

[image: ]




[image: ]




PUBLISHED BY DOUBLEDAY
a division of Random House, Inc.

CURRENCY is a trademark of Random House, Inc., and DOUBLEDAY is a registered trademark of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the Library of Congress.
eISBN: 978-0-385-51516-0

Copyright 2005 by Kathleen Kelley Reardon, Ph.D.
All Rights Reserved

All trademarks are the property of their respective companies.

v3.1





To Chris





TABLE OF CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments



1. It’s All Politics

2. Political Intuition

3. Political Insight

4. Advance Work and Getting Good on Your Feet

5. Persuasion

6. Political Power

7. Political Courage and Suicide

8. Positive Politics

9. The New Reginald


Notes






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First, my appreciation goes to Roger Scholl, editorial director at Currency Doubleday, and to my agent, Peter Ginsberg, who together made this book possible. As with my previous book on politics, The Secret Handshake, working with Roger and Peter has been a positive experience every inch of the way.

My appreciation goes also to my husband, Chris Noblet. He was researcher and editor on all aspects of this book and will no doubt read this acknowledgment and ask me to remove it. He is behind the scenes but front and center in deserved credit. This has been the case for many of my books, but even more for this one. When I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease recently, I wondered whether writing was in my future. There were days of complete blur, especially while various medicines were being tried. The computer seemed a monster when once it had been a friend. Chris was there for me personally as he was professionally. He told me when something I wrote was “just not good enough,” even if this was among the last things I wanted to hear. He worked tirelessly on helping me express what some days would not come, and radiated pleasure and encouragement on the days when the fog cleared and my words rushed onto the page. This book is dedicated to Chris, as is my abiding love.

Sarah Rainone at Currency Doubleday edited this book with impressive commitment. She is a true reader’s advocate in her quest for clarity, even while endeavoring to preserve the author’s style and voice. She is a rising star and I was glad to benefit en route. I am also grateful to Sean Mills, Nora Reichard, Lawrence Krauser, Michael Collica, Luisa Francavilla, Umi Kenyon, and Laine Kavanaugh at Doubleday, and to Debby Manette for her skilled copyediting.

My appreciation goes to the hundreds of people who’ve told me their political stories. Some are named in this book, others given fictional names at their request.

I want to thank my children, Shannon, Ryan, and Devin. Devin makes me laugh when I least expect it. I treasure those laughs and the times when the dishes were miraculously done or a room was suddenly clean. Ryan is considerate and inquisitive. We often just sit and talk at length about a subject that has captured his interest. As he says, we share a “very special bond.” Shannon’s enthusiasm for life and her spontaneous hugs brighten my days. Among her many interests, she wants to become a writer someday. This book is written with the fond hope that it will help them manage the politics in their own lives. My thanks also to all the members of my family, both immediate and extended, who continue to encourage me to write.

My friends always participate in what I write whether they share their experiences or encourage me in other ways. Thanks also to my colleagues at the University of Southern California, the Irish Management Institute, and University College, Cork, who have shared their knowledge of politics. While on leave from USC in Schull, Ireland, I was also blessed with the friendship of artists in the community, including Ann Stalberger, whose watercolors are superb, and who has been my encouragement and my mentor. To Peter Samuelson, Claudia Kennedy, and Debbie Sams of Washington, D.C.–based First Star devoted to the protection and advancement of children’s rights, I hope this will be a banner year when political walls of injustice and indifference crumble and children who live in harm’s way will be better served.


CHAPTER ONE

IT’S ALL POLITICS

LIKE BUSINESS IN general, politics is not a spectator sport. You cannot afford to be apolitical at work if you have any aspirations for advancement. The only way to avoid politics is to avoid people—by finding an out-of-the-way corner where you can do your job. Of course, it’s the same job you’ll likely be doing for the rest of your career if you remain politically impaired.

In any job, when you reach a certain level of technical competence, politics is what makes all the difference with regard to success. At that point, it is indeed all politics. Everyday brilliant people take a backseat to politically adept colleagues by failing to win crucial support for their ideas.

Sometimes politics involves going around or bending rules, but more typically it’s about positioning your ideas in a favorable light and knowing what to say, and how, when, and to whom to say it. Refusing to participate in what you may consider “the incivility of politics” is exactly what will keep you a political underdog, watching helplessly as your career aspirations evaporate.

Ask yourself these questions to see if you’re up to snuff on politics 101.


	Can you effectively influence and manage people’s perceptions of you and your ideas?

	Are you able to convert enemies to allies?

	Can you manage outcomes long before they’re in sight?

	Do your ideas get a fair hearing?

	Do you know when and how to present them?

	Are you in the loop?



If you’ve answered no to even one of these questions, you can learn a great deal from this book. Such political skills determine career success, but they are only the beginning. Politics is a highly complex skill set. Albert Einstein was once asked: “Dr. Einstein, why is it that when the mind of man has stretched so far as to discover the structure of the atom we have been unable to devise the political means to keep the atom from destroying us?” The great scientist replied: “That is simple, my friend. It is because politics is more difficult than physics.”1

Politics is more difficult than physics because most of us have not devoted adequate time to the study of it. Most business schools disregard politics completely, even though the success of their students will depend to a large extent on their political skill level. This is the case for the elite scientist as well as the machinist working on a shop floor. Business schools generally ignore an entire type of human intelligence in favor of more technical subjects, and many otherwise talented people suffer as a result. They bumble their way through the workplace, saying whatever is on their minds or failing to say that which they should because they never learned the difference.

Security at work comes from being able to manage how people treat you and your ideas. This is true no matter where you are on the hierarchy. I worked with a CEO who’d been in place for less than a year when he realized that certain board members were out to get him. When I met him, he was moderately political, no match for the masters on his board. They were becoming so effective in their attempts to unseat him that even his most ardent supporters were beginning to waver. This CEO invited me to work with him on his communication. He made no mention of altering his political approach. But soon it became evident that this man was about to walk the plank if he didn’t learn how to manage belowdecks as well as at the helm. After meeting with his direct reports, I learned from them, as well as from him, about each board member’s agendas and political styles. The CEO and I then looked at each board member’s alliances and discussed at length what had been said at prior meetings, especially those statements that seemed to be undermining his position.

If I had thought that this CEO was a threat to the company, I wouldn’t have agreed to help him see past his own nonpolitical predilections. But his employees truly admired him and what he’d already achieved. They considered the board’s behavior to be the result of sour grapes among a couple of members who’d wanted to hire a different CEO. But some employees were beginning to lose respect for this CEO because he couldn’t seem to stifle or appease his adversaries. Workdays were becoming fractious, with less work getting done as senior people spent more time worrying about their jobs than doing them.

After I convinced the CEO that he needed to learn how to manage his board politically, I began the process of teaching him how to present himself and his ideas. We discussed which board members he should call before each meeting and which ones would provide him with the insights we needed to formulate a strategy. Interestingly, it became clear that the most important issue was the need some members felt to have their opinions valued by the new CEO. They also wanted reassurance that they would retain the power they perceived themselves to be losing. Another issue for them was a feeling that the CEO lacked conviction and self-confidence. Over a period of several weeks I worked with the CEO to alter these damaging perceptions. I sat in his office while he spoke with the leaders of the insurgency, assuring them not only that he’d heard their suggestions but also, in two instances, planned to put them in charge of implementation. We worked on his style, on his sense of conviction, on the words he’d use at the next board meeting, on positioning ideas and past events in a positive way, and on how he’d address, call on, and respond to all members of the board. We identified areas of agreement that could be emphasized. We even practiced in the boardroom with certain trusted senior managers playing the roles of his detractors. Yes, it was a lot of work, but so is learning physics—and, remember, according to Einstein, physics is easier. The reluctant politician proved to be a fast learner. The insurgency ended and a good man’s career was saved.

Whether at the very top of organizations or farther down the ladder, the politically astute stay in touch with what is going on around them and communicate with others in ways that align their goals with those in power or soon to be in power. They make it their business to know a great deal about the systems in which they work, the common views that define those systems as well as loopholes in those common views, and the kind of behavior considered controversial. They know how to talk so that others are compelled to listen. Well in advance of any serious conflict, they develop an arsenal of options and a corral of connections that can help make those options possible.

You can’t know politics simply by discussing it theoretically. I learned what I know by observing, trying new approaches, falling on my face, and getting up to try again. One of my very early political lessons came from a colleague who, after seeing me struggle with a manipulator, took me aside and said, “He doesn’t need to be confronted; he needs to be managed. He’s predictable and quite needy, really,” she continued, an interpretation that seemed foreign to me at the time, not to mention surprising, considering it was regarding someone so much my senior. “He has you where he wants you: desperate to please, easily hurt by his rebuffs because you simply haven’t stopped to think. Give him some of what he wants—be less predictable yourself. Try a little unexpected kindness and guide him to your side. He’s not your friend, but you’re making him an enemy. And that’s where you’re losing the game.”

As an alumna of the University of Connecticut, I watch as many UConn basketball games as possible. In 2004 the men and women both won NCAA championships. It was the first time in history that men’s and women’s teams from the same school won this honor. Sports Illustrated describes star player Diana Taurasi this way: “What everybody says, one way or another, is that Taurasi sees. She sees things on the court that God hasn’t arranged for other people to pick out.”2 This is what intuition is about—seeing more and farther ahead than others. Truly effective politicians possess an uncanny sense of their surroundings. Small nonverbal moves, changes in the direction of talk, and momentary emotional expressions do not escape them. Information that seems peripheral to most people is often pivotal for the intuitive, whether on a basketball court or in a critical business meeting. The real stars in any endeavor are those who see—truly see—and then use that information to determine their course of action. Novices operate in the dark, some desperately attempting to pick up a strategy here or there, but until they see what is really going on around them, no amount of strategy accumulation will advance them.

One media executive told me she developed a sense of what’s ahead over time. “I now know if there’s a big hole in the ground up ahead. I don’t need to go put my foot in it anymore.” This book will teach you how to develop an early warning system for detecting when something in the environment just isn’t right—when there’s a hole up ahead. You’ll learn that skilled politicians listen to their gut while so many others push valuable impressions aside.

I’ll also explore how to detect deception—a look at primates can teach us a great deal about being aware of dangers that lurk nearby. As primatologist Franz de Waal has discovered, chimpanzees don’t make uncalculated moves. They are always keeping track of each other, always thinking about the next social step.3 Chimps form coalitions and work together to assess their surroundings and deal with potential enemies. We humans tend to keep track mostly of ourselves, especially in western cultures, and pride ourselves on individual, rather than group, accomplishment. Because of this, we lower our chances of truly seeing what is going on around us. Fortunately, with time and practice, you’ll be less inclined to readily dismiss a nagging sense that something isn’t quite right. You’ll learn how to listen to your gut and make sense of the input. This is a crucial step in becoming politically skilled and advancing your career. Like Diana Tarausi’s sense of the court, we all need to develop a keen sense of our work surroundings in order to take some impressive shots when others are still looking for the ball.

Once you have developed intuition, you also need to have the insight to respond creatively to a variety of situations. The worst thing you can be at work is predictable. When you are, people can easily manage and maneuver around you. Skilled politicians have an extensive repertoire of responses so they’re prepared for anything. They know that there is more than one way to handle any situation; for every locked entrance, there is a back door, windows—even a chimney. I’ll discuss how to determine which concerns should be on your front burner and a variety of responses to those concerns. You’ll learn to be flexible and creative in your responses in order to avoid falling into a predictable routine. I’ll show you how to break out of these ruts to find fresh ways of dealing with problems at work.

You also will learn how to better prepare yourself for political situations at work before they happen. People who speak first take a big risk in politically volatile situations, unless they’re well prepared. The magic in being politically savvy lies in advance work, not in fancy strategies. You have to learn to be on the lookout for situations that could be harmful to your career. Skilled politicians have multiple antennae taking in information that others overlook or discard. They go from room to room dusting for fingerprints, asking questions when others don’t. You have to know what makes the people with whom you’re dealing tick.

You also will master the skill of thinking on your feet. People constantly tell me they think of what they should have said at some point of the workday only when they’re driving home from work; but, of course, it’s already too late. On their feet, most people are a disaster. The good news is that this condition can be changed. You can learn to dance, even late in life. When you learn how to think strategically, you can jump into the fray and walk away with everything you wanted—or pretty darn close.

Politics is nothing without acquiring the power of persuasion. Persuasion is not something you do, it’s something you work at doing. Emeka Okafor, star of the UConn men’s national championship team, didn’t start playing basketball until he was in the sixth grade. A few years later, he was on the highest-ranked college team in the United States. What happened between sixth grade and his first year at UConn can be summed up in one word: work. He focused on learning from the best—his coach Jim Calhoun, his teammates, and his adversaries—just as his father had focused on earning several advanced college degrees. You can’t pick up a few tricks and expect to reach the corner office one day—or to stay there once you arrive. And if you can’t influence others, then the road ahead is a short one.

Politics is often associated with power as if they’re one and the same. If I had to choose between persuasion and power as the heart of politics, I’d choose persuasion. Yet power is a critical component of career politics. People pay attention to those they perceive to be powerful. I say “perceive” because power is largely in the eye of the beholder. It’s created through relationships rather than status alone. Even people of low status can have and accrue power. They just need to understand how to attain it and use it effectively.

Just as you’ll learn ways to develop power in an organization, you’ll also come to recognize moments when you’ll need to be courageous. Sticking your neck out is never an easy thing in life. After all, the tall tree catches the wind. But you’ll see how some impressive people turned bad situations to good by having the guts and the skill to step forward in crisis situations. We’ll look at what it takes to be politically courageous—both the prerequisites and the means—and we’ll examine how people who commit career suicide miss the mark.

Politics is inevitable. It is part of life. But that doesn’t have to be a bad thing. Many companies have made efforts to manage politics in productive ways. They haven’t tried to stamp out political activity so much as they’ve rewarded positive politics. They’ve helped individuals find their own political compasses, and the results are impressive not only in terms of those organizations’ cultures, but in terms of the bottom line as well. Once the idea that there is such a thing as positive politics sinks in, organizations and individuals can encourage it and discourage harmful political machinations.

You’ll know a lot more about the supposed “mystery” that is politics when you finish this book. Keep in mind that people benefit from perpetuating the image of politics as something you either know or you don’t. Ignore them.

Political acumen is largely learned from observation. And then it’s a matter of practice, practice, and more practice. When a journalist suggested that golfing great Gary Player was very lucky, he replied: “It’s funny, but the more I practice the luckier I get.” The same is true of politics.


CHAPTER TWO

POLITICAL INTUITION

IS THERE SOMETHING inherently special about politically skilled people? Do they possess, by nature, an uncanny ability to sense what others fail to see? Do they instinctively know when to take a new approach to a complex problem? And if so, does that mean that no matter how much the rest of us study and practice politics, we’ll never achieve real political savvy?

Intuition, political or otherwise, is indeed something special. It’s a skill possessed by a minority of people who approach communication attentively. They are high-level thinkers who take little for granted and avoid the common tendency to slip into destructive patterns. Most important, these people are far less predictable than the rest of us.

Consider, for example, what you do when someone says “Hi, how are you?” when he walks by. In all likelihood your reply is brief; perhaps you say “Fine. How are you?” By the time you’ve finished that brief utterance, the distance between you and the other person may be too great for him to reply. Besides, chances are you didn’t really want to know the answer, and he cared little about your response. If he had, he would have stopped to receive your answer. The two of you were merely enacting a greeting ritual—an exchange of courtesies. Much of our daily interaction with people is scripted in such ways. Many of the things we say and do in our daily routines have become so habitual that little thought goes into them. Rather than being consciously initiated, they usually are cued by something someone else says or does. After years of learning ways to respond to typical situations, we cease to consider whether an alternative approach might be more productive. Once we really get to know people, this type of automatic response becomes dysfunctional—we become trapped in these played-out scripts. It makes me yawn just to think about such dull conversations. These dysfunctional communication patterns (DCPs) prevent us from seeing situations with a fresh eye. The following conversation is an example of a DCP.



	Susan:
	 
	I felt dismissed in that meeting, John.



	John:
	 
	Now, Susan, don’t get emotional.



	Susan:
	 
	I believe you interrupted me three times.



	John:
	 
	No! I wouldn’t do that. But if you’re going to take forever to formulate a thought, people aren’t going to wait.



	Susan:
	 
	I didn’t take that long.



	John:
	 
	Susan, it’s not that big a deal. You’re overreacting. And you look tired.



	Susan:
	 
	I’m fine.



	John:
	 
	Okay, okay—why don’t we talk about this some other time when you’re up to it?




It’s easy to imagine Susan having these kinds of conversations with people on a regular basis—many of us come to rely on such scripts without realizing our folly. Let’s look at Susan’s mistakes and how she could have avoided them. First, she starts the conversation with a description of how she feels. This gives John the opening to discuss her feelings rather than the issue of interruptions. When Susan does mention her concern about John’s interruptions, she does so meekly. Does she “believe” he interrupted her, or does she know he did? There’s a difference. Had she said, “John, you interrupted me three times,” she would have made her case and limited John’s choices of how to respond. Instead, she has given him the option to deny her vague allegation and define the situation in a more assertive way. Her reply, once again, is not sufficient to achieve her goal of bringing about a change in his actions. She refers to what she “thinks” happened instead of what she knows happened. Her meek approach allows John to blame her emotional state and, once again, dodge the main issue. By then her assertion, “I’m fine,” is too late to cause him to revise his patronizing approach.

Throughout this conversation, there are what I call “choice points”—moments when either Susan or John could alter its course. By abdicating her responsibility to protect her image, Susan helps create the DCP. She allows John to put her down, never once addressing the issue she’s raised, and allows him to focus instead on her emotions. Susan could have altered this patronizing DCP at several points if she had previously prepared a repertoire of direct comments. She might have started the conversation by saying “John, I didn’t appreciate your interruptions today,” or “Listen, John, please don’t interrupt me at a meeting again.” If these comments are beyond her level of assertiveness, she might have said, “John, I’m extending you the courtesy of coming here to discuss today’s meeting. But be assured that if you continue to interrupt me, I’m going to respond in kind.” That would have gotten his attention. An even less direct comment might be “John, we need to talk.”

Even if Susan does fail to start her conversation with John by directly focusing on the issue, she still can alter its course. After John criticized the time it takes her to formulate thoughts, she might have said, “My timing isn’t the issue here, John. The issue is your interruptions,” or “John, please stop dodging the issue.” Even toward the end of the conversation, when John mentions her fatigue, she could bring about a better ending by saying “You’re way off the subject, John. Next time we’re in a meeting, please don’t cut me off,” or “We’re not discussing my emotional state. We’re talking about why you interrupted me.” If John were to continue his patronizing DCP by saying they should meet again when she’s more rested, Susan could say, “We need to fix this now, John, before the next meeting,” or “Let’s not change the subject. Please do not interrupt me again.”

People like Susan who rely heavily on scripts make themselves predictable. By helping others to know what to expect of them, they’re giving up the upper hand in managing their interactions and relationships. You see, people who pay attention to such patterns in communication quickly realize when someone is dependent on scripts. This knowledge allows them to predict how people who stick to scripts are likely to react.

Developing intuition, political or otherwise, requires an ability to observe patterns and an openness to many types of information, including emotional cues. Unfortunately, from an early age, most of us are taught to be suspicious of information that is not practical. Since our gut feelings seem to originate from the emotional side of ourselves, we often treat them as fuzzy, ungrounded, and untrustworthy. At the same time, we admire intuitive people for being able to “read” such information.

Intuitive people don’t possess magical abilities or extrasensory perception; they’ve simply learned to perform “gut checks.” When they sense something awry, they do not dismiss their hunches—they stop and ask if something is amiss. Shakti Gawain, author of Developing Intuition, believes that many of us have programmed our intellects to doubt our intuitions. “When an intuitive feeling arises, our rational minds immediately say, ‘I don’t think that will work,’ or ‘What a foolish idea,’ and the intuition is disregarded.”1 This kind of thinking is due to our society’s emphasis on pure intellect. The trouble with pure intellect is that it often allows us to take in only a portion of relevant information. Intuitive people, on the other hand, tend to multitrack. They take in information from a variety of sources (e.g., words, gestures, tone of voice, environment) and process it in more advanced ways than other people. Their complex observations generate more choices and open more doors for effective communication than those trapped by logic or objectivity.


POLITICAL ADVANTAGE #1

Political intuition is not uncanny clairvoyance but rather uncanny attentiveness to what others say and how they act.



If you’re politically intuitive, you’ll sense when a policy change is afoot because of your attentiveness to clues that others miss. You’ll know before others do when people are lying, wiggling out of a commitment, setting you up for a fall, covering their backs, or making themselves look good at your expense. The more intuitive you are, the earlier you’ll recognize such behaviors. Once you develop what might be called a political early warning system, it will be hard to get much by you. Your political antennae will be on high alert and ready to take in important information.

People who are politically naive have few, if any, antennae. They walk around unconsciously letting life happen to them. They’re pushed and pulled through life because they’re so often blindsided by events that politically astute people anticipate. They simply don’t see political disaster coming.

At one time I was such a person, until a good friend was kind enough to point this out. One day after I’d stumbled into a political minefield at work, where I was the target of a person determined to make himself look good at my expense, my friend said, “Kathleen, you have an amazing capacity to see way in advance that the shit is about to hit the fan.” At this point I was quite complimented, but alas, my well-meaning friend continued. “The trouble is you doubt yourself. You wonder if perhaps you might be wrong, if you’re being too critical of the people involved. You then accord them every consideration and stick around to see if they were worthy and—splat—you’re a target.” Despite my feeble protestations, I knew my friend was right. “As if that weren’t enough,” he continued, “you arise from the slaughter and deny, despite your keen awareness to the contrary, that such a horror could ever happen again. You stand on a chair to get a better look, and lo and behold, it does.”

I’ve never forgotten that criticism. Although it was painful to hear, it had a significant, positive effect on my future. I taught myself to be more trusting of my hunches, especially the educated ones. I stopped stepping into the line of fire in spite of early warning danger signals. I learned to put my talent to use. It’s important that you do the same. After a few years in a political work environment, you should be able to recognize danger is lurking.

The politically intuitive have many antennae. Information comes to them in many forms and from many sources. They are connoisseurs of politics because their information receiving capacity is advanced. The good news is that political skills can be learned.

TAKING LITTLE AT FACE VALUE

I’ve already discussed the importance of being wary of assumptions. You can’t develop political intuition without adopting an inquisitive approach to your dealings with people. You can’t believe, as so many people do, the last thing you heard just because it was the most recent. Nor can you afford to rely on stereotypes and untested assumptions about people and what they say.

Politically intuitive people ask lots of questions. “Why do you think that? Have you considered other options? Is there more here than meets the eye? Are there alternative ways to look at this?” They don’t react before observing and thinking about multiple ways that a situation might be interpreted. They take an inordinate interest in people, not simply because they’re more considerate or curious than the rest of us, but because they’ve trained themselves to learn before judging, to consider before acting. They aren’t slow, even though their inquisitiveness occasionally may cause them to appear so. In fact, they move quite dexterously through this observation/inquiry process.

How did they get this way? Or more to the point, how can you get this way if you’re not already there? I tell the students in my MBA courses that they need to develop a red-flag alert that warns them when they’re doing more telling than asking and/or more assuming than inquiring. When you become aware that you’re making snap judgments or failing to ask enough questions, STOP! Immediately substitute questions for assumptions when speaking with people. Ask about them. Find out what they think, as opposed to what you assume they think. The distinction is critical. Start the hard way. Try this with someone whom you know well, whose intentions you usually judge quite quickly. This next time you talk with her, try to see her in a new way. Take an interest in her perspective, not what you assume it to be. Likely you’ll discover that you didn’t know her at all, that there is much more to what she says than meets the eye, and that you’ve been duped by your own hasty assumptions!

The next step is to make this new inquisitive approach a part of your style. You don’t have to ask people what they really mean when they said “Hello.” There isn’t always a hidden meaning. But the next time you’re having a conversation and something doesn’t ring true, if the outcome is likely to have a significant impact on your life or career, be much more inquisitive. Be sure not to make your questions sound like a quiz. And choose ones likely to provide you with valuable information.

Speed in decision making is rarely as important as having enough information. Learning how to get additional and crucial information without getting sidetracked is critical in the development of political intuition. I emphasize this point every semester and in every training session, yet most people enter into negotiation and politics role-plays thinking of what they’re going to tell the other person rather than what they’re going to ask. It’s useful to know your best arguments, but it’s not as important as learning how the other side thinks. Without questions, your so-called best arguments will be easily shot down.

The CEO I coached to better relations with his board had the unfortunate habit of trying to demonstrate his competence and leadership ability by running roughshod over those who disagreed with him in public. For him, questions constituted weakness. And so he would tell rather than ask, which caused his enemies to increase their disdain for him. He worked on curbing this dysfunctional reaction by thinking about what he wanted to say moments before telling anyone anything and before he felt the desire to reply in a contentious manner. These infinitesimal moments of thought made all the difference. When a board member angrily said to this CEO, “That won’t work. We tried it,” the CEO paused before replying “What would you have done differently now that you know that it didn’t work?” This type of question renders the critic an expert, keeps the topic under discussion, and might lead to a constructive evaluation of how to make a success of a former failed attempt. The CEO might have asked, “What was learned from that failure?” or “Was any aspect of that experience successful?” Both of these questions are valiant attempts to salvage some aspect of the proposed plan.

At the very least, questions buy time. They interrupt the tendency many of us share of wanting to appear to be an expert and allow us to rescue a topic from premature demise. They have the added advantage of providing valuable information or clarity. In all these ways questions are a politician’s secret weapon, underused by novices, used often and effectively by experts.

LEARNING HOW THINGS ARE DONE AROUND HERE

One of the first things a politically intuitive person does on encountering a situation is observe whether what is happening is normally expected. Knowing how “things are done around here” is critical to career survival. Intuition involves sensing when something isn’t quite right. For example, in some organizations, “reorganizing” is actually a euphemism for impending layoffs. When a McKinsey rep comes to your door, it isn’t to learn more about you and discover your hidden talents. He or she may not be carrying an ax, but you probably are on the list of potential cuts. Anyone who’s been around for a while knows a McKinsey visit is rarely a good sign. But if you are young and inexperienced, likely you won’t know what to do in such a situation.

Signs of impending peril are not always so obvious, however, even to the experienced. But new people run a greater risk of misdiagnosing a politically precarious situation. Those who’ve been around for a while might know, for example, that a discussion at a departmental meeting has likely been preceded by a backroom discussion involving a few key people. In such cases, entering into the discussion thinking your comments actually might make a difference is politically naive. If you want to make a difference, you must make your contribution earlier.

The processes by which people are promoted, demoted, edged out, and selected for prize project teams and plum assignments is usually repetitive. Becoming more intuitive involves increasing your mastery of pattern recognition. This means learning to interpret events in an “if-then” fashion. In other words, in the past, when X occurred, was it usually followed by Y or Z? Make it your mission to find out what your coworkers did before getting a raise or getting fired. If one or two people promoted were seen at lunch with a particular senior executive weeks before, take note of that. I once advised a colleague to invite such a person to lunch not long before a promotion decision was to be made about him. He decided that his record spoke for itself, and he wanted no part of a move he saw as opportunistic. My view was that a lunch couldn’t hurt, and, in fact, that it might help. Besides, he didn’t need to sell his soul—it was just a lunch. I knew from experience that his boss liked having junior people ask him for advice. He gave it willingly, but unless you consulted him, he would not search you out, nor would he stick his neck out to get you promoted. I knew that his opinion carried a good deal of weight. My colleague chose to dine elsewhere and was not promoted. Despite his stellar record, his failure to recognize a pattern cost him the support that almost certainly would have put him over the top. And to think, a mere hour out of one day might have made all the difference.

Whenever a decision important to your career is about to be made, it helps considerably to ask those who’ve been around for a while how your chances might be enhanced. Here are some questions you can ask.


	Are there people I can speak to who will help me get promoted?

	When and how should the idea of my being promoted be advanced?

	Whose toes should I avoid stepping on?



This kind of knowledge comes only from the wisdom of experience. It’s a source of intuition that can be obtained only through direct observation over time or borrowed from those who’ve seen it all before.

READING BETWEEN THE LINES

I was hired as a coach to advise some up-and-coming junior executives headed for bright futures. “What they really need,” I was told, “is the ability to read between the lines.” One of these young people had the particular misfortune of being totally blind to any but the most obvious messages. He couldn’t take a hint, follow a hunch, read innuendo, or see past a compliment to a criticism. For this reason, his superiors worried, and rightly so, that his future was compromised.

The first step in learning to read between the lines is to recognize that communication operates on two levels of meaning: content and relational. Content meaning refers to what is actually said. Relational meaning refers to what is said, or more often implied, regarding the relationship between the persons involved. It is difficult to read meaning into a conversation because people engage in myriad forms of deception on both levels. From a very early age we are discouraged from being completely honest in our communication. Although this indirectness is more prevalent in some cultures than in others, it exists everywhere. The idea of “the truth and nothing but the truth” is generally reserved for courtrooms, and even there it is difficult to achieve. As social beings—that is, as people who rely on the goodwill of others for affection, inclusion, and control—we cannot afford to say whatever is on our minds. As a result, many of us develop indirect ways of saying what we mean or asking for or demanding what we want. We cloak demands in the guise of advice, criticism in the robe of constructive guidance.

One very important skill is the ability to recognize when a “disconnect” exists between what is said and what is meant. “You’ve done quite a job here” could be taken as a compliment. At face value that is what it appears to be. But what if this comment was said with a sneer or rolled eyes? The meaning would be quite different. Yet if challenged, the eye-roller could say, “Clearly I was complimenting her.” Clearly indeed! Very few things are clear in communication. Understanding is always a matter of interpretation, especially when politics enters the mix. “You certainly came on strong in that meeting” could be a compliment, but just as easily a put-down. “No one should mess with you” might be seen as an expression of admiration or as a subtle hint to change your style. Accuracy in determining other people’s true meanings depends on the ability to








	Sharon:
	 
	I think that meeting went well.



	Marie:
	 
	(nods with no eye contact)



	Sharon:
	 
	We covered all that we needed to cover and then some.



	Marie:
	 
	That’s true.



	Sharon:
	 
	You’re rather noncommittal. Is something wrong?



	Marie:
	 
	Not really.



	Sharon:
	 
	Something is bothering you. Tell me.



	Marie:
	 
	We might have covered a lot, but we resolved very little.



	Sharon:
	 
	I thought we reached closure on several issues.



	Marie:
	 
	We did, but they were minor ones. They were shallow victories, not real ones.



	Sharon:
	 
	Why did you wait until now to bring this up?



	Marie:
	 
	There never seemed to be a good moment. Besides, we can still propose an additional meeting to resolve the major issues. I sensed from everyone’s lack of elation when we finished today that they’d be receptive to this.



	Sharon:
	 
	Okay. Let’s do it.





















































LIES AND BIG LIES

















EMPATHY












	Listen and learn. Become one of those rare people who have a deep interest in what people have to say, who wants to know what really makes others tick.

	Ask questions you’ve neglected to ask in the past.

	Probe into the details of someone’s perceptions. Note that doing this is extraordinarily difficult.

	Don’t judge or infer, even though you’ve become trained to do so.




FINDING THE INSIDE TRACK









	In your organization, who talks to whom and when?

	Who talks first, for how long? What are their agendas?

	Who are the insiders?

	What are their views and what stories do they share about the organization?

	How do the people around you get things done?

	What are their motives and attitudes toward work issues?

	Whose side are they on—and is it yours?

	What inconsistencies have they demonstrated in their words and behaviors?

	What types of behaviors are rewarded and by whom?

	What organizational fictions are passed around, and what happens to people who buy into them?

	Your company probably has an inside track. Are you on it?
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