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INTRODUCTION

Why Does Upward Influence Matter?


Laura left the meeting feeling demotivated. She had wanted to add her own views to the animated discussion, but the others kept interrupting each other and she couldn’t find a good time to jump in. She tried to interrupt, but her attempts were ignored. In the end, she gave up and told herself that her views were not that important anyway. 


Rahul had been working at his company for 10 years and was feeling frustrated. He had seen the same problems arise year after year, and he had thought about how to fix them. He had emailed his boss with some of these ideas but did not receive a reply. The next time they met, his boss did not say anything about the email. Rahul did not want to push his luck by bringing it up, as he thought he might have overstepped his authority. Instead, he felt increasingly frustrated and dissatisfied with his job.



We can all identify with Laura and Rahul’s desire to be heard, to feel as if we have influence in our work and home lives. This deep-seated human need has always existed, yet many of us still struggle to make our voices heard, especially in the hierarchical organizations and societies in which we live. When I lecture on ‘Developing your presence, power, and influence’ as part of the Guardian newspaper’s Masterclass series, the sessions always sell out, which demonstrates to me the thirst for this topic. Afterwards, participants ask me for advice on specific challenges they are facing, circumstances in which they are trying to influence a person or a situation and are unable to do so. Sometimes they are not sure if they should speak up at all. Yet to thrive and succeed, organizations need their people to speak up.

Irving Janis, a well-known psychologist and decision-making researcher, coined the term ‘groupthink’ to refer to a phenomenon where a group makes the wrong decision because no dissenting view is expressed. Janis found this was because members either prioritize group cohesion above all else or because the group is homogenous and sees the world in similar ways. Groupthink still occurs but, with the increasing diversity of the workforce and society, a more likely reason is that dissenting views are simply not heard. Diversity in communication styles means that cultural differences and gender bias can get in the way of effective communication.

There have been many books written on influence, but they often do not consider how culture, gender and non-verbal behaviour determine whose voice is heard and whose isn’t. The workshops I teach for United Nations staff cover this dynamic. I teach a workshop for mid- and senior-level female managers from various UN agencies who work in high-stress environments, for example, providing humanitarian aid in war-torn countries, helping developing countries combat poverty and educating villagers on the prevention of AIDS. The wide range of contexts in which they work means that a one-size-fits-all approach to influence is not helpful for them. In my sessions, they learn about cultural contexts and gender biases that can affect their attempts at leadership and influence, and we discuss strategies for adapting to those contexts. The participants find it eye-opening and it was at one of those workshops that it was first suggested I write a book on what I was teaching.

This book is aimed at people whose voices are not being heard or who are uncertain about how to speak up. The world is becoming more complex and difficult to navigate. We cannot continue with old ways and expect them to work in a new and changing world. Now more than ever we need to hear these diverse voices and dissenting views. Drawing on research from social psychology, cognitive psychology and sociology, this book will explain how we communicate, why we are prone to miscommunication and how to overcome these barriers in order to make an impact.

What is ‘upward influence’ and why does it matter?

I teach at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) but before that I used to work as the Regional Training and Development Manager for the Asia Pacific offices of the Boston Consulting Group, a strategy consulting company. There, I was asked to teach the consultants how to influence their bosses. The senior executives, who were mostly Western expatriates, wanted the consultants, who were mostly locally hired, to ‘push back’ when discussing solutions for their clients. The senior executives knew that, without dissenting voices from the consultants who had collected and analysed the data, it would not be possible to discover the best solutions for each local environment. In these sessions, I found that some consultants appreciated learning how to speak up to their bosses. Others, however, balked at the idea, convinced that disagreeing with their bosses would be a ‘career-limiting move’.

This dilemma – helping the consultants speak up to their bosses – became my focus when I went on to do a PhD in Organizational Behaviour (that is, psychology applied to organizations). I called it ‘upward influence’ since I was referring to employees trying to influence up the hierarchy rather than downwards. Upward influence can refer to any situation in which you have less power than the person you are trying to influence, for example, students influencing their teachers, members of a club influencing the president or children influencing their parents.

Growing up with strict Chinese parents, I did not have a voice. My mother once took me shoe shopping when I was in high school and rejected every option that I chose, instead choosing a pair of shoes that I was embarrassed to wear. In her defence, I never told her how I felt about the shoes (although I am not sure it would have made much difference). Coming home from my first year at university, I decided it was time to find my voice. I asked my sister, who was three years younger, to help me organize a family meeting where we explained to our parents that we wanted to make our own decisions. The meeting did not go well. They said they would be failing in their duty as parents if they let us make our own decisions since we were likely to make mistakes as a result. Nothing we said could convince them and we finally gave up in frustration. Many years later, I realized the mistake I had made: I had failed to consider the cultural difference between my Chinese immigrant parents and my American-born self (see Chapter 6 for more on culture).

As I grew up, I found myself struggling to find my voice in many other situations: at work, with friends, and even with my husband in the early years of our relationship. One night, we had agreed to sit down and discuss the plans for our wedding. But when I was ready to do so, I noticed he was in the middle of watching a movie on TV. I waited for the movie to finish but by then it was late and he said he was too tired. When I expressed my frustration he replied, ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were waiting for me? I would have turned off the movie – I’ve seen it before.’ Only when he said that did I realize how much I had stifled my own voice.

When I recognized that other people also struggled with making themselves heard, I was eager to learn more about it. But I couldn’t find much research on what I called ‘upward influence’. There was plenty of research on influence, but nothing that specifically looked at how to influence people who have more power than you do. Instead, I discovered related topics such as employee voice (understanding when and why employees raise issues with management),1 issue selling (middle managers promoting issues of personal and strategic importance to upper management),2 and whistleblowing (employees’ attempts to halt illegal or immoral practices),3 none of which were exactly what I wanted to study. They looked at why people might speak up, but did not focus on how to do so successfully (with the exception of issue selling which I discuss in Chapter 7). I did, however, find research confirming the benefits of upward influence.

Organizations benefit from employees bringing their ideas and concerns to management, since the employees are closer to their customers and daily operations. Conversely, organizations suffer if they stifle the voices of their employees. Dissatisfied employees who feel unable to express their concerns to management wind up becoming disengaged or quitting, leaving management wondering what happened.4 At the extreme, if employees hesitate to challenge their managers, the consequences can be life-threatening: over 80 per cent of aeroplane accidents investigated were found to involve the failure of the First Officer to speak up and correct the Captain’s mistake.5

The benefits of encouraging upward influence can be applied outside of work too. A family that is willing to listen to the voices of the children will be a more cohesive unit and less likely to have the children act up, as I have found now that my own daughters are teenagers. It can be fun as well: one of our best family holidays was one where we let the children (who were aged ten and twelve at the time) come up with ideas for family outings.

If you are the one daring to speak up, the results can be positive for you too. Rather than the career-limiting move that the consultants feared it would be, there is evidence that it can be a career-promoting move. The consultants that I worked with in the Greater China region learned this when a European project leader (let’s call him ‘Max’), seconded to the Shanghai office, demonstrated the benefits of upward influence. Max was working with his team when the senior partner dropped by to share a list of demands from the client. Instead of agreeing to the demands as most project leaders would have done, Max shook his head and told the partner they needed to assess the team’s workload and tell the client they could not do everything the client demanded. Talking back to senior partners (especially when they were communicating client demands) was unheard of in the region and Max’s team members braced themselves for an angry response from the partner. Instead, the partner welcomed the challenge and appreciated Max’s concern for his team. Max soon earned a reputation as one of the more successful managers in the region as he was able to deliver for the client without burning out his team.

A number of studies have found that if you engage in upward influence more often:



•   you are more likely to receive better performance appraisals, experience greater job satisfaction and feel more committed;6

•   you may be seen as more promotable, a better performer and more likeable;7

•   it will not necessarily harm your reputation, even if your attempt is unsuccessful.8



As risky as it may seem, it appears there is more to gain than lose from engaging in upward influence. However, the outcome can differ depending on the influence strategy. People who use aggressive or manipulative tactics (for example, threats or excessive flattery) do not always reap the benefits and can sometimes encounter resistance and poorer performance appraisals.9 In other words, simply speaking up is not enough – you must know how to do it effectively. And that is what you will learn from this book.

Upward influence – at work or at home – can be rewarding for you and those around you. Speaking up and making your voice heard can make your life more satisfying and improve your relationships, replacing silent resentment with open communication.

What will you learn from this book?

Part 1: The face you show the world

Your ability to influence others depends on the impression you make on them, especially if you are meeting them for the first time. Chapter 1 explores how non-verbal communication plays a critical role in making ourselves heard and understood. This chapter introduces the four channels of communication (kinesthetic, visual, paralinguistic and linguistic), three of which are non-verbal. It also includes tips on how to deal with interruptions, which could help Laura (whose story I told at the beginning of the introduction) make her voice heard. Chapter 2 explains how to own your space by using non-verbal communication to be more influential. In addition to learning the components of a ‘confident demeanour’, you will also be introduced to influence strategies such as rational and soft tactics and Cialdini’s principles of persuasion.

Part 2: The inner self

If all you do is change your surface behaviour, then the changes will be superficial and short-lived. To make real changes in your ability to be influential, it is important to consider your inner self. Chapter 3 helps you develop your inner power through understanding your power bases and building your reputation, resilience and self-confidence. You will also learn strategies for managing your emotions to ensure they help rather than hinder your influence attempts. Rahul will find helpful advice in this chapter for overcoming his hesitancy to approach the boss. Chapter 4 draws attention to the voice inside our heads, that internal voice that can either help us or undermine our efforts to be more influential. You will discover the undermining thoughts that are most common, and how to overcome them and replace them with an inner voice that strengthens and guides you instead.

Part 3: The social context

There is no such thing as a one-size-fits-all approach to becoming more influential. Our ability to influence others depends on how our behaviour is perceived and those perceptions vary with context. Behaviours that we have grown up with and assume are universal – standing patiently in a queue, not interrupting someone who is speaking – are norms that vary greatly according to culture and gender. If we fail to understand this, we hamper our ability to influence people from diverse backgrounds. Chapter 5 examines gender and influence. You will learn about the ‘leader prototype’ that results in men often being seen as more influential than women and will find out why gender stereotypes are just as harmful for men as for women. Chapter 6 explores cultural differences that are most relevant to upward influence: power distance (the degree to which people accept and expect that power is distributed unequally) and communication style. This chapter will explain how these cultural differences might affect what you do and how to adapt to different cultural contexts.

Part 4: Creating positive change

What if we are doing everything right but we still seem to be bumping up against an invisible wall of resistance? Chapter 7 looks at the psychological barriers that might affect the person you are trying to influence and how you can deal with them. The second half of the chapter provides an easy reference tool that organizes the advice from the entire book and brings it into one place.

Start your journey

In the well-known Aesop’s Fable, the North Wind and the Sun were arguing about who was more powerful and decided to have a contest to settle the question once and for all. They saw a lone traveller on the path below and agreed that whoever could make the traveller take off his coat would be the more powerful one. The North Wind went first, blowing as hard as possible and making the trees shake. The man hunched over and pulled his coat more tightly around himself. Then the Sun took over, shining softly and spreading warmth over the land. The man relaxed and, after a while, started sweating and took off his coat. The Sun had won.

This fable is used to illustrate the effectiveness of soft tactics such as persuasion (the Sun) over hard tactics such as brute force (the North Wind). But I also find it to be a good illustration of the difference between power and influence. Both the Wind and the Sun had power, but only one of them had influence because only one of them used the right strategy. If you want to be more influential, you must work on both your internal power and your external influence strategy. This book helps you do both.

Becoming more influential is a journey that requires motivation, self-awareness, persistence and practice. This book is intended as a companion to help you on that journey. Come back to it often, re-read the parts that are relevant to your specific challenges and eventually you will notice improvement. Enjoy the journey.
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