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Office Politics Is Just Influence
by Another Name
by Annie McKee
JANUARY 16, 2015

Most of us cringe when we think about office
politics. It’s a disgusting, immoral mess that
we try to avoid. After all, who wants to
participate in backstabbing, lying, cheating,
blaming, sucking up, and playing people
against each other? Or maybe you take a
slightly less offensive view of office politics
and see it as controlling agendas, building
covert alliances, protecting access to key
leaders, and holding “meetings before the
meeting.” No matter what your take, it’s not
surprising that honest people don’t want to get
involved.

But are politics at work inherently dirty?

The truth is that just being a member of an
organization is a political act. And in fact, we
must influence people at work all the time. It’s
how we get things done. And to influence, we must have power, the real currency in

workplaces. Most people want it. All of us need it. In healthy organizations, we “get” power,
or are granted power, by virtue of our ability to inspire and provide vision. We also get power
as a result of what we can do for people. In companies that value people and results, we are
granted power because we help to create a vibrant climate and a resonant culture that is ripe
with hope, enthusiasm, and a can-do spirit. In such companies power is used well – for the
good of people and the enterprise.

Office politics is really just the art of influencing others so we can get stuff done at work. And,
despite the bad rap that politics gets, successfully engaging in politics requires the
development and use of good qualities. For example, Gerald Biberman’s research found that
those who engage in office politics are more likely to have an internal locus of control — they
believe they can influence people and outcomes, which motivates them to get into the mix
and try to get things done through others. At best, such confidence is grounded in selfawareness, self-management, and a desire to move people for the good of all. The
combination of emotional intelligence and, what the late great David McClelland, called
socialized power, can result in influence strategies that make people enjoy working together
toward common goals.

Linda Hill and Kent Lineback, authors of Being the Boss argue that leaders should stop
avoiding office politics. They note that people who actively steer clear of politics don’t do
what the best leaders always do — build strong, positive relationships that serve a purpose
beyond simple friendship (although that’s nice, too). My co-authors and I call these
relationships “resonant”.

Resonant relationships are bonds we build as a result of truly seeing people and valuing them
for who they are. These powerful relationships are grounded in empathy as well as
authenticity and mutual respect. In such relationships, we come to know what drives people
and what they value, and can hence inspire, motivate, and influence in a way that makes
them feel valued. People who avoid office politics miss out on all of this, as well as on
receiving help, benefiting from mutual support, and even having fun. Rob Ashgar, writing for

Forbes, takes it step further, arguing that office politics is the art of getting along with others
and of putting yourself in positions where your work will be noticed. That’s not bad. That’s
simply a smart thing to do.

Politics, then, can be okay to engage in.
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organization are Machiavellian types you’ll
notice lots of lying for personal gain, selfaggrandizement, clever flattery, and people
taking delight in crushing weaker team
members and enemies. Research suggests that
Machiavellian individuals tend to have lower

emotional intelligence — particularly when it comes to empathy and recognizing emotions.
These people — and there are a lot of them, to be sure — are destructive, self-centered horrors
to work with. How can you protect yourself from these people? To start, engage your social
awareness skills and ferret them out. Don’t be fooled by their flattery. Then, you’ve got to
have clever strategies for avoiding them or beating them at their own game, without
becoming manipulative yourself.

We can’t avoid politics and we should not, because if all of the good people stay out of the
game, the Machiavellians and the narcissists win. Worst of all, if you choose to opt out, you
may be putting your relationships — and your ability to influence others — at risk.

So, get in the game. Be authentic, and claim your right to guide and inspire others. Broaden
your group of friends at work. Learn what it takes in your organization to influence
individuals and groups. Do something for somebody else, every day, without thought of
personal gain. Treat politics like the game it is, with all the seriousness and ethics it deserves.

Annie McKee is a senior fellow at the University of Pennsylvania, director of the PennCLO
Executive Doctoral Program and the founder of the Teleos Leadership Institute. She is the
author of Primal Leadership with Daniel Goleman and Richard Boyatzis as well as Resonant
Leadership and Becoming a Resonant Leader.
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Office Politics Isn’t Something
You Can Sit Out
by Kathleen Kelley Reardon
JANUARY 12, 2015

Ask most people about workplace politics and
they’ll say they’d prefer to avoid it. Yet, most
also know that developing political
competence is not a choice; it’s a necessity.
The ones who who manage to reach the inner
circle are at a great advantage. They get more
done, but they are also recognized for their
competence and ability to manage
interpersonal relationships.

When you don’t understand the political
landscape of your company, it shows.
Questions arise. Can you go the distance,
handle the rough spots, inspire the troops, get
the job done, and garner respect? Young
workers, especially, often make the mistake of
assuming that understanding office politics
isn’t necessary. That assumption leads to the
loss of valuable learning time. When you’re no

longer so green, and start to become a threat to others, things change. Political know-how
becomes important — and those who fail to develop such skills are often the ones who get left
behind.

Handling public put-downs, knowing with whom to speak about what, understanding how to
move projects along, realizing the right times to make yourself visible and how to make your
work relevant are only a few important skills. Achieving a high level of political expertise is
not easy — nor is maintaining it. Mastery will never be total or permanent. After all, the inner
circles of business shift. Even the best senior-level engineer may stall out because she lacks
the ability to manage or avoid the political traps that ensnare so many otherwise competent
people.

So do we all need to play games every day? Not
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Consider these four levels of politics in
organizations: minimally, moderately, highly,
and pathologically political:

In minimally political companies what you
see is largely what you get. Standards for
promotions and expectations for managing and leading are made clear. There is a sense of
camaraderie. Rules are occasionally bent and favors granted, but underhanded forms of
politics are avoided. This is the type of organization in which those with little understanding
of or interest in politics — the purists among us — can thrive.

Moderately political organizations also operate largely on widely understood, formally
sanctioned rules. Political behavior, where it does exist, is low-key or deniable. Conflicts are
unusual, as there is a team player mentality. This environment works for people who’d rather
not engage in politics, but are capable of managing or living with pockets of political activity.

The highly political arena is where not understanding politics and being unwilling to engage
in some of its more surreptitious forms can exact a price. Formally sanctioned rules are only
invoked when convenient to those with power. In-groups and out-groups are usually well
defined. Who you know is likely to be more important than what you know. Working in
organizations like this can be very stressful. Political street-fighters who “read the tea leaves”
and “know the ropes,” as politically adept business people I’ve interviewed call it, do far
better than those who don’t keep abreast of the games being played.

One organization where I consulted was highly political. Cliques had formed. People slipped
into each other’s offices before meetings to share the latest offense of the out-group and to
plan their revenge. In highly political organizations like this one, there usually isn’t one
person responsible for the climate. Political activity is relational — even if only a couple of
people are engaging in negative types, others get pulled in and playing-along-to-get-along
becomes the norm.

The most virulent forms of business politics occur in pathologically political organizations.
Daily interaction is fractious. Nearly every goal is achieved by going around people or formal
procedures. People distrust each other — and for good reason. Out of necessity, people spend
a good deal of time watching their backs and far less gets done than might otherwise be
achieved.

Management expert Henry Mintzberg wrote of these types of organizations: “Much as the
scavengers that swarm over a carcass are known to serve a political function in nature, so too
can the political conflicts that engulf a dying organization serve a positive function in society.
Both help to speed up the recycling of necessary resources.” The only problem: These types of
organizations take a while to die, and so a lot of talented people are caught up for quite a
while in politics run amuck.

Fortunately, most of us don’t work for pathological organizations and we don’t drive to work
wondering who will be figuratively poisoning our wells today. But even more rare is the
organization where politics of any type barely exists. Wherever there is competition,

especially for scarce resources, you’ll find politics.

So, how do you know which type of organization you’re working in, and how do you develop
the skills to survive there, especially if it’s not in your nature to play politics? You can wait
around for the organization to address negative politics head-on. It happens. And when it
does, all boats rise. That’s why more organizations should actively foster constructive
politics. But it may take a long time for your own organization to see the light and take action,
and in the meantime you have a career to manage, to say nothing of keeping your sanity. So,
start by identifying the type of arena in which you work, as well as your own personal style. Is
there a good match? If you’re a purist working in a highly political environment, for example,
you need to become more street smart or move on. If it’s not in your nature to be political,
then the latter may be the better choice. But it never hurts to learn about politics and to
stretch your style to accommodate a variety of levels:

Read about workplace politics and observe those who are skilled. Treat it like any other
important area of business expertise.
Try tweaking how and when you say things. For instance, if others expect you to be
demure and let them steal your ideas at meetings, learn some ways of asserting yourself.
For example, you could say: “I mentioned that option earlier. I’d like to expand upon it a
bit more now.”
Consider to whom you’re giving power and alter that if it’s getting you nowhere. Find
another way to get what you want or change the goal.
Break out of dysfunctional patterns, such as repeatedly taking on low visibility, low value
projects to please someone; always having to be right rather than crediting others for their
input; or failing to choose your battles instead of learning what matters most.
Be less predictable, because predictability is the kiss of death in political organizations. For
example, if you’re constantly attempting to prove yourself, but you lack guidance and a
support network, you can leave yourself open to political foul play. The more predictable
you are, the easier it is for others to manage you to their own advantage.

Political proficiency is not a choice at work, but it’s a necessity that can be improved at any
point in your career. For each and every one of us, the sooner that happens, the better.

Kathleen Kelley Reardon is Professor Emerita at the University of Southern California Marshall
School of Business and an expert in workplace politics. She is the author of Amazon
bestsellers The Secret Handshake, It’s All Politics, Comebacks at Work, and a “masterful
debut novel” (Forbes), Shadow Campus.
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Surviving The Lion’s Den: A
Young Lawyer’s Guide to
Navigating Office Politics
Presented by the NAPABA Young Lawyers Network

Meet Our Panelists

Understand That They Matter

it’s not a dirty word

Develop Your Toolkit

Step One: Assess Your Goals

Step Two: Understand Your Political Environment

Find out where power resides.

Learn from the past.

 Which segments of your office are
favored? Which people?

 How were past employees rewarded?

 Be aware of negative stereotyping.

 Who was fired? Why?

 Understand unspoken factors relating to
promotion and survival.

 Don’t ignore (or believe) everything you
hear from the grapevine.

 Who was a hero? Why?

Step Three: Learn How to Promote Yourself

Savvy

Authenticity

Step Four: Build a Strategic Network
Seek out strong, positive relationships that serve a purpose
beyond simple friendship (although that’s nice, too).
Do something for somebody else, every day, without
thought of personal gain.
Don’t limit yourself to your own office!

Testing Your Toolkit

How do you handle
conflicting requests for
your time?

You’re too popular.

You really want to
work on that project.

How do you get what you
want without risking what
you have?

You just need a
break.

How do you ask for less
work without sacrificing
your reputation?

How can you seek new
opportunities without
burning bridges?

It’s time to leave!

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

The Underlying Psychology of
Office Politics
by Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic
DECEMBER 25, 2014

All organizations are political – and to some degree, they always will be. The underlying
reasons are psychological. First, work involves dealing with people. That means finding a
compromise between what they want and what we want; and it’s often a zero-sum game.
Second, humans are emotional creatures, biased by unconscious needs and riddled with

insecurities. As the great Dale Carnegie, who probably knew more about the art of politics
than anyone else, once observed: “When dealing with people, remember you are not dealing
with creatures of logic but creatures of emotions.”

As a result, office politics tend to eclipse formal organizational roles and hijack critical
organizational processes, making simple tasks complex and tedious, and organizations
ineffective; wearing people out and accounting for a significant portion of work-related stress
and burnout. Indeed, we all know people who have perished for their inability to navigate
office politics in spite of being talented, hard-working and having the best of intentions. In
that sense, one may regard politics as an inevitable force of nature to which we must adapt in
order to survive.

This Darwinian take on office politics was first highlighted by the psychologist Robert Hogan,
who observed that the universal dynamics underlying workplace relationships boil down to
three basic evolutionary needs or “master motives.” First, the need to get along, which
promotes cooperation and makes us group-living animals. Work, the modern equivalent of a
hunting tribe, provides a major context for affiliation and bonding. Second, the need to get
ahead, which results from the power struggle within groups. Some individuals are more
willing and able to be in charge of a group, but their power will sooner or later be challenged
by other group members, resulting in internal competition and friction. Furthermore,
tensions are also created by the desire of group members to be accepted and loved by the
leader, resulting in group members fighting to climb up the group hierarchy. Finally, groups –
and, especially, large groups like organizations – provide individuals with a formal system for
finding meaning. That is, an ecosystem of knowledge which works as a lens through which we
see the world. Given how much time people spend at work – no less than a third of their adult
life – organizations are essential to fulfill this third evolutionary need, that is, the quest for
meaning.

Sigmund Freud noted that although humans are social animals, living with others does not
come easy. He compared people to a group of hedgehogs during the winter: they need to get
close to each other to cope with the cold, but if they get too close they end up stinging each

other with their prickly spines. This very rule governs the dynamic of office politics. You can’t
go it alone, but working with others does require some discomfort.

So does this mean that office politics are inevitable – that if we can’t beat politics, we might as
well promote them?

Not exactly. It’s important to recognize that
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leaders to realize: because most organizations
promote individuals who are politically savvy,
managers and senior executives tend to
perpetuate rather than inhibit office politics. If
you are rewarded for playing the game, you
surely have no incentive to stop playing. But

to most employees, politics signal a discrepancy between what should be done and what is
really done, defeating their own sacrifices and efforts. This leaves most employees
demoralized and united only against their bosses or senior leadership… not a good position
for a company to be in.

Conversely, in less toxic companies, leaders manage the tensions within groups to enhance
team performance and, in turn, organizational effectiveness. To do this, the best managers
recognize the psychological underpinnings of office politics and do two things in response:
they manage the way they themselves behave, and they are careful about how they motivate
others. People who are perceived as apolitical display high levels of congruence between
what they say and what they do, and they are also good at rewarding others for what they
were required to do, while holding them accountable for what they fail to deliver.

As such, good leaders focus on the bright-side personality characteristics associated with their
ability to navigate office politics: social skills, emotional intelligence, and intuition. They
recognize that the more secretive, selfish, hypocritical, hierarchical, and incompetent they

appear in the eyes of employees, the more political the organization will become. So they are
driven to come across as competent, transparent, approachable and altruistic.

And in motivating their employees to try harder, they avoid pitting employees against one
another and instead focus on out-performing common adversaries: the company’s
competitors. They do this through articulating a meaningful mission — a vision that resonates
and motivates people to achieve a collective goal. This keeps the team focused on beating
their competitors, rather than each other.

Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic is the CEO of Hogan Assessment Systems, a
Professor of Business Psychology at University College London, and a faculty member at
Columbia University.
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