Workplace confidential – Dealing with organizational politics
[image: Don't Let Organizational Politics Derail Security Initiatives]In an ideal world, the good guys always win, everyone tells the truth, and job promotions and generous pay raises go to the most deserving candidate. Unfortunately, we don’t live in such an ideal world. The world we live in is a political one.
Politics is a fact of life in organizations. People who ignore this fact do so at their own peril. But why, you may wonder, must politics exist? Isn’t it possible for an organization to be politics free? It’s possible, but most unlikely.
Organizations are made up of individuals and groups with different values, goals, and interests. This sets up the potential for conflict over resources. Departmental budgets, office allocations, project responsibilities, promotion choices, and salary adjustments are just a few examples of the resources about whose allocation organizational members will disagree.
Resources in organizations are also limited, which turns potential conflict into real conflict. If resources were abundant, then all the various constituencies within the organization could satisfy their goals. But because they’re limited, not everyone’s interests can be provided for. Furthermore, whether true or not, gains by one individual or group are often perceived as being at the expense of others within the organization. These forces create a competition among members for the organization’s limited resources. 
Maybe the most important factor leading to politics within organizations is the realization that most of the facts that are used to allocate the limited resources are open to interpretation. What, for instance, is good performance? What’s an adequate improvement? What constitutes an unsatisfactory job? One person’s team player is another’s “yes man.” So it is in the large and ambiguous middle ground of organizational life—where the facts don’t speak for themselves—that politics flourish.
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The above explains why some people in the workplace lie, misrepresent, conceal, backstab, play favorites, scheme, pass the buck, deny responsibility, form alliances, or engage in similar political actions.
If you want to improve your political skills at work, we offer the following suggestions:
• Frame arguments in terms of organizational goals. People whose actions appear to blatantly further their own interests at the expense of the organization are almost universally denounced, are likely to lose influence, and often suffer the ultimate penalty of being expelled from the organization. Make sure your actions appear to be in the best interests of the organization.
• Develop the right image. Make sure you understand what your organization wants and values from its employees—in terms of dress, associates to cultivate and those to avoid, whether to appear to be a risk-taker or risk averse, the importance of getting along with others, and so forth. Because the assessment of your performance is rarely a fully objective process, you need to pay attention to style as well as substance.
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• Gain control of organizational resources. The control of organizational resources that are scarce and important is a source of influence. Knowledge and expertise are particularly effective resources to control. These resources make you more valuable to the organization and, therefore, more likely to gain security, advancement, and a receptive audience for your ideas.
• Make yourself appear indispensable. You don’t have to be indispensable as long as key people in your organization think that you are. If the organization’s prime decision makers believe there is no ready substitute for what you bring to the organization, your job is likely safe and you’re likely to be treated well.
• Be visible. If you have a job that brings your accomplishments to the attention of others, that’s great. However, if not—without creating the image of a braggart—you’ll want to let others know what you’re doing by giving progress reports to your boss and others, having satisfied customers relay their appreciation to higher-ups, being seen at social functions, and being active in your professional associations.
• Develop powerful allies. It is often beneficial to have friends in high places. Network by cultivating contacts with potentially influential people above you, at your own level, and in the lower ranks. These allies often can provide you with information that’s otherwise not readily available and provide you with support if and when you need it. Having a mentor in the organization who is well respected is often a valuable asset.
• Avoid “tainted” members. In almost every organization, there are fringe members whose status is questionable. Their performance and/or loyalty are suspect. Or they have strange personalities. Keep your distance from such individuals. Given the reality that effectiveness has a large subjective component, your own effectiveness might be called into question if you’re perceived as being too closely associated with tainted members.
• Support your boss. Your immediate future is in the hands of your current boss. Because that person evaluates your performance, you’ll typically want to have your boss on your side. You should make every effort to help your boss succeed, make her look good, support her if she is under siege, and spend the time to find out the criteria she will use to assess your effectiveness. Don’t undermine your boss. And don’t speak negatively of her to others.

Discussion questions:
1. Do you agree or disagree with the article? Why or why not?
2. Which areas of your political skills at work are the best? Which areas need to be improved? How do you plan to improve them?
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