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There are many people out there who claim that office politics is a waste of time. That success comes from focusing on your job and doing it well. That talent will rise to the top without help.

These people are, to put it politely, losers. 

Losers who are doomed to be left behind in the dirt, while those who are good at politics cruise past them on their way to meaningful jobs with real salaries.

If you want to succeed, if you want to grow your career and move onto good projects and have any chance whatsoever of influencing the company around you... then you need to learn the art of office politics. And you need to learn it well.

Luckily, this book is here to help you out. There is no discussion of morality, no introspection as to whether office politics is really necessary in the modern workplace. Instead we focus on clear, rational advice so that you can achieve your goals via influencing others.

This book is divided into multiple chapters, each of which covers a different aspect of developing and using your political skills. 

	Chapter 1 introduces the world of office politics and the associated requirements.

	Chapter 2 discusses power in the workplace – sources of power, the distinction between formal and informal power, and the chapters you need to read based on your current situation.

	Chapter 3 covers the essential skills which are necessary to support any attempt at persuading others or utilising office politics in your plans.

	Chapter 4 is devoted to fundamentals and the way they relate to your current situation. It provides hints on decoding your own values, political skill and style, and the organisation which you are a part of.

	Chapter 5 looks at initial impressions. It covers the importance of making a competent first impression, tailoring your style to match workplace reputation, and offers hints on fine-tuning external appearance towards professionalism.

	Chapter 6 is about creating and maintaining a competent reputation. We look at baseline expectations, moving beyond these, and the surprising benefits you have from being good at meetings.

	Chapter 7 involves the art of making and selling good decisions, an essential skill for those who wish to progress upwards in the company

	Chapter 8 is focused on the fundamentals of communication and their impact on office politics – from basic skills and selling ideas through to dealing with or using ‘no’ and holding tough conversations with others.

	Chapter 9 is about managing upwards – to your manager and above. It includes typical manager requirements, dealing with new managers, and a short guide to detecting managerial insanity.

	Chapter 10 is all about managing downwards – developing a leadership personality, making the most of your team, taking over a new team, and moving unwanted people on.

	Chapter 11 looks at networks. It covers creating, maintaining, and tracking networks for professional development.

	Chapter 12 is about influencing others, whether it be picking targets, identifying tradeable currencies, using a suitable strategy, or simply noting typical mistakes newcomers make.

	Chapter 13 looks at negotiation. The approach outlined here is as applicable to formal negotiations as it is for quick back-and-forth discussions over a conspiratorial cup of coffee.

	Chapter 14 is for when things are going wrong. It examines last-ditch methods for achieving success as well as effective approaches to cover your arse when they inevitably fail.

	Chapter 15 is all about moving on. It covers the decision to move onwards, the art of negotiation for your new role, and a set of tell-tale signs that firings and lay-offs are coming in.

	Finally Chapter 16 provides a summary of typical political shenanigans which you will encounter and (most likely) try to use on other colleagues. It includes helpful tips for defending or attacking with these methods.


Ready to learn? Then read on.
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1.  ​Introduction
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The most important thing to remember when reading this book is that politics comes from human nature – we’ve been playing games in an attempt to get power for many thousands of years, we’ll undoubtedly be doing the same several thousand years from now. This means that if you want to achieve anything useful in life, anything which involves success in society or with the help of others, then you need to understand politics. You can certainly ignore it for a while, you can ignore anything for a while. But this is relying on luck to develop your career – and luck will eventually run out.

Why is it so important? It all comes down to the source of office politics, which is all about power. Gaining power, using power, distributing power, anything you can think of. Power can come in all forms, so we’ll use a fairly broad definition here: Power is anything which lets you control the actions of other people. And office politics is the set of social relationships which you use to achieve this.

Power, of course, is what lets you achieve your goals – which is why it has been so important throughout history.

Many people tend to assume that office politics is just a layer of discussion on top of the ‘important’ stuff, the self-evident facts. This is not the case, politics gives meaning to the facts and helps you decide what the correct action to take will be. Politics doesn’t provide you with a moral compass or require that you act with good intentions. Similarly there is a difference between ‘moral’ actions and ‘effective’ actions – sometimes these may be the same, sometimes they are not. In fact we’ll see in this book that many actions you can take to improve your career are gleefully amoral.

At this point many people ask, quite reasonably, why they should be learning any of this. Surely it’s enough to do an excellent job at your given tasks, impress your colleagues with this, and then ride that approval to a highly-placed and well-paying job? Right?

Well, no. The world is not fair, and the world of business even less so. Simply sitting there pretending that everything will be ok is a great way to find yourself left behind by those who are willing to play the game. If you want to excel in your career, then you will have to learn.

Still not convinced? Here are several good reasons to learn:

	‘Matrix’-style management is everywhere: The traditional hierarchical organisation is fading away, being replaced by flat structures and ‘matrix’ management roles. You will find yourself leading a team of people who have no formal requirement to do what you say, and success will require you to lead them without having authority to back you up. This is only possible with persuasion and charm – the basic building blocks of office politics.

	Jobs are changing faster than ever: The days when we stayed in one company for our entire career are long gone. Short hops between roles create the fastest route up the organisational chart, which means you need to make a good impression fast. Understanding negotiation and influence lets you succeed even when you are new to the political power structure.

	It works: Simple as that, really.


First, however, you need to look at yourself and decide if you are really ready to engage in office politics. Hopefully the answer is ‘yes’ (else this will be a very short book), but there are several basic things which you need to internalise first.

	Accept the idea of office politics: One of the first things you need to do is to accept that office politics is not ‘bad’, or sleazy, or any of those terms which people throw around. Politics is a natural part of any group of people – it underlies our ability to lead others and to get things done, even in situations where the normal approach won’t work. A team leader who understands politics is an incredible asset, one who can deliver success in the worst conditions.

	Politics increases as you move up: The higher you move in the company, the more your day-to-day work will involve political dealing and manoeuvring. But this is not to say that it is only useful for senior managers. Recognition and reward often come to the well-connected, and if this isn’t you, then someone else will get the credit.

	Commitment is vital: You’ll never achieve anything if you aren’t able to commit. Life is hard, people will get in your way, random chance will pop up when you least expect it and ruin all of your plans. You’ll want to give up, to just accept your current role ‘for the moment’ and take the low-risk approach. And you have to ignore that feeling, and push yourself to keep going, even though it may seem impossible. This doesn’t mean you ram your head against a brick wall until it falls over. Figure out your goals, aim for them, but be flexible in how you achieve them and even in how they appear in the end. 

	Embrace conflict: You want to succeed, and so does everyone else. Win-win situations are a wonderful thing, albeit quite rare in reality. Conflict is a natural part of office politics, as we try to achieve our goals over the head of all the others trying to achieve theirs. If you don’t have the stomach for conflict, then you aren’t going to get very far. This doesn’t mean that your whole career will be one eye-gouging bloodbath after another (probably, at least). But there will be conflict. And if you are known as someone who is willing to engage in a conflict, then you automatically make others think twice before they cross you. This makes your life easier (less eye-gouging required) and gives you a slightly clearer run at your goals.

	Learn to compromise: You can’t fight with people all the time – no matter how successful, arseholes will eventually be dragged down by the hatred of their colleagues. Which means that you also need to build alliances, create networks of friends and respected co-workers. This requires compromises – sometimes you will need to set aside one of your goals to help others achieve theirs. You will need to modify our behaviour to suit the occasion, and recognise that bull-headed insistence is not always the best approach.

	Take responsibility: Stop thinking of yourself as the victim. Yes, life is tough, no, it’s not easy to succeed. If it was easy, everyone would do it. Stop feeling desperate, feeling that your situation is out of control and the world is conspiring against you. Sure, the economy or your boss may suck, the politics of your current job may be stacked against you. But complaining doesn’t help anything. Suck it up, see the world as one which you can change. You are responsible for your own success, all those problems are just challenges to crush and then boast about in your memoirs. Look at the problems, solve them, and learn for the future.


Office politics has limits, of course, just as any career-boosting technique does. The often-repeated quote about politics is that it is the “art of the possible”, in that you probably won’t achieve your perfect goal but you may still get the next-best thing.

Unfortunately for you, even though office politics is ubiquitous, most people are not really all that good at it. This seems like an odd thing to say – surely people who are bad at politics are the perfect company, as you can simply run through their plans to the management suite. In a way this is true – it is far easier to out-plot people who aren’t plotting at all. But at the same time, those with limited skills make moves that the experienced would never even think of – random, chaotic approaches that give you no insight into their goals or motivations because they don’t seem to match up with anything. 

Office politics can be thought of as a way to get yourself closer to your goals. It usually won’t be perfect. You will run into someone far better at scheming, or far more arbitrary with their decisions, or even just some insane management decision that will derail your carefully-designed plans. You need to be constantly adapting to the current situation and the potential wins you can have.

At the same time, you need to recognise the limits of your ability to influence others. Almost no-one is capable of consistently making decisions which are against their own interests. Some people do manage for a while (the noble ideal of self-sacrifice) or may simply not understand that a particular choice is less than ideal (an all-to-common problem). But you should never base any long term planning on this. Even the best idealist or the greatest fool will eventually realise that they can make other choices to improve their lives.

But if you accept and understand the limitations of power and influence, then there is certainly enough left over to boost your career far beyond your expectations.
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2.  ​Power in the workplace
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The organisation around you is full of plans, programs, work-streams, efficiency drives, cost-cutting measures, and re-organisations. Any of these, perhaps even all of these, can have a major impact on your work, your job, or your career. In order to avoid the dangers and maximise the benefits to yourself, you need to be able to influence the events as they occur.

This ability to influence and control the happenings around you is the core principle of power. This is a nebulous factor, difficult to pin down or measure, yet extremely important when it comes to achieving anything of importance. Power can come from many different sources, although the most typical ones to be found within an organisation are as follows:

	Your position

	Your influence

	Your connections to other sources of power

	Your position as an expert

	Your control of a scarce resource


These sources are a mixture of formal and informal power, and we will cover all of them in the following sections.
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What is formal and informal power?
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There are many different ways in which we can influence the organisation around us. A number of them are indirect approaches to influence, working by creating a suitably receptive mindset in others and hoping that they will then accept your requests. This can be done in many ways, whether it be creating good impressions in onlookers, convincing your manager that you are their star employee, or getting the maximum loyalty and performance from your team.

The other approach to influencing others is direct, using your power within the workplace to ‘strongly encourage’ or even compel them to do what you want. Using direct power is a fast way to achieve results but can backfire badly if you push too hard. By contrast, indirect influence makes people want to help you, because they feel that some of your talent and competence will rub off on them.

As a general rule, a direct use of power will be built upon formal sources. The most common of these comes from the office which you hold and the formal organisational influence which you wield. Your position is a type of formal power – you are explicitly given permission by the company to tell people under you what to do and can seriously affect the outcome of their careers. This power is limited to your position, however – once you’re out of the role, you can’t influence events any further.

By contrast, indirect influence builds upon informal sources of power. These are not official, you cannot place them on an organisational chart and there is no reporting line between them, yet they exist because you have shown, somehow, that you deserve it.

One form of informal power is understanding how to work the bureaucracy. All large companies have some sort of official system in place to get things done. Those people who know how to use this system, or how to subvert it, have a level of power within the company – they are the ones you turn to when you have a difficult problem and the ones who you will want to have on your side when you need things done. Interestingly the most powerful people in an organisation may not be upper management– the old-timers who know all the processes are the ones who wield significant power behind the scenes.

This is also the case for any level of informal influence. The rank which a person holds within the company does not perfectly reflect their level of power. Figurehead bosses definitely exist – those who are on paper quite important but who really only exist to look good. The opposite type of boss also exists, the one with an unassuming title but a surprising amount of influence reaching throughout the company.
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Sources of power
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Your position

The most obvious source of power comes from your position within the organisation. If you are a manager, it is assumed that you will guide and focus the efforts of your team onto certain targets. If you are good manager, you will do this by working with your team member’s strengths and interests. If you are a bad one, you will simply tell them what to do. In either case your position in the hierarchy lets you tell your direct reports what to do.

As you move higher in the organisation, your ability to directly control outcomes becomes less and less. Instead, you need to work through others – team leaders under you, etc. – in order to achieve anything. As a trade-off, your overall power increases as you are now able to direct many more activities – even if you no longer direct them as accurately as before. You will also find that higher positions have more power over decisions which are outside your group. This is partly because others want your input and agreement for cross-functional projects, but mostly because they are scared that you can screw over their career with your network.

This is not to say that non-managers derive no power from their position. Matrix leaders, experts in an area, or those who bring a lot of money into the company can have a large amount of influence indeed. But to grow beyond a certain level, you will need the additional power that subordinates can provide.

Your influence

Influence is one of the most common forms of informal power in society today, and it underlies the careers of a startling number of people. At the same time, ‘influence’ is a vague and nebulous thing, difficult to define or measure. So where does it come from?

The classical definition involves six main factors which will control the level of influence - and thus the amount of ‘soft power’ which you are able to exert in a situation. These are reciprocity, consistency, social proof, liking, authority, and scarcity. Clever use of these factors will allow you to influence others quite consistently, which in turn creates a base of power for use in office politics (and vice versa)

Reciprocity

Reciprocity is the need we have to pay others back for things they do for us. Essentially, we want to return a favour. This is excellent for building influence, because you can easily build up a sense of obligation in others by doing them favours – even if they didn’t ask for it in the first place. Helping someone else builds this obligation, helping beyond what they would normally expect will build it even faster.

Consistency

We find it important to be consistent with actions we have previously taken or stances we have previously held. This can be easily abused to influence others. First ask for a small, almost insignificant initial commitment which is in line with your final goal. Most people will say yes, particularly if your request takes very little effort on their behalf. A week or so later, make a much larger request that builds upon that initial one. Because we like to be internally consistent, it is very difficult for people to completely reject such a request when they have already accepted the smaller one.

Social proof

We take the actions of others as a guide for our own actions. Think of trends, viral marketing, the way people line up behind others even if there is nothing at the head of the line. By pointing out the actions others have taken, particularly when they line up with your current request, you prime others to believe that this is a standard and thus highly reasonable thing to be doing.

Liking

Everyone is more helpful to, and more influenced by, those they like. Fortunately for influencers everywhere, ‘liking’ is based on a fairly simple set of rules. We like people who are like us. We like people who compliment us (even if it’s not all the sincere). And we like people who share mutual goals with us. 

Authority

People value the opinion of those who they feel are knowledgeable experts. This is most apparent when this expertise relates to the subject at hand (which you would hope to see, after all), but it also leaks over into other fields – hence the value we place on doctor’s opinions, even in completely unrelated areas. Thus your influence in an area can be improved by highlighting your qualifications, or (better yet) getting someone else to highlight it for you. This provides authority and social proof in one go – a double bonus.

Scarcity

We all want what we cannot have – and when we finally get it, we want to show it off. This is the core principle behind luxury goods and it also works for influence building. By making something rare and difficult to obtain, you turn it into something valuable. You can use this effect to artificially limit membership in a group or even access to yourself, thereby making it more sought-after.

Your connections to other sources of power

Everyone in the organisation has some sort of power inherent in their role and their relationships with others. In many cases this is an insignificant amount and they are regularly pushed around at the whim of others in the company. If you want to get past this point, to develop your career and influence beyond that of the average peon, then you need to increase the level of power you can access. And one of the simplest ways to do this is to connect with other sources of power.

Exchanges and competition for power tends to work in two different directions, depending on who you are dealing with. You can think of these as the vertical and horizontal relationships.

In the horizontal, you are dealing with people who are your peers or near-peers. As you generally spend a lot of time with people at this level, you will find that alliances and cartels tend to naturally build amongst the members. These can be powerful in much the same way as a union can be powerful – it provides an aligned opinion on a subject which is made stronger by repetition through all the voices. Unfortunately, the horizontal dimension is also one in which you are dealing with your competition. To be blunt, these people are the ones you need to beat – the ones you must outwit and outplay in order to receive the next promotion, the high-profile project, or the new job.

In the vertical, you are dealing with those who either have more or less power than you. As you would expect, gaining the interest of those with more power is vital for your own rise in the career. But just as important, (and often overlooked) is gaining the support of those with less power. Politics is very often an exchange between someone who wants to gain power and a group of people who want to give them that power, because the group believes that the one person will promote their interests. If you can successfully convince a group of people that you are best able to represent them, then you are already on your way up the corporate ladder.

Your position as an expert

Being known as an ‘expert’ provides you a level of power in the organisation – your opinion is valued more than others, which means you are in turn able to exert greater influence on business decisions. The power you can exert in this way is proportional to the apparent value of your expertise – the more important it is to the core business or success of the company, the more important you are.

Gaining this position is surprisingly easy – simply doing your job better than anyone else in the company will instantly make you an expert of sorts. On-the-job experience, in which you naturally come into contact with the different facets of your role, will build this expertise and thus the perception of your value. Deliberately going in-depth within your subject to become a true expert, particularly if you can get some form of professional qualification, will make you truly valued.

There are limitations to this approach. The power you exert is often limited to areas directly impacting your area of expertise – you will find yourself pigeonholed unless you actively try to branch out into new areas. Similarly, you are only valued if your area of expertise is relevant. Being an expert in the old processes is useless if the entire organisation is doing something completely different.

For these reasons it is rarely worth planning your long-term political campaigns on the basis of power as an expert. Use it as an initial starting point, yes, use it to gain access to higher levels of management during discussions, but it is only valuable in the long run if you are able to stay up-to-date with changing fashions.

Your control of a scarce resource

In office politics, as in the wider world, having control over a scarce resource provides you with a source of power and influence. This only applies if the resource is actually valued, of course, but provided you are able to find the right resource then you will find your opinion is suddenly much more valued.

Unlike the economic world (where resources such as coal and lumber are important), office politics uses a set of resources which many may not even recognise as being important. Some of the most relevant ones include:

	Funding: Money makes the world go round – it provides salaries, funding for projects, the ability to increase headcount, etc. etc. If you control a source of available funding, particularly during a period when the company is trying to reduce spending, then you are able to heavily influence the decisions which are being made.

	Access: Access to powerful people or politically important projects is also a scarce resource, as these are not open to everyone. Providing this access in exchange for favours is a long-established method of creating a power base – the power which administrative assistants wield is a simple example of this. Note that it is a ‘borrowed’ source of power, in that your influence lasts only as long as the person you are gatekeeping for is considered important.

	Favours: People with larger networks tend to collect a lot of favours from others over the years. After enough time, the favour network can be wide enough to achieve truly startling things – but only if they decide to help. The rarity of an all-encompassing collection of favours makes the owner a political force to be accounted for.

	Technology: Technology brings efficiency, speed, and savings, while requiring significant budgets to implement across the organisation. Both of these make the people in charge of new tech important, particularly if it is a ‘hot’ area or one where business leaders really want it implemented now.

	Expertise: As described in the previous section, knowledge or expertise in an area is also a resource. If you are the only one who has the necessary degree of knowledge in the field, then you are now controlling a scare resource, with the corresponding importance that this implies.
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Using power, sensibly
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Once you have power, or at least realise that you have power, then the temptation to use it is often overwhelming. Temptation often occurs when a big event is coming up – particularly one where you stand to lose or gain a lot. This is exactly the point where you need to be careful, not only are you new to the world of political power, but other people will also be trying to influence the outcome (and usually doing it better than you). Newcomers invariably push too far, too fast, and end up making a huge mess of things. To avoid this, you need to be objective and realistic about your situation. Only by looking clearly at what is occurring around you will it be possible to plan your campaign of influence.

This, of course, requires you to develop a certain level of situational awareness – an essential skill for anyone aiming to climb the corporate ladder. Given how valuable it is in reading the underlying currents of a group, you may as well start as soon as you can, even if you are relatively powerless in your position.

The first step is to create a non-political summary of the situation, one in which only the logical consequences of the situation are taken into consideration. Then ask yourself what the next actions would be if everyone were a robot, devoid of emotion and only interested in the best outcome for themselves. Although this is unrealistic, it at least gives you an idea of how things are likely to go – very few people can consistently act against their own interests all the time.

Once this is in place, you need to examine the far more complex world of influence, values, and desires. This is hugely challenging, as you will need to make a number of guesses about other people and will have no way of knowing if they are accurate or not. Nonetheless, it is worth doing and will give you a far better idea of the outcomes. Few things are as satisfying as watching a complicated situation unfold as you expected it to.

The overview of the situation which you develop should include several distinct pieces of information: 

	People involved: Who are the people involved in the situation? What are their roles, both official and unofficial? What are their goals or preferred outcomes, and what are their expectations? This last question is often difficult to answer, as you rarely have all information on the people involved – you will need to use your judgement to compile a ‘most-likely’ position.

	Values involved: Everyone has a different set of internal values, derived from their cultural background, attitudes and beliefs. It can be dangerous to base your calculations of peoples actions based on broad stereotypes, but often an insight into the belief of the actors in any situation can help you predict what their intentions will be.

	Spheres of influence: As we’ve previously mentioned, everyone has a sphere of influence inside which they can change the outcome of events. This may be due to explicit power (lines of reporting, etc.) or ‘soft’ power. You should have a reasonable estimate of the sphere of influence for each major player in the situation. You should also have an idea of what they believe their influence to be – an entirely different matter to what is actually the case!

	Strengths & weaknesses: In close-fought situations even minor differences in relative skills can mean vast changes in the final outcome. You should understand the main strengths and weaknesses of all players in the situation – including yourself...


At this point you should a reasonable idea of who is involved in the big event. The next question is whether you should be involved as well. Remember that there are always political tussles going on, but getting involved in all of them will burn you out and turn everyone against you. Ask yourself several questions:

	Does the situation allow me to intervene? Are things in a suitably flexible state in which it is possible to push things in one particular direction? Or is the change coming like a freight train, impossible to redirect without sacrificing your career?

	Can I achieve anything? Do you have the level of influence or power which would be required to make changes to the situation? Do the other people involved have a high enough opinion of you that you could achieve something? Would they listen to you?

	Am I competitive? Are your strengths and weaknesses sufficient in comparison to the other people involved? Will they help you to carry your interests through in case of pressure or pushback from the others? Are you, to put it simply, good enough?


The answers to these questions will give you an idea of where you need to exert your effort in order to achieve something. The next steps you take, much like the next section to read in this book, are dependent on your situation.

If you cannot understand your position in the event, such as where you stand, what power you exert, and how you would do so, then you need to work on situational awareness. Look at Chapter 4 to learn about understanding your situation and self.

If you are simply not competitive, in that your political power or influence is not sufficient to do anything, then you should pull out of the competition. Let others fight, go back and spend time building up your reputation amongst the company so that you have a better chance in the next round. See Chapters 5, 6 and 7 on developing your reputation within the company.

If your power base is sufficient, but no-one listens to you, then your office politics skills are lacking. Start with the fundamentals in Chapter 8 and move on from there.

If you are in a situation where you can only act via direct reporting lines, then you need to ensure that your manager and team are fully on board with what you are doing. Look into Chapter 9 and Chapter 10 for information on dealing with these.

If you need assistance from a broader set of people, but do not have a network, then it is time to start building one (the ideal time was a few years ago, but starting now is better than starting tomorrow). Turn to Chapter 11.

If you have the right connections, are moderately persuasive, but not persuasive enough to get what you need, then it is time to work on your influence and negotiation skills. See Chapter 12 and 13 for details of these skills.

If you are persuasive, well-connected, but still about to lose badly in this exchange, then it is time to think about risk minimisation or (in the worst case) finding a new job. Check out Chapters 14 and 15 for more information on this.
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