
What Your Boss Actually Reads

Managing up when your work gets compressed before it gets read.


Table of Contents

Title Page

What Your Boss Actually Reads

The Layer Above You

Reading the Specific Person, Not the Type

Write Past the Filter

Getting a Decision

Disagreeing Without Losing Standing

Asking for What You Need

Delivering Bad News Up

Visibility Without the Ick

1:1s, Group Settings, and Skip-Levels

When There Is No Direction

Repair

Escalation and Exit

Living in the Filter

A Note on What This Book Isn't

A Short, Opinionated Further-Reading List

About the Author

HELENA VIDAKOVIC

CONTENTS


The Layer Above You

Reading the Specific Person, Not the Type

Write Past the Filter

Getting a Decision

Disagreeing Without Losing Standing

Asking for What You Need

Delivering Bad News Up

Visibility Without the Ick

1:1s, Group Settings, and Skip-Levels

When There Is No Direction

Repair

Escalation and Exit

Living in the Filter

A Note on What This Book Isn’t

A Short, Opinionated Further-Reading List

About the Author


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Layer Above You

[image: ]



"The most important thing in communication is hearing what isn't said."

— Peter Drucker


Maya hit send at 9:47 on a Tuesday morning.

She had read the message twice. Three paragraphs to her VP, walking through why the team should delay the launch by two weeks. The reasoning was clean. The data was in the second paragraph, the recommendation was in the third, and the tone was what her last manager used to call appropriately concerned. She closed Slack and went to make coffee.

Forty minutes later, her phone buzzed. Her VP had replied. Not with words. With a forwarded thread. The thread was Maya's own message, except it wasn't quite — it had been compressed into three bullets by the VP's inbox assistant, the one half the executive team had started using that quarter. Maya stared at the third bullet for a long time.

Consider delay of launch given data on retention curves.

That wasn't what she had written. What she had written was: we should delay the launch. Not consider it. Do it. Two weeks. Her recommendation, with a deadline.

But consider was what her VP had read. And consider was now the version that had been forwarded — to the COO, the head of growth, and a board member Maya had never met. By Wednesday morning, the COO had replied to the thread saying he had considered it and decided to proceed on the original date.

Maya was now on the hook for shipping a launch she had explicitly argued against. Her boss thought she had given her the option to proceed. The COO thought she had endorsed proceeding. The board member, presumably, thought nothing at all, which in some ways was the most unsettling part.

She did not sleep well that night.

If you have been working in any kind of corporate environment in the last few years, some version of this has happened to you. Maybe not with an AI summary tool. Maybe with a chief of staff who briefs your boss before every meeting. Maybe with a Slack thread that got reshared into a channel you weren't in. Maybe with a one-line email reply from your boss that you have read forty times trying to decide what it actually means. The mechanism is different. The problem is the same.

The boss is no longer the only reader.

Most books about managing up were written for a world that doesn't quite exist anymore. They assume you talk to your boss. They assume the conversation is a conversation. They give you scripts for the meeting, the 1:1, the difficult-feedback moment — and the scripts are useful, but they are scripts for a play with two actors. The play you are actually in has three or four or six, and at least one of them is software.

That's what this book is about. Managing up when the upward channel has a filter in it. Sometimes a human one, sometimes a software one, often both. The filter changes everything. It changes what you put in the first sentence and what you leave out. It changes whether brevity reads as confidence or as evasion. It changes what kinds of disagreement survive and what kinds get auto-summarized into mush. It changes which moves work and which ones don't, and most of the existing advice doesn't know the filter is there.

I want to say what this book is. And — because I think you have earned the courtesy — I want to say what it isn't.

What this book is

A practitioner's manual for getting decisions, protection, and recognition from your boss in a workplace where half of what you say to each other is mediated. By software. By other humans. By the time-shifted asynchronous distance between Berlin and San Francisco. By the simple fact that your boss reads forty-seven Slack threads before she gets to yours.

It is organized around moves. Get a decision. Disagree. Deliver bad news. Ask for what you need. Recover when things drift. Not around boss archetypes or conversation types, because the archetypes are starting points and the conversation-type taxonomies have been done well enough by other people that I would be wasting your time to redo them.

It assumes you are not new to this. You have been working for at least five years and probably ten. You have had a few bosses. You have made the obvious mistakes. You have read Crucial Conversations and gotten partway through Radical Candor. You know the basics. What you don't have — what almost nobody has yet — is a set of moves that work in the writing-first, filter-mediated, asynchronous environment most of us now spend our working lives in.

The book carries two named frameworks. Not one per chapter. Two, total. The first is called Write Past the Filter, and it is the practice of composing every upward message as if it will be summarized, forwarded, or read out of order before the decision-maker sees it. I will introduce it in chapter two and we will use it for most of the book. The second is called the repair arc, and it is the four-stage move for the moment when you realize the relationship with your boss has cooled and you have a window to bring it back. We will meet it in chapter ten.

That is all the frameworks. The rest is scenes, scripts, worked examples, and the occasional unwelcome opinion.

A note on the people in the stories. Some are composites, drawn from interviews with managers and senior contributors across software, finance, healthcare, manufacturing, and the public sector. I haven't put words in any real, named person's mouth. The dialogue is constructed, not transcribed — though it is constructed from patterns I have heard repeatedly enough that I think it will feel familiar. If a story sounds like it happened at your company, that is because some version of it probably did at twenty companies last quarter.

The scripts are real scripts. I have used most of them or watched someone use them. None of them are magic. The point of a script isn't that the words are clever. The point is that having one removes the cognitive load of constructing the message at 11 p.m. on a Sunday when you are already three drafts in.

Who this book is for

It is for the squeezed middle manager — the director, the senior manager, the team lead — who runs a team somewhere between four and twenty-five people and spends a sizeable fraction of every week translating a vague executive into a concrete plan. You are probably between thirty-two and forty-eight. You have been promoted at least once on competence and you are now in the part of your career where competence is necessary but no longer sufficient. The thing you are being judged on is harder to name. It has something to do with how you handle the layer above you.

It is also for the senior individual contributor in technical work — the staff engineer, the principal designer, the lead researcher, the senior PM — who doesn't want to manage people but does need to influence executives. Your work increasingly lives in writing. Your skip-level reads a summary of your work, not your work. Your promotion conversation turns on whether the right two paragraphs landed in the right channel on a Tuesday. You have figured out the technical part. The political part is what is slowing you down, and you suspect most books that promise to help with the political part are aimed at people more extroverted than you. They are. This one tries not to be.

Who this book is not for

If your problem is that your boss is bullying you, this book is not enough. There is a category of upward dysfunction that no script can fix and that no managing-up book should pretend to address. If your boss is harassing you, threatening you, screaming at you, or running a sustained campaign to push you out, you don't need better Slack messages. You need a lawyer, an HR investigation, a documented exit plan, or all three. There is a chapter near the end of this book about when to escalate and when to leave, and it will be useful to you, but the body of the book assumes a difficult-but-not-abusive working relationship. If yours is past that line, skip to chapter eleven now and read it first. The rest will still be here.

This book is not for founders managing their first hire, or for executives managing other executives. The dynamics at the top of an organization are real and worth writing about, but they are not what is in here. The center of gravity in this book is the people in the middle and upper-middle of organizations, where the largest fraction of professional pain currently lives.

This book is not a substitute for therapy. The research kept surfacing what one reader called Sunday Scaries that never go away — the somatic stress of a difficult boss bleeding into evenings, weekends, sleep, relationships, parenting. That stress is real, and the right intervention for it is professional support, not a chapter of tactical writing tips. I will come back to this in the closing note. I want to mark it here so you don't read this book as if it is claiming to solve a problem that requires a different kind of help.

This book is also not, in case you are wondering, a book that tells you your boss is the problem and you are right. Some of the time, your boss is the problem. Some of the time, you are. Most of the time, both of you are doing reasonable things inside a system that is making both of you behave worse than you would like. I will try to keep that honesty going throughout.

The promise

Here is what I am going to try to do.

By the end of this book, you will have a working model of the specific person you report to — not an archetype, a model. You will have a system for writing upward messages that survive the filter between you and the decision-maker. You will have scripts for the six moves that come up over and over in upward communication: getting a decision, disagreeing without losing standing, asking for what you need, delivering bad news, managing visibility, and repairing the relationship when it cools. You will have an honest framework for when to stop trying to manage up and start managing your exit. And you will have a sense — I hope a quiet, internal sense rather than a loud, performative one — of what fluency looks like in this part of the job.

I cannot promise you will like your boss more at the end. I cannot promise the launch will not get shipped over your objection again next quarter. I cannot promise the COO will not read three bullets instead of three paragraphs.

I can promise that the three bullets, the next time, will be three bullets you chose.

Let's start with the boss you have.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Reading the Specific Person, Not the Type

[image: ]


Two managers at the same software company, on the same week in March, both needed a hire approved by the same CFO.

Priya ran a payments team in London. Four years in. She knew the CFO didn't read long emails — knew it because she had watched him scroll past three of hers without opening them, then ask her in a meeting if she had got that thing over. She sent him a one-page memo. First sentence named the hire, the level, and the cost. Second paragraph said why now. Third paragraph said what would slip if she didn't get it. The last line said: I'd like to make the offer by next Friday. Please confirm or push back by Wednesday.

He confirmed on Tuesday afternoon.

Daniel ran a data infrastructure team in Dublin, reporting to the same CFO. Same tenure. He sent a six-minute Loom video. He walked through three slides showing the team's current load, the bottlenecks projected over the next two quarters, and the cost of the hire amortized against the engineering hours it would free up. He ended by saying he would be at the off-site on Thursday and would love five minutes to talk through it.

The CFO watched the video on Wednesday morning. Approved it Wednesday afternoon.

Both worked. Now imagine the trade.

Priya sends the six-minute Loom. The CFO opens it, watches forty seconds, closes it, tells himself he will come back to it. He doesn't. Two weeks later, in a meeting about something else, he says wait, weren't you trying to hire someone? Where are we on that? The hire happens, eventually, six weeks late.

Daniel sends the one-page memo. The CFO scans it in thirty seconds and replies let me think about this. He doesn't think about it. Daniel follows up the next week. The CFO replies let me get back to you. The hire eventually happens, three months late, after Daniel raises it at his quarterly review.

Same CFO. Same level above them. Same week. Two different humans on the receiving end of a piece of communication, getting wildly different outcomes — and the variable was not the strength of the case. The variable was whether the format matched the reader.

This is the unglamorous truth about reading your boss, and most managing-up books skip past it in their hurry to give you a taxonomy of boss types. The taxonomy isn't wrong, exactly. It is just too coarse. Your boss is not a Micromanager or a Distracted Executive or a Conflict-Avoider. Or rather: she might be all of those things and still be a specific human being whose preferences and pathologies and quiet anxieties are unique to her. The work of managing up starts with building a model of her, not of her type.

The archetypes are training wheels

I will give the archetypes their due. They are useful for a week.

If you are brand new to a boss and you have no signal at all, picking an archetype that seems to fit and operating accordingly is better than operating with no model. If she seems to want detailed status updates, give detailed status updates. If she seems to make decisions in groups, bring decisions to groups. The archetype is a guess with some structure, and it will save you from a few obvious mistakes in your first month.

But the archetype will start lying to you within a few weeks. Real people don't stay inside their archetype. The micromanager turns out to be totally hands-off about anything technical and only micromanages headcount because she got burned by a bad hire two years ago. The distracted executive turns out to be deeply engaged on the one product line she came up through and basically asleep on everything else. The conflict-avoider will absolutely have a difficult conversation with you — just not the way you expected. She will send a long thoughtful Slack DM at 11 p.m. instead of bringing it up in your 1:1.

If you keep operating from the archetype past month three, you will start making predictable mistakes. You will under-communicate to the boss you think is hands-off and miss the one area she actually cared about. You will over-prepare for the boss you think is detail-oriented on a topic she doesn't care about. You will bring a decision to a group meeting when she would have made it faster in writing if you had asked her one-on-one.

The archetype is training wheels. The model is the bike.

What you are actually building

The model of your boss is a working hypothesis you keep revising. It is not written down anywhere except, possibly, in a private note file — which I will come back to. It has six pieces, and you can have a usable first version of it within two weeks of joining a new team if you are paying attention.

One: how she takes in information. Some people read. Some people listen. Some people talk things out. You can tell which one your boss is by watching where she actually engages. Does she ask sharper questions after she has read something, or after she has heard you say it? Some bosses are mixed — they read for the broad shape and then talk through the specifics. A few, rare but real, neither read nor listen carefully and instead form their views by talking, which means the way to influence them is to ask questions that lead them to articulate the conclusion themselves. We will come back to that one. It is a strong move when it works.

Two: when and where she makes decisions. This is the variable most people get wrong because it is invisible from the outside. Some bosses decide in the moment, in meetings, with whoever is in the room. Some decide overnight — you tell them something at 4 p.m. and they reply by email at 7 a.m. the next day with a verdict. Some decide in writing only, which means a verbal I think we should do X in your 1:1 is not a decision and you cannot act on it yet. Some decide in conversation with their peers, which means the actual decision-maker is not in the room when you are presenting. Your job is to give your boss what she needs to argue for it in a meeting you are not invited to.

Telling these apart is the difference between asking for something on Tuesday and getting an answer by Friday versus asking for something on Tuesday and getting an answer in six weeks.

Three: what makes her say no fast. Every boss has at least one thing that triggers a reflexive no. Sometimes it is predictable and reasonable — she will say no to anything that increases regulatory exposure, because she has been through a regulatory mess at a previous company. Sometimes it is idiosyncratic and you only learn it by stepping on it. She will say no to any project that involves the marketing team because she had a screaming match with the CMO eighteen months ago. She will say no to any tooling proposal that comes from engineering without finance pre-alignment, because that is how she once got blindsided in a board meeting.

You don't have to like the trigger. You don't have to think it is reasonable. You need to know it exists, because the move when you hit a trigger is different from the move when you hit ordinary resistance. If you have hit a trigger, the no isn't really about your proposal. Re-arguing your proposal won't help. The move is to defuse the trigger first — acknowledge the prior bad experience, get the relevant other party pre-aligned, change the surface of the proposal so the trigger doesn't fire — and then make your case.

Four: what makes her say yes fast. The mirror of the previous one, and almost as important. Most people focus all their attention on what makes the boss resistant and ignore the patterns of what makes her enthusiastic. Some bosses light up at anything that touches a particular customer segment. Some can't resist a proposal framed as a competitive response to a specific rival. Some are pushovers for anything that makes their own boss look good. You are not manipulating her by noticing these. You are noticing the genuine grain of someone's interests so you can present work in a way that lets her engage with it.

Five: what she is privately scared of. The most important and the hardest to learn. Every boss is afraid of something. Sometimes it is professional — losing her own job, getting overshadowed by a peer, being blamed for a missed quarter. Sometimes it is older and deeper — looking stupid in front of a senior leader, repeating a mistake that hurt her at a previous company, being the one who killed a beloved product. The fears shape what she pushes back on, what she avoids, what she over-prepares for, what she will quietly hand off to you when she doesn't want to deal with it. You are not learning her fears to weaponize them. You are learning them to stop accidentally walking into them.

Six: how she signals when she is actually committed versus when she is politely deflecting. This is the dialect question. Every boss has a phrase that sounds like agreement but means I want this conversation to end. Every boss has a phrase that sounds noncommittal but actually means she is going to do it. Learning the difference is hard and takes a few months of pattern-matching, and the cost of not learning it is enormous. You will spend a quarter executing on a thing she said she would back, and find out at the worst possible moment that let's keep going on that was the polite-deflection phrase, not the commitment phrase.

A common dialect: interesting almost always means no. Let me think about that sometimes means yes-once-I-get-comfortable, sometimes means no-and-I-don't-want-to-tell-you. I love this can mean genuine enthusiasm or it can be a verbal pat on the head before a no shows up in writing two weeks later. You learn which is which by watching what actually happens after each phrase, several times, and updating.

The calibration conversation

If you have just joined a new team, or a new boss has just been put over you, there is a conversation you should have in your second month. It is not a long one. Twenty minutes in a 1:1 is plenty. The point is to skip past the first four months of model-building by getting your boss to tell you directly how to work with her.

The reason most people don't have this conversation is that it feels presumptuous. It feels like asking your boss to do work for you. It isn't, but it does need to be framed correctly.


Hey — I'd like to spend ten minutes of our next 1:1 on something that will save us both time over the next year. I want to ask you a few questions about how you like to work, so I can stop guessing. Is that okay?


The boss will say yes. Bosses always say yes to this. They love being asked.

Then, in the meeting:


A few quick ones.

One — when I have something I need a decision on, do you prefer me to bring it to our 1:1, send it in writing first, or pull together a short meeting with whoever else needs to weigh in?

Two — what's your preference on status updates? Some leads want a weekly written thing, some prefer me to flag things only when they go off-track, some want a check-in in our 1:1. What works for you?

Three — when you and I disagree about something, what's your preferred way to handle it? In the meeting in the moment, or do you'd rather I come back to you afterwards?

Four — anything you've learned over the years about working with you that you wish people knew sooner?


That fourth one is the gold. Most bosses, asked directly, will tell you. They will tell you they hate being surprised in front of their own boss. They will tell you they get cranky on Friday afternoons and you shouldn't bring decisions to them after 3 p.m. They will tell you they got burned once by an engineer who promised a delivery date and missed it, and now they are allergic to delivery commitments without buffer. The fourth question gives you, in a few sentences, what would otherwise take you six months to learn.

If you missed this window — if you have been in the seat for a year and never had this conversation — you can still have it. It is awkwarder, but only slightly. The framing is: I've been thinking about how to be more effective in our working relationship, and I realize I never asked you a few questions up front. Mind if I ask them now? No boss will say no. Some will be a little surprised. None will hold it against you.

When the boss won't tell you

A subset of bosses, asked the calibration questions, will give you genuinely unhelpful answers. Just do what you think is right. I trust your judgment. Whatever works for you.

This is itself information. It usually means one of three things.

The first possibility is that she means it. Some bosses really are mostly indifferent to format and process and only care about outcomes. Rare, but real. If this is your boss, you have gotten lucky on the calibration dimension and unlucky on the feedback dimension, because she is also probably not going to give you much signal when something is wrong. You will
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