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PREFACE

Most people earn their living in large or small organizations—businesses, nonprofits, educational institutions, or local, state, or national government departments. In group efforts like these, you often need the ability to influence others. Indeed, even the self-employed must deal with customers and other individuals in ways that require influence. But how do you influence others? Force people to comply with your wishes or interests? Threaten them? Intimidate them? No, of course not. You need to develop a style of interaction that allows you to read situations, interpret them, and exhibit just the right kind of behavior to induce others to do what you want—and do it willingly, as if it were their idea. That is, you need political skill.

This book is about the nature of political skill and the roles it plays in your ability to influence others, and therefore, in your personal job and career success. It is a how-to as well as a what-to book. That is, beyond describing what to do, it also shows how to do it in ways that will be effective and result in successful influence. Bookstores are full of books of recipes for “winning at office politics”—but their readers do not turn into overnight successes (or even long-term successes) because it takes more than simply knowing what to do; you have to do it in convincing ways and understand the “how” of influence. To know both what approach to take and how to implement it when you need to influence others at work is the essence of political skill.

Not Mere Manipulation

Everyone marvels at those people who are so incredibly good at getting what they want in the workplace: the politicians and high-profile corporate executives who play their constituencies, boards of directors, or shareholders like virtuoso musicians as they pursue their personal agendas. These people have amazing political skill. But political skill is not just something for celebrities. Nor is it simply something you can use to get out of trouble or to get away with self-serving efforts to increase your personal wealth at the expense of many others. Indeed, despite the many and well-publicized instances in the news, this kind of slippery behavior is a misuse of political skill, not an intrinsic part of it. Political skill is an effective and essential characteristic; properly applied, it makes good things happen both for those who use it and for the organizations in which they work.

At one time or another, everyone needs to be able to influence others to follow their ideas, decisions, and new programs of action, and in today’s world that takes political skill. So this book is about learning to understand, realize, enhance, and use political skill at work. Indeed, the double entendre in the title is quite intentional: we are interested in political skill at work (in the workplace), but we are also interested in characterizing political skill at work (in the way it operates and how it results in personal and organizational effectiveness).

Structure of the Book

Part One introduces you to political skill, shows you where the interest in political skill came from, and explains why you need it to thrive and survive in organizations today. Also, this section of the book shows how to measure political skill, providing an eighteen-item inventory that allows you to assess your level of political skill. It also discusses ways to train or develop political skill in people.

Part Two shows how you can use political skill for self-improvement and to increase work effectiveness. The chapters in this section address getting hired, maximizing job performance and career success, enhancing your reputation, and coping with stress and facilitating health and well-being. It then discusses how political skill can help organizations realize greater effectiveness through leadership and team performance, and concludes with a brief summary of the book’s observations.

The Appendix presents some of the detailed findings from our research into the role of political skill and its relationship to other factors that influence performance in the workplace. In addition, throughout the book, you will see references to scholarly work in this field. The study of political skill has benefited from much careful work that sorts out common knowledge from commonly accepted myth, and the results provide useful background that will allow you to proceed with confidence.

To be an effective leader, you need to possess a number of important characteristics. However, what really distinguishes the best leaders from all the rest is their political skill.

So we invite you to sit back, relax, and let us share with you what we have learned about political skill. Political skill is a fascinating concept, a tool that can help you excel at work; in the pages that follow, we describe just what political skill can do for you.
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