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OBJECTIVES 

• Define and describe “politics” 

• Discuss the changing face of office 
relationships 

• Identify important skills 

• Identify pitfalls and behaviors to be avoided 

• Suggest helpful activities 

• Review a variety of options 

• Dissect situations 



WHAT WE WON’T COVER… 

• Magic word 

• Secret handshakes 

• How to safely hold your breath until you turn blue so you get your way 



WHAT DOES “OFFICE POLITICS” MEAN? 

• How things get done/worked out daily 

• The invisible culture that supports the existing power structure 

• Positive or negative based on perspective 

 

• The use of one’s individual or assigned power within an employing organization for 
the purpose of obtaining advantages beyond one’s legitimate authority. Those 
advantages may include access to tangible assets, or intangible benefits such as 
status or pseudo-authority that influences the behavior of others. Both individuals and 
groups may engage in Office Politics” – Marilyn Haight, BigBadBoss.com 



THE OBJECT OF THE GAME 
…AND WHY IT MATTERS 

• Effectively influencing and managing people’s perceptions of you and 
your ideas 

 

 

 

• …when you reach a certain level of technical competence, politics is what 
makes all the difference with regard to success…every day brilliant people 
take a backseat to politically adept colleagues by failing to win crucial 
support for their ideas.”   

 - Kathleen Kelly, It’s All Politics 



THE OBJECT OF THE GAME 
…AND WHY IT MATTERS 

• “Time and time again I have watched 
smart, hardworking people fail to succeed 
(or end up stuck in a dead-end career 
wise) because they are unable or 
unwilling to accurately read and navigate 
the political landscape. (Of course, I've 
seen some lame employees fail for the 
same reasons). You would think that being 
smart and hard working would be 
enough, but the truth is that it is not.”
  – Survey respondent 

• “When I was younger, I tried to stay away 
from office politics, but after being 
overlooked for two promotions, both for 
which I was qualified, I realized that both 
[other successful] candidates had been 
playing the game.”   

   – Survey respondent 

 



WHY YOU SHOULD CARE 

• Good work/expertise alone is usually not 
enough to have your ideas heard or 
advance your career 

• “Much of what I learned in school was wrong, 
if not severely detrimental to my career. 
Remember back in school how if you got the 
right answer you were rewarded? In fact, that’s 
what mattered…you didn’t have to invest in 
the relationship.” – Karen Ginsburg Ward  “Don’t 
Sabotage Your Success.” 

• “Culture Eats Strategy for Lunch” – Fast 
Company blog title by Shawn Parr 

• Advancement Services 

• More integrated 

• More teamwork 

• More project oriented 

• More complicated 

 



TRADITIONAL  STRUCTURE OF ADVANCEMENT 
SERVICES AREAS 

• Gift data entry 
• Receipt issuance 
• Oversight of legal and uniform gift 
accounting standards 
 

Gift Processing 
• Donor relations 
• Uniform donor benefit systems 
• Donor acknowledgment systems 

Stewardship 

• Individual & organization donor profiles 
• Clearance process oversight and management 

Research 
• Data integrity and security systems 
• Advance system maintenance 
• Report development 
 

Data Services 

With thanks to Erin Moran, DePaul University 



Advancement Services “Deconstruction” 

• Gift data entry 
• Receipt issuance 
• Oversight of legal and uniform gift 
accounting standards 
 

• Donor relations 
• Uniform donor benefit systems 
• Donor acknowledgment systems 

• Integrated gift acknowledgment & 
receipting systems 
• Formalized procedures of gift 
acceptance 
• Integrated pledge and fund initiation 

• Individual & organization donor profiles 
• Clearance process oversight and 
management 

• Data integrity and 
security systems 
• Advance system 
maintenance 
• Report development 
 

• Moves management systems 
• Batch prospect identification and 
segmentation 
• Data collection and integration planning 
•Analytics and Modeling 

•Solicitation readiness planning 
• Relationship management 
strategies 

• Receipting systems 
• Campaign reporting  
• Data entry process oversight 
 

• Technical and procedural training 
• Management reporting & campaign 
planning assistance 
• Consultations on all aspects of fundraising 
support systems 
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WHY YOU SHOULD CARE…NOW 



IT IS ALWAYS “ESPECIALLY NOW” 

• “In an environment such as this where advancement opportunities are more rare and budgets and 
manpower are being trimmed, to presume these decisions are fairly and equitably determined is 
naive. Tight decisions being made around slimmer margins mean that nuanced factors like office 
politics and personal relationships play a greater role in advancing (or maintaining) one's position in 
an organization.” 

• “There is clearly a tightness in the market place. This ultimately means that opportunities to 
move ahead are fewer and farther in between and there are always looming cuts/layoffs. In 
that environment, simply getting the job done even in a stellar fashion may not be 
enough to keep career on track.” 

• “Any time resources are at a premium and potential cuts loom, making the case for your operation 
amidst similar messages requires careful political positioning.” 

• “When folks are competing harder, their stress level will increase which will in turn tend to 
make many organizations more political. Only the best ones will pull together and fight as a 
team.” 

• “There are more politics that influence resources than resources that influence 
politics.” 

• “People are more stressed, more paranoid, more self-preservationist now than ever…In an 
uncertain environment of any time – economic, leadership changes, etc. people are often 
looking out for themselves and sometimes, at the expense of others.” 

• “Replacement with a highly qualified person is easier than ever before.” “You have know 
when to tread lightly vs. being seen as the sticking wheel – it’s too easy to say ‘we don’t need the 
trouble or the expense of that person.” 

It’s all about value: 

• “Many people are worried about their jobs and as a result people are reacting at a 
very personal level to issues and politics in the workplace. The reasons and 
motivations behind difficult situations may be different (i.e. self-preservation, 
protectionism, etc.), but the process and responses to dealing with them still require 
care, tact and unemotional decision-making. I am finding that I have to help people 
be calm and focused more these days than usual.” 

• “People who can work the politics of an organization are ultimately more 
effective and (therefore) less likely to get laid off.” 

• “In a time when resources are tight, the person who is perceived as having greater 
value is much more likely to weather a storm of layoffs. Politics are ultimately about 
creating that perception.” 

• “When times are difficult, I think people will keep those they like having 
around them, people who bring perspective, levity, optimism and a can-do 
attitude – it is just easier to work hard with them than a technically 
competent person who frets and freaks out at every turn, bullies people or is 
otherwise difficult.”  Knowing how to keep yourself out of trouble, in the 
know, and on peoples’ good sides is more important than developing technical 
expertise.” 

• - Survey Respondents 

 



TRADITIONALLY/NEGATIVE  

• Negative:  

• Turf wars 

• Back stabbing, manipulation 

• Pursuing personal advantages 

• Protective 

 

• Now/Positive: 

• Constructive maneuvering 

• Building alliances 

• Building consensus 

• Reconciling differences 

• Understanding the competition 

• Overcoming internal tensions 

• Warwick Business School 2007 poll 

NOW/POSITIVE 

OFFICE POLITICS PERCEPTIONS 

“Grow an awareness that 
office politics can be 
productive, if you have the 
right people keeping an eye 
on collaboration in the long 
run” – Survey respondent 



CONCEPTS 

 

 

 

• Leverage 

• Loyalty 

• Hierarchy 

• Official 

• Unofficial 

 

“Never underestimate the unofficial lines of power. 
In fact, spend some time learning what they are 

and how to ‘get invited.’” 

- survey respondent 
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COMMON SKILLS 



ASSESSING THE LANDSCAPE 

• What is your largest and your most immediate 
issue in the situation – what do you want to 
accomplish long-term and intermediately? 

• Test your assumptions, confirm facts 

• What are all your options for action/inaction, 
no matter how far-fetched? 

• What are the downsides or dangers of each 
option? 

• Who would be threatened/hurt with each 
option? 

• What are your options if things don’t go as 
planned? Can you wait to react? 

• Seek trusted advice 

• What would you lose or gain if you move 
forward, and can you bear the loss? 

• Plan your eventual communication(s) carefully 

 



COMPLEXITY AND FEEDBACK 

• “Like it or not, politics are part of the decisions we make (and 
those that are made around us). In tough times, the stakes of 
these decisions are higher, including which departments get cut. 
Knowing how to communicate the value of any given function to 
people who often do not grasp complexities becomes a higher-
stakes event in such a climate.” 

 

• “In my work environment, there seems to be a 
major emphasis on people being ‘nice’ to each other 
at all costs, thus the ability to communicate negative 
feedback diplomatically and without offending is 
crucial and has served me well.” 

    - Survey respondents 

 

• “…schools generally ignore an entire type of human 
intelligence in favor of more technical subjects, and 
many otherwise talented people suffer as a result.  
They bumble their way through the workplace, saying 
whatever is on their minds, or failing to say that 
which they should because they never learned the 
difference.” –  

  - Kathleen Kelly Reardon, It’s All Politics 

 

• Is there a whole new set of generations with no 
communication filter? 

 

COMMUNICATIONS AND 
DEMOGRAPHICS 

COMMUNICATION 
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WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU NEED? 

“Transparency of goals and motivations of individual leaders or factions within an organization. They don’t need to 
be aligned, but to discern the landscape, you must be able to discern who and what defines the values system. 
Formal systems are rarely good at articulating nuance.” 
        - Survey respondent 



OTHER SKILLS 

• Flexibility and versatility 

• Keeps one from needing to “win” in 
negotiations 

• Keeps one from being predictable 

• Ability to remain neutral  

• Objectivity (don’t take things personally or 
emotionally) 

• Assuming good intent 

• Patience 

• Persuasion 

• Sense of timing 

• Recognizing verbal and non-verbal cues 

• Resiliency 

 

“Assume good intent. No one is really out to make our 
lives miserable, even though some may show savant-
like abilities to achieve those results without trying. 
Use these opportunities as teachable moments to 

explain.” 

- Survey respondent 



A WORD ABOUT  
“STAYING UNDER THE RADAR” 

A temporary technique, not a recommended skill 

 

• “No fear! If you stay under the radar, you may survive but 
you'll never achieve”     

• “Read the landscape quickly when leadership changes. 
Do not just keep your nose to the grindstone and do your 
job” 

• “I would definitely recommend that people try to do the best 
job they can of staying out of the drama and doing their job 
well, but without retiring to the point of fading into the 
background. Flying completely under the radar is, I think, 
unadvisable---in these times, your boss needs to know you're 
a valuable team member.”   

• “If you are only worried about "my desk" you will always 
have only your desk to worry about.“  

• “You don’t have to be loud, you don’t have to be aggressive – 
but you also can’t sit back. You have to engage.”“  -  

    - Survey respondents 
 

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

  – Kathleen Kelly “It’s All Politics” 

 

• “Much as you might like to avoid them, the best way to deal 
with political environments is to engage them, to turn toward 
them. To turn away is to abdicate your responsibilities 
as a leader and manager. It is to let down yourself, your 
team, and even the organization as a whole….Unless you 
reach out, engage others, and create active ongoing 
relationships – relationships you sustain even when there’s 
no immediate problem – you will lack the ability to 
exercise influence beyond your group.” 

 - “Stop Avoiding Office Politics” - Linda Hill & Kent 
 Lineback, Harvard Business Review  

 
 

 



A WORD ABOUT “PERCEPTION” 

• “In a time when resources are tight, the person who is perceived as having greater value is much more 
likely to weather a storm of layoffs. Politics are ultimately about creating that perception.” 

• “It's …important to convey competence and confidence. The perception of competence is almost as important as 
the real thing.” 

• “After having worked under multiple supervisors, I would recommend that people become very familiar 
with their boss's work schedule. My supervisor comes in late and leaves late. I have colleagues that I know 
are coming in very early and leaving on time, and I don't think they are perceived as working as hard as 
those of us who come in on time and leave late. Even if they are, they certainly aren't the ones my boss 
comes to when she needs something urgently because she knows that those of us who work late will be 
able to get the job done and get it to her in the evening before she leaves. Paying attention to details like 
that make all the difference in how one is perceived in the office.” 

• “IMHO, it is better to ALWAYS appear to compromise unless it is a deal breaking situation. It is always better to 
look as if you professionally stand for what is important but be REASONABLE at the same time.” 

 



WHEN DO YOU COMPROMISE? 

• What capital is to be gained, and is this really a hill to die on....” 

• “How likely it is that I could/would get the outcome I want 
without compromising; what the (political) cost of not 
compromising would be.” 

• “Compromise starts with understanding that we work in the 
real world, not in the ideal world. Therefore, everything we do 
involves some element of compromise. If we focus on 
organizational success, we can easily navigate those waters.” 

• “First, determining the criticality of the question at hand.  
Do you NEED to win/compromise? Is this a battle of the 
war? What would be lost if you gave the chit to a colleague 
and later redeemed it on a more important issue? If it is 
important to broker a compromise, finding out what the 
other person has to gain (or lose) by your outcome is 
critical information. I like to get background/behind the 
scenes info from colleagues before getting into the battle.  
Having a network of people who are close to the ground 
with people on the other side (and on EVERY side at work) 
is critical to success.  Appearing calm, quiet, and willing to 
compromise, and willing to take your time with it often 
helps you win.” 

 

• “(Consider) the desired outcome. If both ‘sides’ of a 
particular issue can accept that they both want the 
same desired outcome, but simply have two different 
paths to achieve such, compromise can be possible.” 

• No one has the 100% right correct approach or 
answer, so the ability to integrate and 
accommodate is essential.” 

• “The first thing I try to do is assess and help parties 
self-assess needs vs. wants vs. nice to have.” 

• “1. Whether the battle is worth it 2. Whether 
real harm is being done 3. Whether there is a 
real business problem to be solved 4. Ethics 
trump everything” 

• “If compromise serves the best interests of the 
institution. If compromise serves the best interests of 
the donor.” 

 



COMPROMISE 

• “I see myself as a facilitator, and recognize that 
little of anything is worth an argument. I usually 
gather my perspective using peer examples and 
best practices. I then identify political allies, have 
private conversations to gauge what opposition 
might exist and also to identify how I might build 
my argument/perspective to consider others’ 
interests and broaden my support base.” 

 

• “My highest duty is the long term good of my 
institution which therefore becomes the 
ultimate litmus test. I have to be aware that 
those with other perspectives may have a 
different perspective on how to arrive at that 
same goal. They deserve my honest listening 
and respect for their concerns. The 
complexities of large organizations demand 
continual collaboration and compromise.” 

 

 

“A compromise is the art of dividing the cake 
in such a way that everyone believes he has 

the biggest piece.”  

 

- Ludvig Erhard  

(Chancellor of West Germany 1963-66) 

 



BEST PRACTICES 

• “Hard ethical considerations should not be compromised. 
‘Best practices’ more often than not are a target or 
goal…but a flexible consideration.” 

• “It is critical to balance institutional needs, goals and desired outcomes 
against individual preferences and policies/ procedures that exist for 
historical reasons alone....Best practices, unfortunately, are frequently not 
the same at all institutions (due to size, complexity, staffing)...Compromise, 
done well, will result in both sides feeling they have won (at some level).” 

• “(With)best practices leav(e) room to adapt to 
organizational culture, needs, preparedness as 
necessary/appropriate” 

•  “Best practices are always worth fighting for, but generally must be 
introduced into the institution with great finesse rather with a sledge 
hammer.” 

• “I believe that best practices can be good starting points for 
conversation, but ultimately you need to understand what is 
needed at our organization, and be willing to make 
compromises based on what will lead to productive working 
relationships.  In my experience, if people are happy working 
together, they tend to be more likely to do good work for 
the organization” 

• “Ethics are the one area where compromises are least comfortable for me. 
However when it comes to best practices, I've learned that many 
businesses often make conscious decisions to forgo them due to myriad 
reasons--some logical and others, less so. This is why I am often willing to 
compromise on that front, offering my experience of what works best in 
the world, but also accepting that this place may not be ready for that 
level of achievement yet. Ultimately I never want to let the perfect be the 
enemy of good.” 

• - Survey respondents 

 

Battles, not wars 



A WORD ABOUT “STEPPING OUT” 

• If it's a situation between two or more other people that's the problem and I'm not directly involved, 
some of the factors I consider are: 
1.0 Will my involvement improve the situation or add to the problem. 
2.0 Are the other parties asking for any help brokering the situation, or do they need to 
work it out on their own. 
3.0 Is one or more of the parties interested in a compromise, or do they like contentiousness or act in 
a way to suggest that contentiousness serves them in some way. 
4.0 Have I tried to help with this situation before, only to find it's right back where it started. 
5.0 How much does working on this problem pull me away from what I need to accomplish. 

 

• Before doing anything else - decide how important this battle is. If not critical, don't get into a 
compromise - which implies that it is equally important to others. Try to broker OUTSIDE the 
negotiation. Find out what the other wants, and find a way to give that to them, and get as much for 
your side as you can making the other side feel like they're winning. Everyone needs to walk away 
thinking you gave a lot, you acted unemotionally, you were professional, and you stood your ground. Be 
legal, ethical, moral, and self-respecting in that order. If you are emotional - step out of the 
decision making and allow someone you trust on your side of the position do it for you. 
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IT’S NOT EASY 

 

“…politics is more difficult than physics.” 

- Albert Einstein [response to being asked why people could discover atoms but not the means to control them]   



PITFALLS TO AVOID 

• Approaching a problem without a clear goal to 
accomplish 

• Anger and taking things personally or reacting 
emotionally 

• Talking more than listening 

• Stating your opinion in non-critical situations 

• Not confirming facts before moving forward with a 
plan or option. 

• Avoiding personal interaction 

• Assuming people are open to new ideas and change 

• Assuming rational arguments work in all cases. 

• Not matching your style to the prevailing culture of 
the organization 

• Showing off your own skills and knowledge at 
someone else’s expense 

 
• “Being right is interesting but it’s often 

irrelevant”  
 



A WORD ABOUT “RIGHT AND WRONG” 

 “[In considering compromise, I consider] “How important is it for me to ‘be right’ or get my way, versus what 
can I live with or without? Often, we think we need to have things exactly the way we want them, when a 
compromise will just as easily accomplish the same objective while also demonstrating an ability to work 
well with others and give them what they want and need, too.” 

 

• Most important thing about assessing compromise: “Learning to let go about always being right.” 

 

• “If you know you’re ‘right’ about something, sometimes time is your best friend. If you lost a battle last year 
and the results went poorly for your organization, you are in a better position to renegotiate that your 
alternative solution be adopted.” 

 

• “What you want doesn't matter. What your boss wants matters a little. What your boss's boss wants 
matters a LOT.” 
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ACTIVELY DAMAGING BEHAVIOR 



A WORD ABOUT GOSSIP 

• “One thing that I would add is that gossip is a particularly interesting aspect of office politics. On the one hand, 
participating in gossip can be unseemly and can quickly diminish one's reputation. On the other hand, gossip 
can be an absolutely vital "information stream" that helps to inform decision making. It's complicated.” 

 

• “A comment on office gossip. Always keep your ear to the ground. Be very careful to only share what you know with 
those you ‘really’ trust. Never be perceived as a gossip.” 

 

• “Listen, observe, don’t gossip, ever, ever, ever…assume that everything you say will be made public. Be careful 
about outside the office “friendships” with people on your staff or team.” 

 

• Listen. watch. be discreet with concerns but test with people you think you might trust. This one is tricky because you 
have to start small so they don't burn you. 
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POLITICAL SELF-DESTRUCTION 



ACTIVITIES AND 
TECHNIQUES 

• Knowing what to say, and how, when and 
to whom: 

 

• Asking questions 

• Framing issues creatively 

• Seeking advice 

• Buying time 

• “Fogging” 

• Demonstrating your awareness of 
maneuvering and being an ineffective 
target 

 



A WORD ABOUT RESPECT 

• “Treat all of your colleagues with respect, even during times when they don’t deserve it or they don’t treat you with respect. 
It will be noticed…And sometimes, many times, your way is not the best way. If you are busy talking about your way, you are 
not listening to solutions proposed by others.” 

 

• “I once organized a union and when we won was invited to talk to the agency President. He said that he didn’t agree with a union but 
appreciated that I always treated him with respect in public and in private. BTW I was promoted to management…” 

 

• “Get to know the people around you, even the ones you don’t mesh with at first. Try to see things from their perspective. 
This last one is hardest to do, but seeing things from a different point of view gives you an advantage.” 

 

• Resist the urge to put annoying people in their place publicly; instead, find a few trustworthy confidants to unload on over a cocktail 
rather than sharing our opinions with anyone who will listen.” 

 

• If people know where you’re coming from and you don’t surprise then, they tend not to react with their lesser emotions. 
NEVER seek to embarrass/shame. NEVER play the blame game.” 
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HOW TO LEARN/IMPROVE 



TRIAL & ERROR 
 UNOFFICIAL MENTORS 

• “Watch and learn from the masters - those 
who have succeeded. Informal mentorship is 
good as long as you're the only one knowing 
you're being mentored - otherwise can be 
threatening. Silence is a virtue.” 

• Others’ trial and error…“Watching others 
who are successful and emulating their 
behavior. Especially valuable if there is a 
conflict – observe what was effective and 
what wasn’t.” 

• “Early in my career especially, observing 
leaders I admired and how they went about 
moving the ball from point A to point B.” 

 

• “Life experience--or that of an office 
dweller--is something that cannot be taught. 
You observe, learn from your own and 
others' mistakes, and eventually develop a 
toolkit for handling politics. Reflecting on 
my own career, it took me a good five years 
to even appreciate the existence of office 
politics. Then another decade and a half to 
begin learning how to navigate them.” 

 

• “Trial by fire: working on giant projects that 
have multiple contributors and stakeholders, 
both inside and outside the organization.” 

 

 



GENERAL ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 

• “Say less and listen more! Always ask yourself, what is 
the highest good in this situation.” 

• “Always think of everyone as being on a 
team that has a common goal in mind.” 

• “Know that everything you say to anyone will likely get 
around to everyone.” 

• “Assume the best about everyone 
regardless of what you hear, and act 
accordingly toward them.” 

• “Listen twice as much as you are inclined to, and 
speak half as often as you’re prepared to. Focus on 
problems, not people.  Assume good intent.” 
 

 

• “It is less important to be decisive or opinionated, or 
aggressive/assertive, than it is to be well-thought out, able to discuss 
things in a positive way, and able to compromise.” 

 

• “My best advice is to listen a lot, in an engaged and patient manner.  Even 
if we know in the first 30 seconds what solution we will bring to a problem 
being expressed, it’s essential to let the speaker have their full 5, 10, 20 
minutes to lay out that problem and be heard. Once the issue has been 
fully expressed, it’s important to ‘start with yes,’ even when we might have 
to append that – as in ‘yes, it would be possible to do that, but we’d need 
to engage a consultant. Do you have any discretionary budget for this 
project/’” 

 

• Whiners generally bug people over time and lose their credibility; when you 
hear yourself whining constantly, start asking if you would be annoyed by 
yourself – if you have to ask you probably are bugging others. Stop it.” 

 



GENERAL ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 

• “Choose your friends wisely, watch for what works in your 
environment. Many organizations are different and your approach will 
need to vary. Flexibility and compromise are key.” 

 

• My advice is to just ‘shut up.” If you get upset, let it go. If you 
think you MUST say something, don’t! If something upsets you, 
get distance and let some time pass…If you take time to calm 
down, you can think through how best your message will be 
received – sometimes that means letting someone else do your 
talking.” 

 

• “It's a full conversation but I think there are folks who are so 
programmed to accomplishing their goals that they place ultimate 
value on that as a marker of success and consider broken 
relationships as a casualty to be endured as a means to an end. When 
enough of these add up they find they can no longer be effective in 
the org; they have become Nedermeyer: "killed by [their] own troops" 

 

• “I have learned to observe a lot and keep my own 
counsel, especially in new environments. And be 
patient, because the worm can turn very very 
abruptly in development shops because of our 
high turnover; things can truly change overnight. 
Never ever do anything but your absolute 
functional best, regardless of the job you’ve been 
given (or been relegated to!) Organizations where 
the dysfunction is entrenched will probably stay 
that way, so your efforts to stay on good standing 
with just about everyone is probably essential.” 
 



GENERAL ADVICE FROM THE FIELD 

• “My favorite story along this line comes from the great book ‘Orbiting the Giant Hairball’ by 
Gordon MacKenzie.  

• He related a story about creating workspaces for a new team. He worked with the corporate interior 
designer to purchase funky things like roll-top desks and old barn doors to use as in place of cubicle dividers. 
Everything passed muster except for the old milking cans they'd selected as garbage cans. Apparently these 
cost more than the human resource's budget allowed for garbage cans, so they were going to have to be 
returned.  

• MacKenzie relates a meeting he was in with the interior designer and the head of HR and how he was 
essentially sending ‘Die, you evil witch’ daggers across the table with his eyes, but the interior designer just 
said ‘Tell us a way this will work for you.’ At that point, the HR woman said ‘Well, we do have a corporate art 
budget, and these certainly fall within the guidelines for that.’ So MacKenzie and his new team painted the 
milking cans in creative ways, and held onto their garbage can ‘objects d'art.’  

• I've used the ‘Tell me how to make this work in your world’ approach several times since, most often, 
perhaps not coincidentally, with HR.” 

 



YOU KNOW YOU’RE 
SUCCEEDING WHEN: 

• You can: 

• Effectively influence and manage people’s 
perceptions of you, your ideas, your work 

• Convert enemies into allies 

• Manage outcomes 

• You get the resource, information, time, 
and/or attention you need 

• You are in the loop on important issues and 
decisions 



WHAT ARE YOU DEALING WITH? 

Survey Situation: 

• A decision is made at a level above you, or by leadership in a different area; you 
are not directly involved in the decision, nor are consulted, but you strongly 
believe that it is wrong, or a bad move for the organization.   

• The outcome may not affect you immediately, but the decision will strongly 
and negatively impact you or your team down the road.   

• What are some things to do or ways to handle this situation? 

 



RESPONDENTS’  
COMMON THREADS: 

Involving others: 

• Use the chain of command first (boss and mentor) 

• Assurance that you will abide by decision and will not be negative, 
but you are “concerned.” (“My job is to elevate concerns and help her 
understand the negative impact, but the decision is hers.”) 

• If there is nothing you or your boss can do, consider the 
conversation carefully before you have it. 

• Understand your own position re: others’ perceptions of your 
trust, credibility, etc. 

Understanding the Issue 
• Gather intelligence about the decision and spend time fully gaining 

understanding the situation and consequences– are there 
factors/considerations you don’t know about? 

• Offer alternative solutions 

Communication and Emotions 
• Prepare solid unemotional data and your approach to deal with the 

outcome 

• Prepare a solid communication style. “Being negative without being 
negative” (“I believe there is a diplomatic way to disagree and state 
most anything”) 

• Utilize your own methods to eliminate your own emotions or 
emotional reaction.  Do NOT express anger publicly. 

• Preparing yourself to let go if necessary.  Prepare for consequences 

 



COMMON THREADS  
IN LITERATURE 

• Fight or flight? Neither. 

• Know what you are trying to achieve 

• Understand others before trying to make 
them understand you 

• Think win-win – not necessarily 
compromise. 

• Be positive 

• Build allies – professional relationships, not 
friendships 

• Direct conflict resolution rather than take 
sides. 

• Keep efforts clearly and obviously focused 
on the ultimate good of the enterprise, 
and for mutual advantage, not just your 
own. 

 



SITUATION RESPONSES 

• “I’ve found the best approach is to focus initially on not 
“solving or fixing” the problem—but instead finding 
intelligent ways to initiate a ‘forum’ for bringing the issue 
up.  Instead of attacking the ideas, decision or 
department that made the decision—it’s always better to 
try and set up a meeting to ‘first off, get clarification’ on 
the action to make sure there’s no confusion or 
misunderstanding. Once clarified, then bringing up 
tactfully some concerns or ideas is likely to be much 
better received because the first move was to ‘seek 
guidance’ instead of going on the offensive.” 

 

• Address directly, in person, stated clearly.  Start with 
peers/colleagues who are responsible. Include 
leadership if it cannot be resolved or poses a serious 
threat. 

 

• “This is the trickiest of all situations and sadly, a very 
common one. Few executives appreciate direct criticism from 
below--or what they perceive as criticism, as most of the time 
this is feedback intended to provide key missing data points. 
The unfortunate reality is that once a decision is made it is 
often impossible to reverse it with additional information what 
was not taken into consideration. Instead, it falls on the 
department heads to document their concerns about the 
inevitable impact. What I found to work best is to reassure the 
leadership that my team and I will do our best to implement 
the decision and should there be challenges (i.e. the disaster 
you *know* will unfold) here is how you will attempt to fix it. 
In other words, yup, I'll do it and here's how I'll clean up for 
you. Sadly, this works better than avoiding the disaster in the 
first place.” 

  - Survey respondents 



REMEMBER: 

“I'm not a genius. I'm just a tremendous bundle 
of experience.” 

 

 -      R. Buckminster Fuller 
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