with whatever frequency is needed to keep your manager informed and to receive timely input.


Provide candid input. When your manager says, “What do you think?” or “I’d like your input,” recognize the opportunity and engage. You want to become someone whose thoughts are solicited on matters of consequence. Give candid input in a respectful, organized manner. If you’re unsure whether your manager knows the facts, start there. Knowledge of and agreement on the facts are necessary for sound decisions and effective action. Give the facts first and then, with context established, offer your opinion. When your input isn’t requested, interject if needed to prevent “grievous error” (lawyer term for a major screw-up).


Take responsibility. Your boss wants performance, not excuses. Don’t blame others when something that was your responsibility goes awry. Your boss doesn’t want to hear, “It’s my responsibility, but Joe in Accounting said he was going to handle that.”
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Disclose. Disclosure is your friend, even when it’s embarrassing. Ask for help when you need it. It’s OK from time to time to say, “I don’t know,” “I don’t understand,” or “I need help.” And, “Please show me, one time.” If you’re in over your head, and you think your manager needs or would want to know you’re struggling, speak up. It beats floundering and failing.


If you see something that concerns you, speak up. Especially if you’re the cause of a powder-keg situation. Don’t try to defuse it on your own before it explodes. Your manager can’t provide wisdom and resources to solve undisclosed problems, and your delay in disclosing may waste precious time that makes addressing the situation more difficult. Good leaders insist on knowing bad news in a timely fashion and look unfavorably upon those who knew but failed to say something.


Bring problems with a recommended solution. When you bring problems to your manager, don’t just drop a steaming cow pie and depart. The CEO of a major construction company was fired on the spot when he told his board, “We’ve got a huge problem here, and I have no idea what to do.” You’ll get more slack at your level, but always come with options and a plan. Even if your manager doesn’t accept your plan, you’ll have given the problem thought—and sharing your options could start a brainstorming session with your manager that results in a better plan.


Be the detail person. To successfully achieve a goal or complete a project, someone must get into the weeds, master the details, and take care of things others didn’t think of. Likely that will not be your manager; it will be you. Being the detail person doesn’t mean giving long-winded explanations of what you’ve done, hoping for credit or praise. It means seeing and doing what needs to be done.


Respect your manager’s time. Don’t ask for your manager’s time unless needed, and don’t take more time than you asked for. Stick to business, get to the point, and keep it moving in conversations, voicemails, and emails. Try to answer questions with a yes or no, and then explain. Be mindful of which meetings you ask your boss to attend and do your best to ensure they’re productive.
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Support your manager. Connection with your manager also requires that you help her succeed. Supporting your manager is part of what your organization is paying you to do and what you’ll expect from your team when you’re a leader.


Be positive. Every team needs a spark. If you’re dynamic and gifted with a sense of humor, use your infectious style to add life to conversations, meetings, and projects. You can be equally supportive if you’re more introverted, and your forte is thinking quietly, deeply, and tenaciously about problems until you solve them. Whatever your personality, bring a can-do, we’ll-figure-it-out attitude. Likely your boss would much prefer an enthusiastic optimist to a grim realist who has all the answers why something can’t be done. Let a positive attitude be part of who you are and what you bring.
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Take initiative. The more ways you contribute, the better. Your job description—if there was one—went into a drawer and became irrelevant the day you started. You’ll likely be asked to do things you didn’t expect. Perhaps you’ll be asked to take trips, give presentations, meet with clients, fire a vendor, research a new business idea, or even move temporarily to a different city to help establish a new office. To the extent you can accommodate such requests, and cheerfully so, you’ll engender good will. So, too, if you see something that needs to be done and you can do it, do so. Likely you’ll do things your manager may not know about or appreciate. Here’s betting he knows more than you think.


Contribute in meetings. Start by doing the advance reading and being prepared. If you haven’t done the reading, it will be risky for you to express a viewpoint. Sitting there, contributing nothing, hoping not to be exposed is a terrible feeling.
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Next, be on time. A no-nonsense meeting host will start the meeting precisely when scheduled out of respect for those who showed up on time and to make a point. Now, be fully present. Whether the meeting is in person, by teleconference, or by video conference, put away your phone. Assert yourself when you have something relevant or insightful to say; otherwise, listen. Don’t speak just to draw attention to yourself, but do recognize that if you rarely contribute it will be noticed. Higher-ups will wonder why you were invited and whether you don’t have something better to do (like make them money).


If a meeting gets bogged down in the past, move it to the future tense (see “Pitch”). “What are we going to do?” is usually the operative question, more so than “Who’s at fault?” or “How did we get here?” Don’t monopolize the conversation; don’t lead the group down rabbit holes; and don’t engage in private conversations that distract and annoy your manager (or meeting sponsor). The prize for being a significant meeting contributor is that you may get invited to more meetings. That’s a good thing, as one day you’ll be leading them (see “Lead”). To prepare for that day, observe and make notes on what those running the meetings do that works and doesn’t work.


Complement your manager’s skills. It’s unlikely that you and your manager have identical skill sets. Look for something he needs, and may not excel at, where you can increase your contribution. Perhaps you can complement your boss with stronger technology, analytical, or writing skills. You’re on the right track to providing complementary skills when your manager says to you, “And that’s why we’re a great team.”


Reflect well on your manager. In sports a player’s talent is sometimes overshadowed by off-the-field conduct that embarrasses the coach and the organization. Your manager is entitled to set standards as to how business is to be conducted on her team. Learn and reflect what your boss expects by observing how she thinks, writes, speaks, and deals with people. Speak well about your manager to others.
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Rise to the occasion during trying times. There will be times when your company is under duress and the business world, and perhaps the press, are watching. Such times might follow a natural disaster, network attack, or product tampering that puts at risk the safety of your customers or employees, or their property, or private data. Or maybe your company is merging, going public, or fighting an unwelcome takeover bid.


See these moments as an opportunity. Ask your manager what you can do to help or, if he’s not available, just find a way to pitch in and help your colleagues successfully navigate the situation. Be fully present when all hands are needed most. Hopefully your recognition of the importance of the moment, and your response, will be remembered and later rewarded. More certain is that those who were unresponsive will be unfavorably remembered.


Now that you’ve connected with your manager, let’s do the same with those you work with.


2. Connect with Colleagues


You need the support of your co-workers—including peers—to be effective in your job and to advance. Their opinion of you may be solicited, and if they view you with apathy or hostility your advancement may be jeopardized. Perhaps you’ve heard the expression “No one would piss on him if he was on fire.” Make sure that your colleagues would extinguish the flames, and even be quick about it. To make your team stronger and higher-functioning because of your presence, fit in while standing out.


Fit in. Getting along with people is an essential soft skill. It allows you to be more effective, build bridges between people, and make your workplace a more enjoyable place.


Be appropriate in manners, speech, and dress. Good manners and well-chosen words are always appropriate and never go out of style. Discern when formality is required and when informality is permitted. If in doubt, go with formality. Be thoughtful with your word choice, and, no matter the workplace custom, go easy on the expletives. As to dress, your clothes don’t need to make a statement—they simply need to be appropriate.
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