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Praise for
The Secret Handshake


“The Secret Handshake, Kathleen Reardon’s new and most important book, takes ‘organizational politics’ out of the closet and illuminates the darkness surrounding that topic. It is an extremely original, brave, and useful book about the social etiquette of modern bureaucracies—i.e., how to get things done through people. And it’s a topic that, if discussed at all, is usually spoken about in dark and uninformed ways. Reardon not only clarifies the topic but shows convincingly that unless one has an enlightened view of what organizational politics is all about, one is doomed to failure.”

—Warren Bennis, Distinguished Professor of Business Administration at USC and author of Managing the Dream




“The Secret Handshake delivers powerful insights into the real calculus of corporate decision-making. It not only sheds light on the poorly understood pinnacles of power, but provides a primer for those who would play the game.”

—Bill Davidson, chairman, MESA Research,
and author of The Art of Market Leadership




“If you are warming to the idea of focusing on your political side, then you should grab your own copy of The Secret Handshake. Even if you don’t yearn for the highest ranks … this book can’t help but smooth your everyday path through the organizational life.”

—Executive Bookshelf




“Without losing academic rigor, the author brings a practical focus to the subject and … does not require the reader to be superhuman or to change personality beyond recognition. Professor Reardon successfully demystifies a subject that too often is used to create barriers to individual personal progress. It is likely that every reader will gain significant insight from the book, probably both at a personal level and in relation to the behavior of colleagues and organizations.”

—Mary Walsh, PricewaterhouseCoopers




“We are all political animals. But politics exercised in a ham-handed manner can be unbelievably destructive to any organization, large or small. Here, Reardon shows us how we can apply politics, in the best sense of the word, toward personal, professional, and organizational success.”

—José I. Lozano, publisher and CEO, La Opinión




“My first reaction was ‘I wish I had read this when I was twenty-one!’ But I quickly realized that it is just as useful to me today. This is an important book for anyone who hopes to maximize their personal power.”

—Pete Hart, former CEO, MasterCard International
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The term “secret handshake” refers to the acknowledgment one in-group insider gives another, conveying their shared distinction as members of the business inner circle. Those among us who acquire the coveted secret handshake become the “who” in “who you know.” They’re the comers, movers, and shakers, the ones who get the nod due to their exceptional technical competence, as well as an extraordinary ability to manage interpersonal relationships.

While there are a myriad of books on the technical skills needed to succeed in business, little attention has been paid to the equally important prerequisite of the secret handshake—political savvy. This is the hard stuff of business, the interpersonal skill that can never be totally or permanently mastered. The inner circles of business shift, as do the skills that get and keep people in them. Making it into one inner circle doesn’t guarantee making it into another or into the most important one. The engineer who is promoted to senior vice president may never make executive vice president. He or she may be the best engineer in the company, but lack that extra something, the poise and professionalism, reliability and visibility that constitute a significant advantage on the road to the top. He or she may be unable to avoid or go around the interpersonal traps that ensnare so many otherwise competent people. In the final analysis too many questions may remain unanswered: Can he or she go the distance, handle the rough spots, inspire the troops, get the job done, and garner respect in the process?

This book is a journey toward that place where, for you, the answer to this question is an unequivocal yes. You’ll emerge from this journey better apprised, better armed, more confident, and considerably more adept at mastering the interpersonal politics of work. Surely competence is critical to success; in fact, its very foundation. But technical competence is rarely sufficient. As Tom Peters says, “If you do not LOVE politics … then you will accomplish damn little.” Politics, after all, is “the messy process of ‘getting stuff done.’ ” If you can dispassionately decipher its workings, find “politics a hoot,” then you’ve mastered an important step toward a powerful future.1

There are just too many smart, capable people out there. The hard truth is that the ones who get ahead are usually those who know how to make highly placed people feel good about having them around. The good news is that you can be one of them.


1.
The Parameters of Organizational Power and Politics
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There are two good reasons why the most coveted prize of business is called “the secret handshake.” The first is that most people believe the political savvy necessary to break down barriers to the inner circles of organizations is inaccessible to all but a very few. That explains why there’s a dearth of useful information devoted to the topic. Even organization experts consider politics an enigmatic puzzle. The second reason is that the path to the acquisition of this prize is purposely kept ambiguous by many of those who have successfully traversed it. They share sparingly the whereabouts and characteristics of the mazes, obstacles, and dangers that must be overcome in its pursuit. Some even deny that there is a path. After all, if just anyone could achieve the secret handshake, there would be no value in having attained it. It’s an exclusive club, and certain conditions must be met for membership—certain hurdles overcome. Many of these hurdles have nothing to do with technical competence.

While the path to acquiring the secret handshake varies across organizations, both the existing research and the practical experiences of the many people I interviewed for this book indicate that political savvy is a prerequisite, more so even than job competence. This is especially true at higher levels of organizations where the signals are ever more ambiguous.

The prized executive offices are scarce, so competition is fierce. Yet at the loftier levels a high degree of professionalism is required. It’s important for everyone to appear as though they are above pettiness and petulance. Consequently, political warfare at this level is subliminal and more often comprised of hidden minefields and stealth bombers than hand-to-hand combat. As the stakes get higher, the battle gets rougher, even if you can’t see any weapons.

To the successful executive in a competitive organization, day-to-day life is politics. There is no doubt that a high level of field-based competence is needed to get ahead. But choose any two competent people, and the one who has political savvy, agility in the use of power, and the ability to influence others will go further.

Politics in the common vernacular refers to what other people do to get their way; as such it has negative connotations. Politics in organizations involves going outside the usual, formally sanctioned channels, something nearly every successful manager has done at one time or another. The real political moves are the ones not written down anywhere. Simply put, politics is an illegitimate means of getting things done.

So much of life is politics, especially at work. How should you approach a difficult situation? When should you take forceful action to stand up for yourself? How can you predict and prepare for others’ reactions? Should you or shouldn’t you fight a battle? If you do, how will you identify your allies and enemies? All these questions are part of daily life at work. As Caroline Nahas, managing director, Southern California, at Korn-Ferry International, sees it, there are two choices with regard to politics: “Either sit in the stands or get in the game and be a player.” Yet Nahas doesn’t see politics as necessarily—or even largely—negative: “To be politically astute, you need to read where the trend lines are, be ahead of the game, and focus on areas that you think will be important.” There’s nothing underhanded about this aspect of politics. In fact, it’s constructive for the individual and the organization. Not all politics is so benign, however.

It didn’t take Steve Harcourt, senior executive at a leading sports products company, long to learn this. As he describes it, he thought he’d been hired “to get all the money possible—to make a huge profit for the company.” What he learned instead was that the CEO wanted increased profits but not at any cost. When Harcourt insulted one of the CEO’s favored guys by suggesting that he do a few things differently, the response was not positive. Harcourt was edged out for a while. The CEO never said anything directly to him, but he got the message. He now believes, “If you ignore politics and make someone above you look bad, you’re going to have a short career.” So Harcourt’s rule of thumb is to ask himself, “Can anything good come out of this?” That has gotten him the label of “political animal” at times, but as he sees it, politics is reality. You have to know when to speak up and when not to. Another Harcourt axiom: Don’t tell the boss who doesn’t want all the profits you could get for him that he isn’t getting them. As Harcourt sees it, you have to know the primary goals and shape what you do to fit them.

Since political tactics aren’t overtly sanctioned, they give rise to games that people play to build power bases, defeat rivals, and promote in-group members over those in the out-group. When such tactics work, over time they become embedded in the culture of the organization. At that point, few important things get accomplished in the absence of their application. Worse still, having gotten so used to playing games without having to think about how to do so, few if any of the people playing them are capable of articulating how they work. They can play them, but they can’t explain how or why. They’re like political robots irreversibly hardwired.

My primary aim in this book is to pull together the information gleaned from hundreds of interviews and probing discussions I’ve had with CEOs, senior managers, and high achievers in many fields during twenty years of business consulting, to shed light on how politics in organizations works. Moreover, I want to demonstrate how you can use political moves to gain admission to the inner circle of your organization—in short, to learn the secret handshake.

Politics and the Power Equation

While political strategies often operate in the service of wealth, they operate more often in the service of power—a resource for getting things done even in the face of resistance. The interesting thing about power is that it is often both a means to get ahead and the reward for getting there.

People who have valuable expertise, who control important resources or information, and those in positions of great authority not only can make things happen much more easily than those without power but also are in a position to increase their power and retain it. In order to win, the person engaging in politics need not always be the most powerful of those playing, but power does provide an advantage. It enables people to get things done even when others stand in opposition. Where one person has less formal power than others involved but accomplishes an objective nonetheless, it’s likely that he or she used politics.

Power is at the heart of politics and may indeed be the heart of politics. Although power has a negative connotation for many people, it doesn’t for those who’ve achieved the secret handshake. Without power they would not have made it. Without politics their sources of power would have been severely curtailed.

The Reciprocal Relationship Between Power and Politics

Even the most celebrated CEOs may never be far from losing power. A sharp drop in earnings, negative articles in Fortune, Forbes, or the Wall Street Journal, or the loss of key employees can bring them down a few pegs or even cost them their jobs. Unless they own the business outright, those executives whose power is supposedly unquestioned are wise not to believe it.

Bill Owens, president of a fast-growing video distribution company, discovered this when he hired an employee named Sam to take on some of the demands of the business. What Owens liked about his new right-hand man was his ability to handle things that clogged Owens’s in-box. It appeared that Owens had found himself someone who could even run the show in his absence. When some of his people began to tell him that the perfect new hire had flaws, he assumed they were jealous. “I like to give my people room to fail, so I didn’t pay much attention at first. Then I heard that Sam had been telling my people, ‘Don’t bother Bill with anything. Everything goes through me.’ Some of my people warned me that I was giving him too much power. They claimed that he’d begun to say, ‘I speak for Bill.’ I thought it was a harmless exaggeration. After all, he was getting work off my desk.”

It wasn’t until a year had passed that Owens began to notice that what he called “the tone” of the company was changing for the worse. But he continued to tell himself that there was no way that such a competent, friendly, flattering person as Sam could be the problem. The increased workload seemed a more likely reason for employee unrest. “Sam stroked people, especially me. But I’ve since learned that he penalized anyone who tried to go directly to me. While he was flattering me, he was controlling them. He started telling my people, ‘Bill’s a great guy, but he forgets things.’ Then ‘Bill’s a great guy, but he gets angry easily.’ He told customers that he’d be doing something different soon, hoping to lure them away and start his own business. First he took the decision power, and then little by little he undermined my credibility with my employees and customers.”

Eventually, Owens recognized Sam’s intentions. During a six-hour wait for a tow truck when his car broke down on the way home from a ski trip, Owens realized that the warnings of his more loyal employees had been well founded. When he returned to work, he ousted Sam and spent the next few years undoing the damage.

Owens’s experience demonstrates that even very experienced managers can overlook destructive politics. It also demonstrates that it’s never too late to learn to recognize and respond to abuses of politics and power. Political savvy is a skill, not a trait. No one is precluded from acquiring it. Yes, there are some people to whom political acumen seems to come more easily than to others, just as some people learn languages or higher mathematics with greater ease than others do. Owens had to learn the hard way. But he’s more alert now. The crucial fact here is that political savvy is an achievable skill for recognizing when politics is operating and for using those politics to your advantage. And it is a skill prerequisite to attaining the coveted secret handshake. So our next step is to define how to acquire it.


2.
Political Savvy
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Being political at work garners two benefits that often outweigh the costs in terms of effort and difficulty. First, politics helps advance careers. To the extent that a person is achievement-oriented and works in an organization where politics flourishes, he or she will have to use politics to get ahead.

“I’ve had to become more politically sensitive as the company has gotten larger,” a senior manager of a rags-to-riches-in-no-time-flat computer software company told me. “The people around here are getting so rich that they’re even beginning to think they’re competent. To get around them, I’ve had to be less direct, more strategic, and less up-front about my intentions.”

The second benefit of knowing how politics works is self-defense. When politically inhibited people use politics, it’s often more to protect themselves from others than to advance their own careers. Once the politically inhibited person becomes politically adept, regardless of the reason for doing so, he or she often finds that politics leads to rewards.

The Political Continuum

Whether politics is used to advance careers or for self-protection, the first step is discovering where you are on the political continuum, from the politically active on one end of the scale to the politically inhibited on the other end. Not only are the politically active comfortable with politics, they truly enjoy maneuvering around the rules to get things done. The politically inhibited, at the other end of the continuum, dislike political movers and shakers. They may play along to get along, as the saying goes, but they prefer not to do so.

The extent to which your position on the political continuum helps or hurts your career depends on the organizational culture in which you work. If an extremely politically active person works in an organization where politics is limited or discouraged, he or she is likely to be both unhappy and unwelcome. Intensely politically inhibited people who work in highly political organizations, divisions, or even offices can become equally unhappy and overstressed unless they find a protective mentor or a quiet niche in which to work.

Marcy Bergren Pine, a successful Los Angeles attorney, was politically inhibited early in her career. Nevertheless, Pine, who is now a partner in the prestigious law firm of Morrison and Foerster LLP, forged a path to success. Upon her graduation from Loyola she joined a leading law firm that, she freely admits, “needed a female attorney and I was it.” This is where her conversion from being politically inhibited to politically active began. She came to appreciate the connections she could make in a high-profile law firm. In fact, as she soon learned, few things get done without connections.

As she reinvented aspects of herself in order to attain the rank of partner, Pine embarked on a campaign of impression management, not in order to be well liked, but in order to become respected and well connected. She changed her voice from “the social one I learned to use while being groomed for years to be a wife, to a lower-pitched, attorney-like voice. I stopped smiling so much and developed a little more of an edge, especially with aggressive businessmen and attorneys.” Pine became an astute observer of the political landscape where she worked, and adjusted her actions to fit expectations. She set her sights on becoming partner and then proceeded to learn and do what it would take.

While sitting at a law firm dinner as a fifth-year associate with former secretaries of state and the interior William Rogers and William Clark, Pine realized that she had indeed arrived. “The most interesting thing,” she said of the occasion, “is that I truly felt that I belonged there.” The secret handshake had become hers.

For many people, politics is not just the ticket into the game but the means by which you come to decide which game is to be played. There is a time-honored view of success that says you’re successful when the number of idiots under you is larger than the number over you. Alison May, COO at Esprit and former CFO of Patagonia, explains it this way: “I like to be the one ultimately making the call. I would much rather make a stupid decision and take the consequences than have to implement a stupid decision made by someone else. Therefore, I think I come across as someone confident, focused, and determined, because I am willing to accept the risks and negative consequences of being in a position of power.”

Others, like Steve Delcarson, prefer to foster a team culture. Delcarson is a walking success story—and not just one. He has made a career of building companies with flat structures. He doesn’t like working for other people, and, if he had his way, people wouldn’t work for him either. “I’m against hierarchy in companies,” Delcarson explains. “I much prefer team effort with everyone on the same playing field. You have to work within hierarchical contexts, but having people worry about who can go to whom about what when you’re working on ‘Internet time’ isn’t effective. I set the tone that politics doesn’t exist in my companies, nothing behind the back, and no second agendas. If you’re not comfortable, let’s part ways.”

But Delcarson isn’t naive about politics. He admits to falling prey early on to the attraction of power. “You have to watch out that you’re not becoming arrogant when you’re successful, especially if it happens early on in your career.” Delcarson is now a product of what he calls the “new school” of business thinking where leaders surround themselves with people more knowledgeable than themselves. He runs into politics but manages the work climate to minimize the effects. “You can keep a company relatively nonpolitical by setting examples. If someone comes in the back door to me, I’ll ask if they’ve talked to their boss first. If they say yes and didn’t get anywhere, then I need to talk with that supervisor.” Delcarson believes in keeping in the communication loop but not in doing so at the expense of relationships.

Even among people like Delcarson who decline to get involved in politics, political adeptness becomes attractive because it allows them to be included in admired groups. Some people have a high need for affiliation. If the people with whom they want to be affiliated use political means to achieve their goals, then they themselves are likely to follow suit. It’s a sort of “political lemming” mentality: Everyone else is political, so why not me? One of the most powerful pulls on human behavior is the desire for inclusion. If you look around you and everyone is playing games, it’s difficult to stay off the field.

Another benefit to acting politically is the thrill of victory. A considerable number of people get a lot of pleasure from using politics successfully. They derive satisfaction from knowing that they have accomplished something at which other, less savvy people have failed. Political thrill seekers may be either harmless or quite dangerous, depending on how far they’ll go to have political fun at others’ expense.

The most common reason for engaging in politics is to defend yourself from other people. When those around you are playing heavy-handed or underhanded games, survival may require you to do the same. The politically defensive find themselves improving their political skills out of a need for protection. As a result, in time, they often get good at it, and before they know it, they’re political animals born out of necessity.

Sizing Up the Political Arena

An important part of adeptly moving up through an organization is developing the ability to identify the type of political arena you’re in. You may need to escape an arena that is not suited to your advancement, perhaps even while remaining within the larger organization. If you feel that you don’t have the option to go where the political environment suits you, you’ll need to get particularly good at using the kinds of politics that flourish where you work. Your career survival will depend on it.

Organizations vary in the degree to which politics is used to accomplish goals. Most of my consulting work involves identifying the politics that is blocking communication and productivity. Then the task is to replace these dysfunctional political habits with more functional ones. The first step is to know what type of political climate is prevalent in the company or division having difficulties. There are four types. The first is the minimally politicized organization where the atmosphere is amicable. I don’t often find myself consulting for such organizations because conflicts are rare and usually don’t last long. There is a sense of camaraderie—an absence of in-groups and out-groups. One person’s gain is not necessarily seen as taking place at the expense of someone else. Rules are occasionally bent and favors granted, but in general, people treat each other with regard and don’t often resort to underhanded politics to achieve personal goals. Such organizations are excellent environments for people who are uncomfortable with politics. Unfortunately, these organizations are more the exception than the rule.

One minimally politicized organization is Patagonia, the outdoor sports clothing firm based in Ventura, California. When the surf is up, employees go to the beach. You might find a child sitting on Dad’s lap while he designs a new backpack. In fact, with an excellent child-care center on-site, parents routinely visit their children during working hours with little concern that coworkers will be annoyed. There is a family feeling, a benevolent, live-and-let-live atmosphere. Patagonia isn’t politics-free, but it is certainly one of the most desirable places to work in the United States.

Moderately politicized organizations operate primarily on generally understood, formally sanctioned rules. Unsanctioned means of achieving individual and group goals are not unusual, but when these tactics are used, it is done in such a manner that their existence can be denied if someone were to complain. In other words, those who run moderately politicized organizations prefer to convey the impression that everything is done by the rules. When I work with such organizations, a considerable amount of denial of politics goes on before the behind-the-scenes rules emerge to become constructively addressed.

Conflicts are not unusual in moderately politicized organizations, but they tend to be of short duration and not pervasive. Such a culture discourages overt conflict. When conflicts appear to be excessive, sanctioned rules or cultural mores are called upon to provide resolution. This type of environment works well for people who’d rather not engage in daily politics, but who are capable of managing or living with what might be called “pockets of political activity.”

I recently consulted for a company with a pocket of political activity. It was a midsize organization where senior management wanted to be fair to employees and make all of them feel they were part of a cohesive, fast-paced team. Accomplishments were often handsomely rewarded. Handling of conflict in peaceful ways was admired. Despite such laudable goals and actions, however, there was a distinct culture of distrust in one pocket of the company. A senior manager was so favored by the CEO that anyone who offended him could be punished by humiliation (gradually, and seemingly within the rules) or even terminated. In an effort to avoid becoming the next target, many people fed negative information to the favored senior executive about others they knew he disliked. Conflicts were manifested not in overt attacks, but in gossip and undermining activities.

When the CEO brought me in to help improve communication, he didn’t realize that the primary source of his problems was sitting at a desk only one office away from his own and that he had given that person the power to create political unrest.

Moderately politicized organizations often suffer from a kind of schizophrenia—professing a desire for one thing but rewarding













	Frequent flattering of those in power coupled with abusiveness toward people in less powerful positions is a sure sign of creeping organizational pathology. Flattery may not get you everywhere, but it is often used by those who fear they cannot advance on their own merits.

	Another sign of cultural degeneration is information massaging. When no one says anything that might rock the boat, you can be sure that the organization is becoming (if it isn’t already) pathological. When people communicate via hint instead of directly expressing their views, the roots of pathology are present even if they haven’t yet taken over.

	“Poisoning the well,” which we’ll discuss at greater length later, is another political activity indicative of pathology in organizations. The thing to look for is people frequently fabricating negative information about others. They drop defaming information into conversations and meetings in the hope of ruining the target’s career chances. Gossip and verbal backstabbing are common here. There may be little overt conflict, but under the surface the organization is seething with angst.

	Some organizations are poisoned by the people in charge. There’s no need to poison the well. In such organizations there’s a cold indifference. No one is valued; in fact, everyone is dispensable—and feels that way. The only way to survive is to become obsequious to those in charge and to get someone else before he or she gets you.

	Whenever there is a good deal of “fake left, go right” strategy—leading others in the wrong direction in order to look good oneself—organizational pathology can be found. A sense of organizational teamwork is absent as individuals’ careers are sacrificed to save those who are misleading them. Sometimes teams mislead teams, with the spoils going to the victor—the team that faked the best.
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