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Foreword

In June 1986, I started my career as an executive coach. At that time coaching was not looked on as an integral part of leadership development, as it is now. In fact, many of the executives who were assigned to coaching were resistant. They were mostly aggressive, competitive individuals, not very self-aware, and I used to routinely hear comments like “I don’t want to go to a shrink” or “The company is sending me to charm school.” Then, in the mid-90s, I noticed a distinct shift in the kind of people who came to my program. They were smart, competent, with great values, a good work ethic and getting decent results. What they also had in common was that their careers were stalling as a result of major blind spots they had about organizational politics.

As I dug deeper into each situation, I would see people who were routinely underestimated, “pigeon-holed,” bad-mouthed and marginalized, who were not getting full credit for their work and being unfairly blamed when things didn’t go well. They lacked the awareness and skills they needed to deal with people who didn’t operate with the same principles they did.

So this is what prompted me, with my wife Kelly Reineke, who was doing research on power differences and communication, to develop an Organizational Savvy model. The goal was to help these deserving individuals acquire the skills they needed to reach their full career potential.

When the corporate scandals exploded in 2000, just from reading the business page every day it became apparent the kind of damage that an overly political person could do to a company’s resources and reputation. If someone like this, without a moral compass and who puts their own interests over the company’s, got into a position of power, it was only a matter of time before they hurt the company.

This was when Rick Brandon and I decided to offer Organizational Savvy seminars. Our goal was to reach larger numbers of individuals in a company and to provide an additional focus. We wanted to teach leaders how to identify and deal with overly political people. The added components included how to detect deception and how to know who to trust and who not to trust. As the seminar spread to many companies, including Disney, I had the good fortune to meet and collaborate with Jane Horan. I am thrilled that she has devoted herself, her coaching and consulting practice to expanding our understanding of organizational politics. In particular, Jane has given us a clear line of sight into gender and cultural applications of savvy. Her work with female executives and years of living in Asia are reflected in the many case studies and career tips that enrich the book.

I believe her work will help many individuals continue to advance their careers in an ethical, savvy way, and help companies identify and elevate leaders with the right values.

Marty Seldman, PhD

Co-author, Survival of the Savvy





Introduction

Why We Don’t Move Ahead—Politics

Sitting in the kitchen at the age of 13, listening and watching my mother talk to my grandmother (the most politically shrewd woman on the planet) about challenges at work, I was always puzzled. I couldn’t figure out what was happening, as she recounted her day after working eight hours at the hospital, watching the pained look on her face as she would stand over the sink washing vegetables while preparing dinner. The stories seemed trite to me, and yet were tinged with trouble as she spoke.

She would often start with something such as, “The charge nurse said this to the surgeon and the surgeon said this to the nurse,” and the dialogue had absolutely nothing to do with medicine. Sometimes it was about real work issues, but mostly about who did what to whom.

With integrity as her backbone and equity her driving force, my mother, then Director of Nurses and Surgical Head Nurse of a large hospital, reported to a medical committee and later testified in court about a botched surgery of a famous surgeon in which someone died. After fretting for days on whether or not to testify, she did what was right from an ethical point of view. Soon after, she was reassigned to an administrative position (at the same hospital), something she neither liked nor was passionate about—all because she spoke the truth to power and suffered the consequences.

This decision took its toll on her in more ways than one. Maintaining a professional outlook while harboring resentment about what went on inside hospitals, she passed away early in life from cancer. Forty years later, I’ve observed, witnessed and listened to similar stories within multinationals. Things haven’t changed much in the past four decades; unfortunately, many women still overlook the political aspects of the workplace.

My father dealt with politics by “hitching his wagon to someone powerful” early in his career. He started with General Motors on an assembly line, but was soon bored with the monotony of lining auto parts in a box and tired of the maneuverings of factory workers. He wasn’t politically astute, but had an intrinsic understanding of power. A powerful young manager noticed him, tapped him on the shoulder with advice and support to move into management. He listened and never looked back. He worked for this boss for over 30 years, never said a bad word about him and moved along at his side—even in retirement my father moved to the same city his boss had settled in.

Since those early years in the kitchen, I’ve been a keen observer of people, watching the moves, set-ups, sabotage and, I should add, many acts of kindness. Starting in sales, I made my way to Human Resources, thinking my intuitive sense would be an asset to organizations and a good fit for me. In HR, I learned much about human behavior, and even more about politics inside organizations. Reflecting back on my mother’s stories, I now fully understand her angst.

When I worked for the Walt Disney Company, I was fortunate to have met Dr Marty Seldman, an authentic, insightful and intuitive professional. Marty co-authored (with Rick Brandon) the book Survival of the Savvy, which opened my eyes and was the impetus to study more on power and politics within organizations. Marty’s course, “Organizational Savvy,” turned out to be one of the more popular courses at Disney. I clearly remember reading through the syllabus and finding the write-up distasteful. I couldn’t believe the company was offering a course to smooth the ruffled feathers of managers who had never “made it.” Sitting for years behind the desk, working ungodly hours, these were the perfectionists that were often overlooked for promotions, yet always at the company’s beck and call to do more when asked.

The course had received such interest that management wanted to run the program in Asia. I was reluctant to roll out anything that smacked of “politics,” and when I went back to Disney headquarters in Burbank CA the following month, I made a side trip to Berkeley to meet Marty and ask about the course. From that eight-hour, one-on-one session, everything came together for me. I started to look differently not only at organizations but at life. At last, my mother’s story (and those of many other women executives) made perfect sense.

I soon started teaching organizational savvy at work and using these skills to coach executives. I saw that many people either shied away from politics or simply denied the existence of politics. Naive and innocent, they worked long hours, followed the rules, and were consummate at every detail. Listening to the voices of these people in casual conversation, I would hear what I took to be innocuous comments. At first I thought little of it, but soon heard the patterns of career-limiting remarks:


	“I don’t need to toot my own horn; my work speaks for itself.”

	“I’ve got a full-time job and family; I don’t have time to play these asinine games.”

	“Networking? Do you have any idea how much I’ve got on my plate? I have no time—or interest—to go to lunch, or any of these power breakfasts.”

	“I have deadlines. I don’t have time for this petty stuff, and nor do I want to be viewed as a brown-noser.”



For anyone, male or female, being able to navigate the political waters inside organizations is a critical leadership skill and a building block for success. Politics—in the true sense of the word—is about building coalitions and managing company affairs. As Seldman highlights in Survival of the Savvy, politics is often negatively defined; yet political astuteness, combined with the right values, will always have a positive outcome for the individual and organization. A lack of political awareness is not only detrimental: the mere mention of this word raises eyebrows, causes elbows to cross, and elicits the common rejoinder, “We have no politics here.”

How do we change perceptions and learn to accept what is, in order to fully engage and embrace the complete organization? One force driving this change is women—or, rather, the lack of women—getting to the top. While there are plenty of books about workplace bullying, little has been written on the subtle side of organizational life—politics and power: who has it and how to obtain it.

The politically savvy understand and have access to power, know how to get ideas sold and move up the organization more quickly than others. While politics is not viewed positively and rarely discussed (except in negative terms), it’s always present inside organizations, regardless of size. Multinationals, NGOs and academic institutions are all rife with politics. I recently sent an email to a consultant working for the UN, as I had heard they were looking for diversity experts. I mentioned on my note that I taught a course on positive politics. “So you want to teach politics to the most political organization in the world?” came her incredulous reply.

I had originally titled my workshops “Organizational Savvy,” but quickly changed and renamed the course for what it is: “Politics”—a critical yet elusive leadership skill.

Many of us don’t talk about politics and, if we do, it’s at the water cooler or at a coffee shop or watering hole with our close friends. Politics is rarely taught in organizations or business schools. Yet it’s always present. But what is political savvy? Politics is about power and power bases. We all need to acknowledge and be aware of the unwritten rules of operating inside organizations, accepting and embracing the political side of organizational life, and having the skills and intuition to navigate successfully.

Savvy is having the skill to navigate politics. Politics—or being political—can be negative or positive.


	The positive definition of organizational politics: Building coalitions for the good of the organization.

	The negative side of politics: Building coalitions for the good of the self only.



In his book Images of Organizations, Gareth Morgan, a distinguished research professor in Organizational Behavior at York University in Canada, had this to say:

One of the curious features of organizational life is that although many people know they are surrounded by organizational politics they rarely come out and say so. One ponders politics in private moments or discusses it off the record with close confidants and friends or in the context of one’s own political maneuverings with members of one’s coalition.1

A savvy manager knows the unwritten rules at work but rarely talks about them. And many of us put our heads down and work harder, believing that this will keep us away from the game of politics. But if we don’t learn these skills, we’ll never get ahead (and, worse yet, organizations will lose very talented people who drop out of this never-ending “rat-race”).

Many professionals cite politics as the main reason they leave organizations and start their own businesses. It’s critical for all of us in business to understand and embrace the political side of organizational life for career and business success, employing political behavior that is grounded in ethics, values and for the good of the organization.

Whenever I deliver these “political” workshops, I often get the same reactions. Some cry, seeing themselves in the case studies, or realizing they’ve been caught up in the nasty side of politics. Others decide they still don’t want to engage in the political side of the organization. And the rest are completely thrilled with their new set of skills. The courses are part common sense, part intuition, and all about the willingness to participate in the whole organization—which is to confidently enter into the political arena. Interestingly enough, the ones I’ve viewed as most savvy always ask for a private coaching session with me.

This book is about politics, but not the bullying or intimidating part. Rather, it is the subtle side—the side you know, feel and sense but can’t always articulate. This book brings the elephant fully into the room, sharing stories about the politically aware and unaware. It is written for all ages, levels, professions, and cultures to enable everyone to engage in the complete organization and to operate with ethics and values while being politically astute.

ENDNOTE

1. Morgan (1997).





CHAPTER 1

The How and Why of Positive Politics

What do the politically savvy know and what is it exactly that they do? Mention the word “politics” in any setting and everyone cringes. Yet there are two sides to being politically savvy: the negative—the overly political operator, preoccupied with self; and the positive—the overly political leader, focused on the organization or group. Walk the hallways at work and hear the choir sing “He/She is so political” and take note. We all think we know what this means, but do we? It is used frequently, but almost never with a defined meaning. Others believe politics is analogous to pornography; you know it when you see it! The truth of the matter is you can be overly political and be out for the good of the group, yet most of us view politicians as being out only for themselves.

Who comes to mind when you think “politics”? Hillary Clinton, George Bush, Angela Merkel, Hu Jin Tao, Barack Obama? If we examine presidential politics, we hear and see the ugly side of politics. Certainly everyone has an opinion about these leaders, yet how interesting that Merkel and Clinton are belittled for what they wear, how they look or speak. They’re labeled for outward appearances; matronly, frumpy or fat. Sarah Palin is interesting for the opposite reason, looking more attractive than not, appealing to a non-traditional demographic group, and able to gather national attention as an “underdog” politician.

For men, the same applies. As one wag said many years ago, “The US will never elect a bald president.” While men do not have to watch their looks as much as women do, it would be silly to think that looks, dress, and deportment do not play a large role for them too. It’s easy to see how politics weaves in and out of the boardrooms, and is often divisive and negative. Yet people still enter into public service, and many more want to lead organizations.

If we profile successful CEOs, aren’t they all political? Yes. Political savvy is a critical leadership skill—not one learned at a business school course but, rather, through trial, error, failures and mistakes. Some men learn this intuitively. Unfortunately, many women don’t. Yet, ironically, it is the women who are often more intuitive. Understanding and accepting politics is the first step in knowing what is needed to be part of the organization.

DEFINING POLITICS

Politics is a fact of organizational life and needs to be put into proper perspective. Yet creating a clear and succinct definition of politics is not easy. Politics fundamentally is about power, power bases, power sources, power shifts and power dynamics. Henry Mintzberg, a professor of Management at McGill University, looks at politics as “Individual or group behavior that is informal, typically divisive, and in a technical sense, illegitimate, not sanctioned by formal authority, nor certified expertise.”1

Brandon and Seldman (2004) have taken a slightly different view, seeing politics as the art or science of “informal, unofficial, and sometimes behind-the-scenes efforts to sell ideas, influence an organization, increase power or achieve other targeted objectives.” This definition is spot on.

UNOFFICIAL AND BEHIND THE SCENES

Heading back to the US to attend a meeting at Disney in Burbank, I learned a valuable lesson in political savvy: the impact of behind-the-scenes lobbying. Disney executives used to travel frequently from Tokyo to Burbank, so much so that the United Airlines Tokyo–Los Angeles flight resembled a Disney boardroom. The mid-afternoon flight buzzed with laptops, video presentations, pointer pens and laughter.

Just before the plane took off, a well-groomed gentleman wearing the requisite khaki pants and light-blue oxford button-down shirt, asked if I would mind changing seats with him so that he could spend the long flight strategizing with his boss for their meetings in Burbank. I obliged.

I was then seated next to a man with a full beard, a long ponytail cascading down his back and silver amulets hanging off the lobe of his left ear. He was not a typical “suit.” At his sandaled feet was a stack of coffee-table books, enough to stock a small book shop. Sizing him up, I thought he was either a professor or an anthropologist: he couldn’t possibly be a businessman.

First impressions can be wrong. He introduced himself: I was sitting next to a senior executive with an entertainment company, Frank. He had been working in Bhutan when he received a personal summons from his boss, the CEO, to return to discuss budgets and projects.

On that 12-hour plane ride, I learned more about executive teams and how decisions are made than I ever learned in graduate school. An ordinary flight turned into a college course on the role of power networks and how organizations work.

I couldn’t imagine what that meeting with this CEO would be like. Highly creative, he was said to have the attention span of a gnat and little patience for any pauses in presentations. With executives like this, you need to be a good stump speaker. I have watched many fall from grace over poor presentations or being ill prepared.

Frank seemed unconcerned, though, seeing the meeting as a formality since his boss already knew “all the pieces.” That being the case, I ventured, why bother going back for a formality?

During the course of the conversation, however, it became clear that for Frank, formality was, as he put it, “a serious agenda—if you don’t care, then why should the others?” Frank had been doing this for more than 20 years.

Although the preparation and conversation may take place ahead of time, the meeting is (to use Frank’s words) “a ceremony in the most ancient and venerable sense.” To Frank and other executives, “being present symbolizes commitment and commitment builds trust.”

Frank told me how he had been on the phone with the CEO and others to lay out plans for projects. During the calls, he had felt resistance and challenges on deadlines and budgets. Frank was affable and bright, and had a good relationship with his boss and the project team. He ensured that all parties concerned understood the project clearly and framed their arguments, for or against, around the same values. The CEO knew the project in detail and agreed with the strategy. “By the time we get to the meetings, everyone’s on board. I’m flying back to show my face.” As Frank indicated, and I certainly came to know, this was “culture-building and a signature of commitment.” For Frank and other executives, these decisions are complex, interconnected and have a long-term impact on the company.

There’s an important lesson here: while slick presentation is important, time spent before the presentation is invaluable for building momentum, understanding, and acceptance that is needed long before the meeting starts. While many managers think this is manipulation or gamesmanship—it’s not.

Rarely is one meeting enough to discuss all the elements of a complex project, business strategy, or acquisition properly. Discussing ideas before the formal meeting has multiple benefits; from building stakeholders, understanding resistance and, ultimately, resulting in more innovative solutions or ideas.

This pre-meeting discussion allows thinking time. Thinking time is a precious commodity that we rarely have time for. The idea then becomes embedded in the collective thought process, enabling collaborative decision making to take place more easily.

Ultimately, as Frank put it, you want everyone at the meeting “to visualize and conceptualize the project naturally and spontaneously, not just as a bullet point on a chart.” In his view, “meetings are for going over numbers and details but for a leader to be effective, particularly in meetings, they need a concrete image of the project. This takes time and multiple points of access” such that “by the time you’re at the meeting, the image is formed and the decisions are modeled.”

Did it help, I asked, being connected to the CEO, or any CEO for that matter?

“I had the ability to call [him] but my access to him was used carefully, not wasted,” Frank said. “We had a working relationship based on empathic casualness and openness.” It was not about power or status. “My access is predicated on what I have to say,” Frank said.

More than anything, he added, “It is important to cultivate a culture of thought around a project, have meaningful contact with decision-makers prior to making decisions. With that, there needs to be space for structured dialogue, dissent that is productive, not destructive, within the group in any organization—whether at my work or anyplace else.”

For me, the penny dropped.

Thinking back to Seldman’s definition of politics, coalition building and lobbying behind the scenes is necessary, positive and smart. Lobbying behind the scenes influences reluctant team members while promoting and furthering the cause of others, hopefully for the good of the organization. Using political tactics for the good of the organization is not about sabotage or unethical behavior. It makes sense. Organizations are made up of people with different perspectives, agendas and interests. (For Frank, too, it was important to take account of “the humanity of corporate culture . . . the specific person-ness of each person in the chain.”)

The important point is to focus on the interests of the consumers and ensure their needs are being met. Some managers find it challenging to balance the cost and time in building coalitions, lobbying support and their day job. It is a skill, and luckily one that can be learned.

Being savvy is about understanding the unwritten rules about how organizations work, to sell ideas and for career growth. Being a savvy and successful lobbyist requires a thorough understanding of the organizational culture. Culture plays a significant role in politics and determines what skills are necessary, and when and how to use them.

WHY IT IS IMPORTANT TO EMBRACE POLITICS

There’s a wealth of research and books on corporate politics for the politically challenged, the cynical and the naive. Jeffrey Pfeffer, Professor of Organizational Behavior at Stanford University Graduate School of Business, has researched and written extensively on power inside organizations. Two former professors, Lee Bohman and Terrence Deal, discuss politics and links to deception within organizations.2 In the UK, Baddeley and James (1990) look at the dynamics of political management and publish books on political skills for managers. Along with Seldman and Brandon, these authors reiterate the importance of embracing the political side of organizations with ethics and integrity, as well as the need to challenge deception and negative political behavior.

When we think about deception, Enron and WorldCom may come to mind, along with the downfall of Wall Street banks at the end of 2008. Bohman and Deal (2008) highlight the demise of Kohlberg, Kravis, Roberts & Co. (KKR), which was in no small way a study in greed and self-serving politics. KKR’s managing partners were masters of the leveraged buy-out (LBO), a management practice in vogue in the 1980s. Its LBO of RJR Nabisco is a classic case of misused politics for the good of a few. The US$25-billion deal spurred a book and a movie, Barbarians at the Gate. Time magazine called it a “Game of Greed” and it is still one of the most read books on buy-outs.3

In 2008, Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers collapsed, leaving a global trail of devastation. While much has been written about the fall of these two giants from a financial perspective—particularly the exposure to mortgage-backed assets in the subprime mortgage crisis—it’s also easy to pinpoint politics. The New York Daily News (see Fishman 2008) chronicled the relationships and fiefdoms within the investment banking community, highlighting self-serving politics, siloed thinking, and scapegoats. Some believe that Lehman CEO Richard Fuld was sacrificed so others could be saved. When Fuld reached out for help from Hank Paulson, former Chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs and then US Secretary of the Treasury, his requests fell on deaf ears. As one commentator put it: “Paulson—for reasons Fuld doesn’t yet understand—participated in making him a scapegoat” (Chapman 2010). For many involved with the near-collapse of the banks in September 2008, questions still remain as to why Lehman and Bear Stearns fell.

Chapman, Jagger (2010) and others affirm that Lehman’s fate was determined by Fuld’s rivals, Paulson included: “Fuld and his allies can’t help but blame Paulson, whom he’d trusted and, until the end, viewed as an ally and even a friend.”4

The banks themselves were hardly blameless, suffering from outrageous errors in judgment and egos in overdrive. But Fuld had a paucity of savvy skills. Throughout his tenure at Lehman, he never managed to build bridges and connections with Wall Street’s power elite and he has been vilified as Wall Street’s “Gorilla” and other pejorative remarks (Chapman 2010; Jagger 2010).

Why is it so important to learn savvy skills? Brandon and Seldman (2004) highlight the need for leaders across the organization to recognize and stop deception, destructive politics and selfish agendas. Learning savvy skills heightens the awareness of deception, distortion and agendas when people and organizations start heading down the wrong path. Savvy skills force people to raise their hands and find their voices when organizations go astray. The failure of these organizations impacts the social structure of society. KKR was the largest failed merger in the history of US business. How many employees lost their jobs during the KKR merger? Thousands. Who reaped the benefits? Very few. How many people lost their life savings when Lehman closed? Many.

Enron’s Sherron Watkins, VP of Corporate Development, is a good example of uncovering deceit. Watkins repeatedly told her bosses, Kenneth Lay and Jeffrey Skilling, that Enron needed to come clean on the finances, alluding to the potential implosion of the firm in a detailed seven-page memo. The day after she spoke up, the CFO, Andrew Fastow, wanted her fired and her computer seized. Yet she survived and went on to be named Time magazine’s Person of the Week.5

Business school students need to learn the principles of power . . . it is possible to teach them the importance of political skill to their success . . .

(Pfeffer 2010)

It’s time organizations and individuals began to embrace the inevitable and learn how to navigate the fundamentals of organizational life. Political savvy is a critical, elusive leadership skill that business schools and organizations need to embrace and teach. Providing this knowledge builds engagement and maintains talent. Too many talented individuals are passed over for promotions, made redundant or leave organizations because they either don’t understand how to work with politics or they refuse to do so. Instead, they put their heads down, remain invisible and work harder. And by doing so, they are the first ones on the chopping block during a redundancy, layoff or merger.

ENDNOTES

1. G. L. Adams, D. C. Treadway and L. P. Stepina 2008. “The role of disposition in politics perception formation: The predictive capacity of negative and positive affectivity, equity sensitivty, and self-efficacy.” Journal of Managerial Issues, Winter.

2. See Bohman and Deal (2008).

3. Ross Johnson, RJR Nabisco’s CEO, and Henry Kravis of KKR entered a bidding war to take RJR Nabisco private. After millions of dollars were spent between lawyers, bankers and brokers, the result was a few individuals gaining significant sums, taking on a new company and an iconic brand left in tatters.

4. Fishman (2008).

5. January 18, 2002.
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