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[alice] was a little startled by seeing 
the Cheshire Cat sitting on a  

bough of a tree a few yards off. . . .

“Would you tell me, please, which 
way I ought to go from here?” 

 
“that depends a good deal on  

where you want to get to,”  
said the Cat. 

“I don’t much care where—” 
said alice.

“then it doesn’t matter  
which way you go,”  

said the Cat.

alice’s adventures in Wonderland, 
lewis Carroll 

to aLL Who FeeL stuCK 
in their Careers anD Don’t 

KnoW Where to Go.
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i hate My Boss.

My CoWorKers are 
FroM Mars.

no proMotion 
anD no raise in siGht.

it’s Death By 
MeetinG in this pLaCe.

Career DeveLopMent 
is a JoKe.

i Can’t Wait For 
Jury Duty—or perhaps 
JaiL tiMe WouLD 
Be Better.

MayBe i’LL Be LuCKy 
enouGh to Get the FLu!

i BeG you ...
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Can you 
Get Me 

outta ?? 
here ??
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introDuCtion

you may think that getting ahead is 90 percent what 
others can do for you. Wrong! That 90 percent is what you do for 
yourself and for others.

Too many people today are helplessly passive when it comes to their 
careers. Maybe they think the company will develop them or they’ll be 
plucked out of the sea for some fabulous new opportunity.

The truth is, you get hired for what you can do but fired for who you 
are. So if you want to get ahead, start there—figure out who you are and 
the value you bring. 

Job tenure today is a whole new ball game. These are the days of the 
career nomad, traveling from one opportunity to the next, whether inside 
or outside the company. 
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introDuCtion

The numbers tell the story. On average, people spend about four and 
a half years in each job. Think about it—that’s barely the time you spent 
in college, and less than the life span of most TV sets. Tenure for younger 
professionals, who for a variety of reasons aren’t interested in hanging 
their hat at one place for too long, is even shorter: as little as one or two 
years. To put this in context, I will have about four jobs in my career. My 
five millennial children will each have about 30. 

It’s no surprise, then, that the term “job-hopper” is no longer a pejo-
rative. Being a “free agent” is the new reality. Two years in a job equates 
to two old-school annual performance reviews. That’s hardly enough 
time to be passive. To thrive, you need to take control!

Long gone are the days when success meant dutifully sticking to one 
company and moving up the ladder slowly, with a retirement party and a 
gold watch at the end. That’s what companies used to encourage. In those 
days, companies rewarded folks who were loyal, dishing out better pay, 
bigger bonuses, and corner offices with each promotion.

Today, there is no office. And the career development ladder has 
been mostly yanked away.

Careers are more like labyrinths. Sometimes moving ahead involves 
looping around first with lateral assignments to add breadth and depth. 
Don’t fight it—embrace it, because this dynamic is here to stay. This shift 
dramatically changes the parameters of how to manage careers.

But the fact is, people spend more time doing research when buying 
a flat-screen TV or a washing machine than thinking about how to get 
ahead in their careers. 

It’s time to take control! No one is coming to your rescue. 
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But not nearly enough 
time thinking about 
a career.

10,625 days looking at a digital device

7,709 days sitting down

1,769 days socializing

240 days laughing

180 days exercising

90 days on the toilet

1 day crying

9,490 days sleeping 

730 days commuting …

anything 
except 
advancing 
their Careers

over the Course 
oF a LiFetiMe, 
the averaGe person 
spenDs:
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introDuCtion

From where I sit, as the CEO of a global consulting firm that 
develops 1.2 million people every year and puts someone in a job every 
three minutes, I believe everyone can take control of their career—if 
they’re willing to do the hard work. 

I wrote this book because the world of work is going through these 
dramatic changes, but the traditional career advice to guide people 
hasn’t kept up. There are millions of people like you who feel stuck and 
don’t know what to do. Or else they move from job to job, without a real 
plan of where they’re going. 

In the following pages, I draw on my own experience as well as 

But not nearly enough 
time thinking about 
a career.

over the Course 
oF a LiFetiMe, 
the averaGe person 
spenDs:
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the perspectives and intellectual prop-
erty of Korn Ferry, which has more than 
50 years of expertise in recruiting and 
developing talent. Those five decades have 
allowed our researchers and scientists to 
compile more than six million data points on what behaviors get people 
ahead and which don’t. And we have a very unique resource, Korn Ferry 
Advance (KFAdvance.com), which acts like a gym membership for your 
career, providing constant care and nurturing to advance professionally. 

Simply put, why not take advice from the ultimate insiders? If you 
do, it will make a real difference in how you think, act, and interact, so 
you can take control of what will become an amazing career. 

Surely you can invest time in your career. You have the time, so why 
not use it wisely? William Penn said it best: Time is what we want most, 
but what we use worst.

so if you’re ready, let’s begin.

the ultimate how-to 
Guide for your Career 
gives you a wealth 
of practical and 
actionable advice. 
you’ll have what you 
need to take control 
of your career, 
starting today. 
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advance is organized 
into three sections:

to earn More 
you neeD to Learn More

It isn’t like microwaving popcorn on high. 
Advancing your career takes time and effort. That 
only happens by being a lifelong learner, driven by 

insatiable curiosity. You need to be learning agile—the 
number one predictor of success.

... But it’s not aBout you
Unless you’re a sculptor working alone in your 
studio, chipping marble or molding clay, you aren’t 
a solo performer. Despite all the technological 

advancements of the past few decades, we still need to work 
with others. Doing that requires emotional intelligence 
and interpersonal skills—especially when dealing with 
that boss you hate and those annoying coworkers. 

it starts With you ...
Awareness awakens! Before you do anything else, 
you need to look in the mirror. What are your values, 
motivations, strengths, and blind spots? Know 

yourself and manage yourself first so you can make a 
bigger and better impact. You must have a plan.
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It StartS
WIth
You ...
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It StartS
WIth
You ...

Part One

You get hired for what 
you can do but fired for  

who you are. So if you want 
to get ahead, start there— 

figure out who you are and 
the value you bring.  

Awareness awakens!
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takIng 
Control:
It’s Harder 
Than You 

Think 

I’ll never forget the date: Septem-
ber 4, 1984. There I was in my Brooks 
Brothers suit and my shiny new 
wing tips, carrying the hard-sided 

leather briefcase that was empty except 
for a handful of pens and pencils. Having 
grown up in a small town in Kansas, I’d 
never been in a skyscraper office building 
before I went on job interviews. But as a 
graduate of the University of Southern Cal-
ifornia and having passed the CPA exam, 

It 
StartS

W
Ith 

You ...

Chapter One

13
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I was fortunate enough to receive several job offers from accounting and 
consulting firms. When I walked through the heavy oak door of Peat 
Marwick Mitchell (today’s KPMG), I felt like I’d arrived—until I met 
all the others.

There were 125 of us in that year’s class of new hires, and that was 
just in the Los Angeles office. Then they gave us the speech: Within two 

years, 50 percent of us would be gone—and even 
more within four years. Only one or maybe two 
of us would ever make partner. 

Things started to change with the first assign-
ment: Global merger? Massive restructuring? Take-
over attempt? Nope—moving boxes.

I heard others complain, but I had worked 
summers in college as a mover—although not 
in a suit that I couldn’t afford to get dirty. I 
moved boxes all week, from office to office and 
between floors. When I was done with the boxes, 
I was given a phone book and a 10-key calcula-
tor and told to add the rows of phone numbers to 
sharpen my 10-key skills. Ridiculous busywork? 
For sure. But I did it without complaint because 
that’s what I was asked to do.

Early on, I noticed how certain people at the 
consulting firm stood out because they just “did it.” They had “hustle.” 
Over the years, I’ve noticed how hustle and hunger quash pedigree every 
time—even if someone is an Ivy League graduate or has a PhD. It’s been 
shown that people who have to scramble in their careers not only do well 
(and often better than their pedigreed peers), but they learn from their 
failures and end up in a career that yields greater satisfaction. If things 
are too easy or if privilege opens all the doors, the result can be misery 
and discontent—no matter how much money you earn.

EarlY on, 
I notICEd 

hoW CErtaIn 
PEoPlE at thE 

ConSultIng 
fIrm Stood 

out bECauSE 
thEY juSt “dId 

It.” thEY had 
“huStlE.”
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All my young life, I hustled: delivering newspapers, painting houses, 
working construction—you name it. It wasn’t that we were poor; it’s just 
that we didn’t have any money. There is something about seeing, as a kid, 
all the furniture being repossessed and taken from the house that chills 
your bones. That image reminds me daily of where I came from and, 
more importantly, who I am. 

My first real assignment at KPMG was doing inventory in a cavern-
ous warehouse. My trial by fire was accepting (and drinking) a cup of 
coffee from the warehouse manager in a dirty mug he pulled straight out 
of the sink. As if to sanitize it a little, he ran the mug under the faucet 
for two seconds and used his fingers to wipe off the dirt. In doing this, I 
earned the respect of that warehouse manager, who saw that I wasn’t just 
another college grad who wouldn’t get his hands dirty. I had done this 
type of work before, from crawling over pallets to scaling piles of boxes.

Flash-forward nine years after that first job: I was among fewer than 
a handful of people from my Los Angeles “class” at the firm who made 
partner. Flash-forward 23 years to 2007: I became CEO of Korn Ferry. 
So much has changed in that time—successes and failures, all lessons 
I’ve embraced.

At the top of the lesson list: take control. You can’t expect others to 
get you ready for the next job or open the door to the next opportunity. 
You have to do it yourself. Second, stay humble, because humility sup-
ports lifelong learning. Third, you gotta have hustle.
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thE Path to huStlE: 
takIng Control

here’s the caveat: I can’t teach you hustle. If you don’t have it, if 
you’ve never had it, there’s nothing I can do for you. (And nobody 

else can, either.) That may sound harsh, but the brutal truth is, nobody 
can put in what nature left out. And even if you have it, hustle is hard to 
sustain throughout your entire career. People sometimes slow down at 
certain points and then have to get their mojo back later. 
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So, to keep that fire in your belly, you’ll need a plan—you’ll need 
to take control of your career. Here’s an obvious analogy: if someone 
told you that within two years you’d have a heart attack, you’d probably 
make some big changes immediately. It’s a no-brainer, because that kind 
of prognosis isn’t just a wake-up call, it’s a “shake-up” call. Nothing is as 
important as your health. 

But what about the health of your career? What if you knew you were 
going to be fired in a year? Surely you’d make some big changes.

Too often, though, people get complacent. They settle into a rut 
until one day they wake up and discover that their company has been 
acquired, their boss has been fired, or they’re being downsized. They’re 
out of a job—and out of luck, because they have no idea what to do. 

Or they do the opposite. While job-hopping is no longer a negative, 
they’re making leaps without looking. They’re bored, they want a change, 
something pays a little more—so they move. But they never stop to ask: 
Am I really learning anything?

Whether you’re lethargic or you’re constantly moving, you need 
to take control. Think of your career as a long game composed of many 
short moves. No one is going to do it for you, making sure that you’re 
progressing with each step and job change along the way. It’s all on you.

What drIvES You?

let’s be honest here: taking control of your career is hard work—
and you’re doing it largely on your own. You can’t wait for your 

employer to guide your career development. And if you’re making job 
changes every few years, even if your employer had a development plan 
for you, you probably aren’t staying anywhere long enough for it to take 
root and pay off. 
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To keep learning and expanding on your own, you need to be highly 
motivated. Otherwise, it’s too easy to get complacent and coast. The anti-
dote is to be truly energized by what you do.

“Gus” had spent his whole life on the circus crew. For 60-some-
odd years, Gus cleaned up after the elephants, a sweaty, dirty job that 
involved some (pardon the pun) heavy lifting. One day, the circus owner 
stopped by the elephant yard.

“Gus,” he said, “isn’t it time you retired?”
“What?” Gus replied with a shocked expression on his face. “And 

give up show business?”
Every job involves some degree of shoveling you-know-what: the 

problems, challenges, and difficulties (people and otherwise) that are 
endemic in any workplace. As a CEO, I can tell you there’s as much shov-
eling at the top as there is at the bottom; it’s just different “stuff.” Nobody 
escapes it. The daily grind, though, is really just the dues we all have to 
pay to do what we truly love—like Gus, shoveling behind the elephants 
to be part of the show.

So ask yourself: What motivates me? Don’t say money. Research 
shows time and again that it really isn’t most important. Don’t get me 
wrong, compensation matters, and it must be fair. (We have a whole 
chapter devoted to how to ask for more money.) But there is so much 
more to consider than just your current title and salary.

thE thrEE ComPonEntS 
of motIvatIon 

motivation has a deeply scientific basis. One of our firm’s 
early thought leaders, the late David McClelland, published 

seminal books that addressed motivation: The Achieving Society (1961), 
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Human Motivation (1973), and several others. In his breakthrough work, 
McClelland identified three motivators that have the biggest effect on 
behavior in the workplace: 

Which of these three describes you? Does the desire for achievement 
(mastery) get you out of bed each morning? Is it affiliation (relationships 
and belonging to a group)? Or is it the desire for power (influence)? You may 
feel a mix of all three, but one is probably more prominent than the others. 
Plug into that motivation and find opportunities to experience it in what 
you do every day. This will increase your engagement as you take control 
of your career development. (And in the role of a manager, as we’ll discuss 
in Chapter Eight, “Managing for the First Time,” knowing which of these 
components motivates your team members will help you inspire them.)

As you tap into your intrinsic motivators, you’ll naturally feel 
more engaged and inspired. It will show in what you do every day. Peo-
ple will gravitate toward you. Your attitude will lift the altitude of the 
entire team—or maybe even the entire organization. People will want to 
engage with you and be part of your team, because let’s face it, everybody 
wants to be around a winner. And you will advance along the career path 
of your own design.

aChIEvEmEnt, wHICH He defIned 
AS THe deSIre fOr mASTerY AT THe 

IndIvIdUAl level;

affIlIatIon, meAnIng TO eSTABlISH
And mAInTAIn relATIOnSHIPS; And

PoWEr, In THIS COnTexT HAvIng 
An ImPACT Or InflUenCe.
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 It’s 4:30 in the morning, and you’re so excited 
about your job you’re up before the alarm. In 
the darkness before sunrise, you’re furiously 

scrolling through texts, emails, and news on your smartphone 
as the java brews. If all goes well, you tell yourself, you’ll be in 
the office a good two hours ahead of everyone—not because 
you’re trying to impress the boss, but because you love 
your job. 

Or maybe the alarm isn’t set for 4:30 at all. It’s more like 6:30, 
because you can’t think of any reason to get up early for, of all 
things, work! even then, you aren’t out of bed. You hit snooze 
a half dozen times and roll over, dreading the cheerful looks 
you’ll get from your colleagues later this morning—that is, if 
you can convince yourself to get up.  

So which sounds better? 

To take control of career, you need to generate that inner pre-
dawn drive—google-mapping the fastest route to work instead 
of inventing ways to “legitimately” come in late. And you’ll 
need this sense of hustle day in and day out.

What 
gEtS 

You uP 
WIthout 

thE 
alarm?



21

ChaPtEr onE      Taking Control

c01 21 September 25, 2019 5:50 PM

thE SIx StagES 
of CarEEr 

dEvEloPmEnt

Even though your career is a string of two- to four-year jobs, it 
isn’t without a plan or purpose. No matter how many times you loop 

around the labyrinth, you’re still headed toward an overarching goal—
that is, if you have a map to follow.

While the career journey is different for everyone, there is a master 
plan that governs just about any journey, as defined by the Six Stages of 
Career Development.

It’s important to calibrate this journey. It isn’t a ladder, one job to the 
next. Rather, you’ll travel through various stages of development, spend-
ing more time in some than others. You may have one or two jobs in one 
stage and several jobs in another. You may traverse all six stages, or stop 
at some intermediate point. It’s up to you.

But as a pathway of what’s possible, the Six Stages of Career Devel-
opment can help you keep track of where you’ve been, where you are, and 
where you’re going.

    the first Stage: 
follower 

At phase one, you are a 
follower. Typically, this 
is associated with a first 
professional job out of 
college. As a follower, 
you are action-oriented 
and task-focused as 
you carry out what oth-
ers tell you to do. You 
will never lead if you 
don’t know how to fol-
low someone!

    the Second Stage: 
Collaborator 

Soon you will begin to 
collaborate with oth-
ers. You’re still operat-
ing from your technical 
skill set, but you begin 
to develop people skills 
through collaboration 
with peers on your team.

 the third Stage: 
Instructor 

As a first-time team 

leader or manager, 
you’re tapping your 
people skills when 
you give instructions 
to your team, which 
may comprise only one 
person. The key here is 
whether you effectively 
instruct people on 
what needs to be done, 
instead of being the 
one to do it. Jobs that 
help you progress at 
this level include:
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As with any long-term strategy, you’ll need to look beyond the needs 
of the moment to consider a longer time frame, especially the skill devel-
opment that occurs from job to job. With greater competence and con-
fidence, you can advance to new and unfamiliar terrain on your career 
journey. This will mean jobs and assignments that best increase your 
learning, expand your skills, and lead you to the next job. 

Staff Leadership 
At this level, you have the 
responsibility but not the 
authority. Typical examples 
include planning projects, 
installing new systems, 
troubleshooting problems, 
negotiating with outside 
parties, and working in a 
staff group.

Staff to Line Shifts 
This involves moving 
to a job with an easily 
determined bottom line 
or results, managing 
bigger scope and/or scale, 
demonstrating new skills/
perspectives, and taking on 
unfamiliar aspects of your 
assignments.

    the fourth Stage: 
manager 

Your skill set builds 
as you manage larger 
teams with bigger goals 
and objectives. You 
will need to motivate 

direct reports and learn 
how to manage them 
by giving them objec-
tives and goals, as well 
as the means to pursue 
and achieve them. for 
example, you may be 
in a “change manager” 
role—managing a sig-
nificant effort to change 
something or imple-
ment something of sig-
nificance, such as total 
work systems, major 
new processes and pro-
cedures, m&A integra-
tion, responses to major 
competitor initiatives, 
and reorganizations.

    the fifth Stage:  
Influencer 

now things get inter-
esting! At this stage you 
transition away from 
directly managing a 
team to influencing peo-
ple, especially those 
who do not directly 

report to you. Influ-
ence is a key leadership 
skill that you need to 
develop in order to work 
with people across the 
organization, especially 
those who do not report 
to you. In fact, you could 
be influencing people in 
other departments who 
are at your level, or even 
a level above you.  

    the Sixth Stage: 
leader 

At this level, you 
spend much of your 
time empowering and 
inspiring others. As a 
leader, you don’t tell 
people what to do; 
rather, you tell them 
what to think about. 
Your biggest priority 
is to motivate people 
so that they can do 
more and become more 
than even they thought 
possible.
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Your InSIdE and 
outSIdE StratEgIES

over the course of your career, you’re going to pursue numer-
ous opportunities, both inside and outside your company, and in all 

kinds of business climates—from strong demand for people with your 
skills and experience to more difficult times when companies are down-
sizing and competition is more intense.

But when you take control, it doesn’t really matter what’s happening 
“out there.” At all times and in all conditions, you must have both inside 
and outside strategies to keep your career on track. 

It comes down to two words: indis-
pensability and insurance. Inside your 
company, you want to be indispensable, 
especially to your boss. That buys you job 
security during downsizing, because you’re 
the last person your boss wants to let go 

of—you’re simply indispensable! On 
the outside, you have the “insur-

ance” that comes from building 
relationships in your network and 
continuously looking outward as 

you target opportunities elsewhere. 
When the opportunity is right or when 

you need to make a move, you’re poised and 
ready. Most importantly, you never make 
a move because you’re panicked. Avoiding 
those desperate job changes is the number 
one thing you can do for yourself to keep 
from derailing your career progress.

You Want to bE 
IndISPEnSablE, 
ESPECIallY 
to Your boSS. 
that buYS You 
job SECurItY.
You’rE thE 
laSt PErSon 
Your boSS 
WantS to 
lEt go of—
You’rE SImPlY 
IndISPEnSablE!
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thE InSIdE 
StratEgY: 

IndISPEnSabIlItY

You need to be the go-to person who gets it done. You’re 
laser-focused on your boss’s priorities and the overarching goals of 

the organization. Here’s how:



25

ChaPtEr onE      Taking Control

c01 25 September 25, 2019 5:50 PM

buSY doESn’t Cut It.
It isn’t activity that matters—
it’s all about accomplishments. 
Connect your day-to-day activ-
ity to how you’re addressing the 
boss’s priorities and helping 
achieve the team’s and the com-
pany’s goals.

movE thE nEEdlE. 
measurement matters. If you’re 
in sales, you’re probably being 
held accountable for quotas and 
similar metrics. but even if you’re 
in It, finance, marketing, hr, 
or other functions, you can (and 
should) connect the dots between 
what you do every day and mov-
ing the needle toward the com-
pany’s objectives.

foCuS on What 
ISn’t bEIng donE. 
look for what is not currently 
being done and take it on. You’ll 
go a long way to proving your 
indispensability and your abil-
ity to take on more responsibili-
ties should the workforce shrink. 
but keep in mind that there will 
be times when this will increase 
your burden. for example, during 
the last recession, it wasn’t 
uncommon for one person to be 
doing the work of two or three. 
those who took on that respon-
sibility without complaining 

positioned themselves for career 
growth as things improved. are 
you willing to do that?

gEt on thE rIght 
tEam. 
Companies often lean more heav-
ily on certain strategies than 
others to generate growth and/or 
increase profitability. volunteer 
for task forces and projects that 
increase your knowledge and 
exposure. the more you can align 
yourself—directly or indirectly—
with those key initiatives now, the 
better positioned you’ll be later.

aCt lIkE You alrEadY 
havE thE nExt job. 
one way to advance within your 
current organization is to act like 
you’re already at the next level. 
In fact, when you officially get 
the title and the bigger scope of 
responsibilities, people shouldn’t 
be surprised. the best compliment 
you can receive on your promotion 
is, “oh, I thought you were already 
at that level.” Show that you’re 
comfortable working with people 
several levels above you. Earn the 
respect of not only your boss but 
also your boss’s boss. think sub-
stance! If you see a problem, own 
it and address it. With more expe-
rience, you can even anticipate 
problems before they arise. 
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thE outSIdE 
StratEgY: 

havIng “InSuranCE”

Even as you implement your inside strategy to become indis-
pensable, you need to look externally as well. There will be times 

when the next best move is with another employer. You may even change 
industries or take on a new role in order to expand your skill sets and 
experience. 

There are also times when your outside strategy acts as a contin-
gency plan in case things happen that are beyond your control. For 
example, your boss may leave (or be fired), or your department may be 
reduced, outsourced, or eliminated. If that happens, you’re going to need 
a rip cord to pull externally so you can land on your feet. To give yourself 
a sense of urgency, ask yourself: What would you do if you knew you were 
being let go in six months?

In every circumstance and business climate, you need to have 
“insurance” to give yourself the maximum opportunities.

targEt 
oPPortunItIES.
Start now to identify opportunities 
outside your company by target-
ing. make a list of the industries 
that fit your background and skill 
set. What companies interest you 
most? do you admire their mis-
sion and purpose, and can you see 
yourself working there? What geo-
graphic areas appeal to you?

buIld 
rElatIonShIPS. 
notice I did not say “network.” 
before you can network—i.e., 
approach people for help get-
ting a job or to inquire about a job 
opening in their company—you 
need to build a strong network 
through relationships. do things 
that others find valuable, such 
as acting as a sounding board, 
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thE brutal truth

be honest: as you read this advice, did you automatically 
think “I do that … and that … and that one too”? Really? If you do, 

then you probably are advancing regularly in your career. If that’s not 
happening, then you might want to reconsider what’s really your truth.

The problem is, people lie all the time, especially to themselves. They 
convince themselves that they’re go-getters, but the truth is that the last 
thing they went out and got was probably lunch. They’re complacent, walk-
ing around in a state of comfortable numbness. They think that time in a 
chair and doing a “decent job” will eventually get them noticed. The phone 
will ring, and a new job will await them—like they’ve won the lottery or one 
of those radio call-in contests.

That’s not how it works. If you don’t wake up to this brutal honesty with 
yourself then you don’t have hustle. You’ll just keep hitting the snooze but-
ton on your career (and probably, literally, every morning). But it doesn’t 
have to be that way. You can become more engaged and motivated to per-
form at a consistently high level that leads to advancement.

providing help or advice, or pass-
ing along an interesting article. 

loSE thE rESumE. 
Yes, you do need an up-to-date 
resume. but don’t expect it to be 
more than 10 percent of what it 
takes to get a new job (not the 
90 percent that people assume). 

Instead, focus on the story you 
tell about yourself, your purpose 
and passion, and your accom-
plishments. get in the habit of 
presenting yourself this way as 
you build relationships and net-
work with people, both inside and 
outside the company.
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thE four CarEEr
 knoCkout PunChES

finally, as your career path progresses, you’ll need to develop 
in four key areas. Each is so important to your advancement, I call 

them “knockout punches.” Possess them, and you’ll be a knockout in any 
job. Fail to develop them, and you’ll be knocked out by the competition. 

You can use these knockout punches as a guide to point you in the 
direction of specific opportunities that will help you develop each of 
them. Like the Six Stages of Career Development, these “punches” are 
the longer-term view of how to take control and advance to where you 
want to be next. 

1 a global mindset. 
You will be required to show some global experi-
ence, such as an international assignment or, at a 

minimum, work on a global team that requires signifi-
cant travel to operations or clients abroad. (See Chapter 
thirteen, “going global,” to help you.) You must develop 
a global mindset if you want to compete in a market-
place that is both borderless and heavily influenced by 
local nuance. You’ll deal with different languages, cul-
tural norms, and business rules, which will provide you 
with opportunities to grow and stretch. You’ll develop 
cross-cultural agility, enabling you to work with and 
relate to people across multiple cultures.

2 dealing with ambiguity. 
You must be comfortable with ambiguity. In fact, 
studies show that 90 percent of the problems con-

fronting managers and people in higher positions are 
ambiguous—neither the problem nor the solution is 
clear. dealing with ambiguity means making good deci-
sions based on the information you have at the time. If 
you can deal with ambiguity, you can effectively cope 
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with change, decide and act without knowing the total 
picture, shift gears comfortably, and handle risk and 
uncertainty.

3 handling and 
managing change. 
organizations today are dealing with unprece-

dented levels of change. Consider the rapid advance-
ments in technology: artificial intelligence and 
machine learning, the Internet of things, and the disin-
termediation that continues to disrupt industries. being 
comfortable with change means not only reacting to it, 
but also being a catalyst for it. You must demonstrate 
the ability to handle and manage change by putting 
new ideas into practice and being highly interested in 
continuous improvement. You are cool under pressure 
and can handle the heat and consequences of being on 
the front line of change.

4 mastering a faster pace. 
along with widespread change, businesses are 
experiencing a faster pace of play. Everything 

from product cycles to time to market is being com-
pressed, so you must be able to handle the faster pace. 
You know how to encourage others to work smarter and 
use technology to their advantage, but you don’t push 
the organization at a pace faster than it can handle.

 

These aren’t check-the-box competencies; they take time to master. 
But if you take control of your journey, you will ensure that you gain 
these experiences, as they will be essential to your growth.  
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C o n t I n u E d

for takIng Control
Find your inner hustle. Call it fire in the belly, or 
drive. It is the sustaining energy that keeps you 
moving, especially when the going gets tough.  
With hustle, you’ll recognize those difficult times as 
opportunities to challenge yourself, learn, and grow.

Know what motivates you (and it isn’t money). 
The science of human behavior tells us that 
achievement (mastery), affiliation (relationships 
and belonging), and power (influence) are 
powerful, deep-seated motivations. Connecting 
with your motivation will enhance your 
engagement. 

navigate by the Six Stages of Career development. 
each stage acts as a point along the map outlining 
a long journey. You will spend more time in some 
stages than others. You may not get to all six. But 
being aware of each stage, you’ll have a general 
road map to follow on your sojourn.

Have an inside and an outside strategy. Over 
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the course of your career, you’re going to pursue 
numerous opportunities, both inside and outside 
your company. with strategies for both, you’ll 
become indispensable to your current boss and 
position yourself to advance within your current 
employer—while gaining “insurance” in case you 
have to or want to make a move to a new external 
opportunity. 

focus on the four “knockout punches.” You must 
have these key “punches”—a global mindset, 
dealing with ambiguity, handling and managing 
change, and mastering a faster pace—in your 
arsenal if you want to advance. each skill is 
developed and practiced over time, as you gain 
experience and expertise.
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UnCOvERing 
YOUR Blind 

SPOTS:
Are You

Self-Aware?

The lecture hall was nearly 
full, and every eye was trained 
in my direction. At the end of 
my presentation on career 

development at this prestigious univer-
sity, a young man in the back row called 
out, “What’s the one thing I need to know 
so I can get your job one day?” He sat, arms 
folded, his baseball cap on backward.

iT 
STARTS

W
iTH 

YOU ...

Chapter Two

35
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“There is one important quality,” I replied. “It’s so important, in 
fact, it’s the foundation for your career development.”

Now I had their attention.
When I asked the students what they thought that secret ingredi-

ent was, they came up with the predictable list: their intelligence, their 
digital savvy, their connections—plus the fact that they were attend-
ing one of the best schools in the country. Not one of them guessed the 
real answer.

“Whether you’re trying to get a job or keep a job, it comes down to 
the same: self-awareness,” I told them. “You can’t go through life think-
ing you’re this when you’re really that. You can’t pretend to be a lion if 
you’re only a squirrel.”

Self-awareness is everything—and it’s a concept you’re going to read 
about not only in this chapter but throughout this book. If you aren’t self-
aware, you’ll never learn, never grow, and definitely never improve. You’ll 
ignore your blind spots, overestimate your strengths, and gloss over your 
weaknesses. And that is a recipe for derailing your career. 

The cost of self-delusion is high. Research shows that people who 
greatly overstate their abilities are 6.2 times more likely to derail than 
those who have accurate self-awareness. If that isn’t a case for becoming 
more self-aware, I don’t know what is. 
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I once engaged my senior team from 
all over the world in a live assessment of my 
leadership strengths and blind spots. I gath-
ered them to rate me using remote-control 
“clickers” to ensure anonymity. I brought 
in a facilitator who was a former hostage 
negotiator—this person clearly could han-
dle high-pressure situations. 

After each question, the clicker results 
immediately displayed on a huge screen 
at the front of the room. It was intense, to 
say the least. As insightful and appreciated 
as the feedback was, that wasn’t the only purpose of this exercise. My 
intention was to demonstrate a willingness to be vulnerable and hum-
ble, which are precursors to being self-aware. 

I put myself on the spot in order to model for my team the vulner-
ability of being willing to “look in the mirror”—in this case, publicly 
and transparently. That’s why, at the end of the three-hour session, I 

PEOPlE WHO 
OvERSTATE 
THEiR ABiliTiES 
ARE 6.2 TimES 
mORE likElY
TO dERAil.

Nobody can be good at everything. So 
shouldn’t I just focus on my strengths—my 

talents and what I do best?

 The problem with that approach is that people 
almost always overestimate their strengths. They 

think they’re far better at something than they really 
are. And they have blind spots that, no matter how 
glaring, they just can’t (or won’t) see. The truth is, no 
matter how strong your strengths are, your blind spots 
can absolutely derail you.
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gave each person a small mirror as a reminder that a leader can only 
inspire and motivate others if he or she is willing to undertake an hon-
est self-assessment. Only by looking in the mirror can you lead yourself, 
before you lead others. 

So if you’re serious about taking control and advancing in your 
career, you need to be AWARE:

A	    Avoid the “brick wall”
W	   Wake up to your blind spots
A	    Assess your traits and drivers
R	    Rate your competencies
E	    Express your experiences

A      AvOid THE “BRiCk WAll”

let’s say you’re a rising star—not only a high performer but 
also high potential. Your boss notices this, along with your eager-

ness to take on bigger assignments. So you get more responsibility. 
Then—suddenly, dramatically—you hit a wall. You can’t keep up. 

Deadlines are missed. You “lose it” in team meetings. You start to blame 
others. You’re arrogant and ignore feedback. People don’t want to work 
for you. 
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This is classic career derailment. And if you’re like most people, until 
you crash and burn you won’t even know what hit you. The reason? Miss-
ing the first “A” in AWARE: you failed to notice the brick wall that was 
looming in front of you.

It’s not that you’ve lost all your potential, it’s that something bigger 
and more corrosive got in the way. And it isn’t just about the obvious few 
missed deadlines or product launch gone awry. It’s far deeper than that. 
You have serious blind spots about how you act, interact, and get work 
done that led you straight into that wall. 

As you’ll read in this chapter, all of us have traits, drivers, and com-
petencies. Along with our experiences, these components are what Korn 
Ferry calls the “Four Dimensions” (4D for short) that define talent.

The 4D (which you’ll assess for yourself later in this chapter) reveal 
not only what you’re good at but also those blind spots that can derail 
you. This is “mirror, mirror” time, and you need the unvarnished truth. 
Everyone has blind spots. Everyone needs feedback to grow.

Based on our work with very talented and high-potential people at 
all levels, here are the most common derailers:

Four dimensions 
That define Talent

TRAiTS: your behaviors, natural tendencies, and abilities

dRivERS: your motivations, values, and what’s important to you

COmPETEnCiES: what	you’re	proficient	at

ExPERiEnCES: the sum total of your accomplishments
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1      UnAWAREnESS. You 
can’t see yourself as you are; 
overestimate your strengths and 
underestimate your weaknesses; 
lack self-knowledge.

2      RigidiTY. You resist change; 
struggle outside your comfort zone; 
have	real	difficulty	adapting	to	new	
things, whether a boss, process, 
technology, or strategy. 

3      diSORgAnizATiOn. You let 
things fall through the cracks; 
overcommit and underdeliver; drop 
the ball on key details; are seen as 
unreliable.

4      ARROgAnCE. You always 
think you’re right; dismiss others’ 
input and ideas; make others feel 
inferior; are detached. 

5      UnTRUSTWORTHinESS. You 
say one thing and do another; break 
confidences;	gossip	about	others.

6      CRACking UndER 
PRESSURE. You can’t handle 
pressure and stress; are emotional 
and unpredictable—even getting 
hostile toward others; have lower 
performance when things get 
tough.

7      dEFEnSivEnESS. You 
can’t take criticism and negative 
feedback; deny mistakes and faults; 
blame others—and the messenger.

8      nOT BEing A TEAm PlAYER. 
You don’t pull together with others; 
don’t share credit for successes; you 
undermine team spirit. 

9      HEARing, BUT nOT 
liSTEning. You hear, but you 
don’t really listen; are insensitive—
unaware of or unfeeling about the 
impact of what you say and do to 
others; have poor interpersonal 
skills and never ask about others.

10      POOR PERFORmAnCE. 
You’re inconsistent in hitting 
targets and objectives; can’t 
produce results across a variety 
of challenges; procrastinate; lack 
experience and expertise.

11      lACk OF indEPEndEnCE. 
You stay with the same boss or 
mentor	for	too	long;	have	difficulty	
handling tough assignments 
without help. 

12      OvERREliAnCE On OnE 
Skill. You are a “one-trick pony,” 
using the same core talent, function, 
or technology; act as if one talent 
alone	is	sufficient.

Bricks in the Wall:
The dirty dozen Career derailers
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W      WAkE UP  
TO YOUR Blind SPOTS

if you want to avoid hitting the wall at some point in your 
career, you need a big dose of self-awareness to see where you are 

lacking or have gaps in your development. This brings us to the “W” in 
AWARE: wake up to your blind spots. 

Some years ago, I met “Pamela,” a marketing leader who was devis-
ing and directing the strategy for a retail chain and really making an 
impact on the company. Not only was she a highly capable chief market-
ing officer, but she was also among a half-dozen candidates from across 
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CHAPTER TWO    Uncovering Your Blind Spots

the company who were being groomed as possible successors to the CEO 
within the next five years. 

While Pamela had definite strengths, particularly related to her cur-
rent position, she had a few weaknesses. For example, she knew she wasn’t 
as strong in financial acumen as she’d need to be as CEO. So when the 
company wanted the leading succession candidates to be assessed against 
the requirements of the CEO position, Pamela embraced the process.

Pamela got more than she bargained for. That deficit in financial 
acumen showed up, as expected. But there was other feedback, and it 
hit hard. The assessment showed blind spots when it came to import-
ant areas for advancing her career, such as having a global perspective, 
engaging and inspiring others, and tolerating ambiguity. It was a sober-
ing truth, but Pamela took it all in. If she wanted to reach the pinnacle in 
her career, she needed to address those blind spots. 

The day after she received the tough feedback, Pamela emailed 
the Korn Ferry assessment team: “I’m back in the office today, and I’m 
already working on my development areas.” Within a week, she had a 
plan to get three stretch assignments from the CEO, and she was seeking 
bimonthly feedback. To solidify her commitment, she hired a coach to 
work with her. Today, she is the CEO of a Fortune 1000 company.

Although that’s obviously a great outcome, don’t mistake that as the 
moral of the story. It isn’t about having the best assessment—it’s what you 
do with that information. Pamela woke up to her blind spots and did some-
thing about them. And you need to do the same, using the assessments 
you’ll find throughout this chapter (and now also on KFAdvance.com).
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A      ASSESS YOUR 
TRAiTS And dRivERS

now we really get into it—the second “A” in AWARE: assess 
your traits and drivers. Traits are the core, hardwired parts of your 

makeup. Some traits can be developed, but most are inborn. They define 
who you are. Drivers, meanwhile, are what motivate you—your passion 
and purpose. Together, they compose who you are.

YOUR TRAiTS— 
nATURAl TEndEnCiES 

And ABiliTiES

Traits are largely what you’re born with. They include your 
personality traits and intellectual capacity. Traits guide your behav-

ior, but at times they can be difficult to observe, which is why assessments 
are so important. Traits not only affect how you perform in your current 
job, they also put the spotlight on what you need to advance.

Traits can change slowly over time as you take on new challenges. 
For example, with practice and even some coaching, an introvert can 
become more outgoing and comfortable speaking with others. 

Here are some common traits and how they are defined in a busi-
ness context.
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To gET AN IN-dEpTH look AT YoUR 
TRAITS, HERE IS A SHoRT ASSESSmENT 
dERIvEd fRom koRN fERRY’S 
ExTENSIvE INTEllECTUAl pRopERTY.

AdAPTABiliTY: Comfortable 
with unanticipated changes of 
direction or approach. Those who 
are highly adaptable are willing 
and able to nimbly change, adapt 
easily to changes in situations, 
adjust to constraints, and manage 
or rebound from adversity.

ASSERTivEnESS: Able to take 
charge and direct others. people 
who are assertive tend to be seen 
as aggressive and decisive. 

CURiOSiTY: Can tackle prob-
lems in a novel way, sees patterns 
in complex information, and pur-
sues deep understanding. Those 
who are very curious enjoy solving 
complex problems with creative 
solutions and addressing issues 
in thoughtful and intellectually 
driven ways.

FOCUS: Has a preference for 
organization, procedure, and 
exactitude. Those who are highly 
focused demand structure and 
tend to be seen as systematic, 
detail oriented, and in control.

nEEd FOR ACHiEvEmEnT: 
motivated by work or activities 
that allow your skills and abilities 

to be tested against external stan-
dards. Those with a high need for 
achievement appreciate working 
hard, judge their own achieve-
ments according to their goals, 
and strive to meet and exceed 
standards.

PERSiSTEnCE: passionate and 
steadfast in pursuit of personally 
valued long-term or lifetime goals, 
despite obstacles, discouragement, 
or distraction. Highly persistent 
people push through obstacles and 
do	not	give	up	on	difficult	tasks.

RiSk-TAking: Willing to take 
a risk or a stand. Those who are 
comfortable with risk-taking 
may prefer success over security 
and exhibit a willingness to take 
substantial risk when making 
decisions.

TOlERAnCE OF AmBigUiTY: 
Comfortable with uncertain, 
vague, or contradictory 
information. people who can 
handle ambiguity are energized 
by these situations, are open to 
alternative solutions, and can 
work productively despite not 
having a clear view of the future.
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2 POinTS
disagree

3 POinTS
disagree

1 POinT
Strongly disagree

4 POinTS
Strongly disagree

3 POinTS
Agree

2 POinTS
Agree

4 POinTS
Strongly Agree

1 POinT
Strongly Agree

Score yourself
on questions 

2, 5, 7, 8, 11, and 12

Score yourself
on questions 

1, 3, 4, 6, 9, and 10

know 
Yourself Your kf4d Assessments

1 i understand people’s feelings  
 and motives.

2 i focus on the future or past  
 more than the present.

3 i strive to achieve lofty goals.

4 What happens to me depends   
 mostly on my own efforts.

5 i tend to seek out people who   
 think the way i do.

6  i tend to give people the benefit 
of the doubt.

7 new ideas take me off course.

8 i prefer independent work.

9 i am known for motivating others. 

10  i generally expect things to  
turn out for the best.

11  i’d rather not be in charge.

12 my work suffers when i am   
 stressed.

Assessing Your Traits
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PRESEnCE
Add items 1, 9, and 11 and refer to 
the descriptions below.

1 to 6 points
Your pattern of scores indicates a 
predisposition toward rationality, 
leading by example, and defer-
ring to others for direction. These 
characteristics are hallmarks of 
the “vital many” in organizations, 
and are sometimes associated 
with jobs whose tasks are repeat-
able, structured, and predictable. 
Interestingly, individuals work-
ing in administrative services, 
accounting, and manufacturing 
often show a similar pattern of 
scores.

7 to 12 points
Your pattern of scores indicates a 
predisposition toward social and 
emotional presence. You are likely 
to be viewed as sociable, persua-
sive, commanding, and poised. 
These characteristics are hall-
marks of organizational lead-
ers and high-level managers, and 
are typically associated with jobs 
whose tasks are novel and unpre-
dictable and involve people man-
agement. Similar scores are often 
seen among individuals in com-
munications, sales, marketing, 
retail, and executive management.

AgREEABlEnESS
Add items 5, 6, and 8 and refer
to the descriptions below.

1 to 6 points
Your pattern of scores indicates a 
predisposition toward skepticism, 
social caution, and independence. 
Your preference for solo efforts 
may sometimes present chal-
lenges to promotion, but can be an 
advantage for roles that require 
limited or only prescriptive col-
laboration. Similar patterns of 
scores are typically seen among 
individuals working in public 
safety, manufacturing, and legal 
and administrative services.

7 to 12 points
Your pattern of scores  
indicates a tendency to be con-
siderate, humble, collaborative, 
and inclusive, and to see people 
as generally trustworthy. These 
characteristics are key to positive 
teamwork outcomes and are often 
strongly sought after by employ-
ers. Similar results are often seen 
for individuals working in human 
resources, marketing, consulting,  
research and development, and 
executive management. 
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STRiving
Add items 3, 4, and 7 and refer
to the descriptions below.

1 to 6 points
Your pattern of scores indicates 
an aversion to competition, a ten-
dency to be opportunistic, and a 
predisposition toward believing 
that fate, luck, or uncontrollable 
forces play a large role in deter-
mining life outcomes. In general, 
this pattern is sometimes associ-
ated with increased creativity, but 
is not typical of upper-level man-
agers and can create challenges 
to job satisfaction and commit-
ment in any role. Similar patterns 
are often seen among individu-
als working in communications, 
customer service, administrative 
services, and especially creative 
roles.

7 to 12 points
Your pattern of scores indicates 
a predisposition toward achieve-
ment orientation, reliability, and 
persistence. You are likely to be 
viewed as hard-working, results 
driven, and dependable. You likely 
persist in the face of obstacles 
when pursuing goals. These char-
acteristics are a key to success 
in any role and are seen at high 
levels among successful incum-
bents across the management 
pipeline. Similar scores are typi-
cally seen in individuals working 

in executive-management roles, 
strategic planning, legal, market-
ing, and healthcare.

POSiTiviTY
Add items 2, 10, and 12 and refer
to the descriptions below.

1 to 6 points
Your pattern of scores indicates 
a predisposition toward real-
ism, emotional transparency, and 
rumination. A tendency to dwell 
on the past or future can be a key 
to learning from experience, but 
is also sometimes associated 
with elevated stress and anxiety. 
However,	people	may	find	it	easy	
to know your mood, which can 
be refreshing and is sometimes 
needed in communication. Sim-
ilar scores are often seen among 
individuals working in manufac-
turing,	creative	fields,	communi-
cations, and sales.

7 to 12 points
Your pattern of scores indicates a 
tendency toward positivity, opti-
mism, composure, and mindful-
ness. You may have a tendency to 
reserve judgment and “live in the 
moment,” which can serve as a pro-
tection against stress and anxiety. 
Similar score patterns are typically 
seen among individuals working in 
public safety, healthcare, retail, and 
executive management.



48

CHAPTER TWO      Uncovering Your Blind Spots

c02 48 September 25, 2019 5:53 PM

dRivERS: WHAT mOTivATES YOU

drivers can be very specific or very broad. They also can 
fluctuate based on your circumstances or stage in life. At every 

stage, they are crucial to where you will fit best—in what kind of com-
pany culture and environment and working for what kind of boss. And 
they’ll tell you how likely you are to be engaged by your job. 

When you know what drives you, your career advancement follows 
a more definitive path. It’s easier to find an organization that is aligned 
with your purpose. In the same way, when organizations understand 
what drives people, they find it easier to connect with them—to under-
stand what makes them tick and tap into their energy. If there’s a mis-
match between a person’s drivers and the organizational culture, that’s 
bad news for all involved. 

✔ Thursdays are the new Fridays, and Fridays the new   
 Saturdays—and mondays … well, enough said.

✔ When you are out of the office, you set up an automatic response  
 that states “i will have no access to email …” like where, mars?

✔ You wish your commute were longer.

✔ You welcome really long calls from your in-laws.

✔ Your desk is a great place to nap.

✔ Your lunch hour typically ends with you saying, “Oh shoot— 
 i had a 3:30 meeting.”

✔ You keep beating your personal best in Candy Crush … at work.

Signs That 
 You’ve Checked out
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Your drivers or motivators lie at the heart of critical questions: 
What’s most important to you? What do you find rewarding? Most sig-
nificantly, your drivers factor into culture fit, engagement, and perfor-
mance. Here are some drivers and how they affect motivation and per-
formance in the workplace. (Again, be sure to take the assessment that 
follows here or on KFAdvance.com.) 

BAlAnCE: The motivation 
to achieve a balance between 
work and personal life. Those 
who score high in this area pre-
fer	work-related	flexibility	and	
broadly	defined	self-development,	
and they avoid high-stress, 
life-defining	job	roles.

CHAllEngE: The motivation to 
achieve in the face of tough obsta-
cles. Those with this motivation 
prefer challenging and competi-
tive work assignments and envi-
ronments that often preclude them 
from operating comfortably and in 
familiar ways.

COllABORATiOn: The prefer-
ence to work interdependently, to 
make decisions, and pursue goals 
in a group. Those who are highly 
collaborative prefer to be part of 
teams, to build consensus, share 
responsibility, and use social 
behaviors to achieve work-related 
success.

indEPEndEnCE: The prefer-
ence for independence and an 
entrepreneurial approach. Those 
who desire independence pre-
fer freedom from organizational 
constraints and want to set and 
pursue their own vision. They 
also value employability over job 
security. 

POWER: The desire to achieve 
work-related	status	and	influ-
ence, and to make an impact on 
the organization. Those who seek 
power desire visibility and respon-
sibility within an organization, 
and they want to acquire a high 
degree	of	influence.

STRUCTURE: The preference 
for work-related stability, predict-
ability, and structure. Those with 
this preference value job secu-
rity, familiar problems and solu-
tions, and jobs that often require 
depth and specialized knowledge 
or skill.



50

CHAPTER TWO      Uncovering Your Blind Spots

c02 50 September 25, 2019 5:53 PM

1  developing and pursuing your  
own vision

2 Working with others toward  
 a common goal

3 Achieving a balanced and   
 multifaceted lifestyle

4 gaining the respect and  
 recognition of others

5 Winning against tough  
 competition

6  Predictability and stability

7  Freedom from organizational
 constraints

8 influence and power

9 new and challenging assignments 

10 Traditions and consistency

11  Belonging and acceptance  
in a group

12 Work-life balance

Assessing Your drivers

2 POinTS
little

1 POinT
very little 

3 POinTS
Some

4 POinTS
very much

Add items 1, 4, 5, 7, 8,
and 9 to calculate
your  promotion-

focused score

Add items 2, 3, 6, 10,
11, and 12 to calculate

your preservation-
focused score

Compare your 
promotion-focused and 

preservation-focused 
scores to see which 

is higher. Then read 
the description of 

the higher driver for 
insights from similar 

responders.

How much are you motivated by …

know 
Yourself Your kf4d Assessments
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PROmOTiOn-FOCUSEd  
dESCRiPTiOn

Your pattern of scores indi-
cates promotion-focused moti-
vational tendencies. This means 
that in work you typically strive 
to approach desired circum-
stances, rather than avoid unde-
sired circumstances. You are 
likely to experience eagerness 
with goal striving and joy with 
goal attainment. Individuals who 
are promotion focused tend to pre-
fer challenging roles that allow 
opportunity for personal growth, 
upward mobility, and achieve-
ment. They may pursue the 
respect and recognition of oth-
ers and/or tend toward an entre-
preneurial spirit and approach to 
work, while preferring environ-
ments in which promotion and 
rewards are granted according to 
merit. Individuals working in cre-
ative roles are among the high-
est scorers on promotion-focused 
motives. other high scorers often 
include executive managers, sales 
people, strategic planners, and 
financial-services	professionals.

PRESERvATiOn- 
FOCUSEd dESCRiPTiOn

Your pattern of scores indicates 
preservation-focused motiva-
tional tendencies. This means 
that in work you typically strive 
to avoid undesired circumstances, 
rather than approach and strive 
for desired circumstances. Indi-
viduals who are preservation 
focused tend to strive for stabil-
ity, reliability, and if possible, low 
stress at work. They are motivated 
by job security, achieving a well-
rounded background lifestyle, 
structured	well-defined	roles,	
and being part of a supportive 
group. They typically prefer jobs 
in which promotion and reward 
come via seniority and/or tenure. 
Individuals working in healthcare 
are among the highest scorers on 
preservation-focused motives. 
other high scorers often include 
educators, lawyers, and people 
working in research and develop-
ment and engineering.
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R      RATE YOUR COmPETEnCiES 

now that you have a better understanding of who you are 
(your traits and drivers), you can take a deeper dive into what you 

do. This brings us to the “R” in AWARE: rate your competencies—
those skills and abilities you possess that are essential for advancing in 
your career and achieving success. 

What makes you successful? It’s a straightforward question, yet most 
people can’t answer it. They fumble around, describing what they’ve done 
or reciting their job description. But they have no idea what their compe-
tencies are, because they don’t understand the concept.

Your competencies may include some natural talent. But many com-
petencies are intentionally developed over time and built up as part of a 
particular job assignment. Functional and technical skills are also part of 
your competencies. For example, if you’re in finance, then having strong 
financial acumen is a big part of your competency. Some competencies 
are harder to develop than others, but with the right motivation and 
support (coaching, stretch assignments, feedback) nearly everyone can 
make measurable progress on competencies. 
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2 POinTS
low Skill

1 POinT
no Skill

3 POinTS
Skilled

4 POinTS
very Skilled

Score yourself on  
questions 1–14

1  managing conflicts

2 Having a broad perspective

3 Understanding the business

4 Ensuring accountability in 
 yourself and others

5 Staying engaged when things 
 are unclear

6  Addressing the needs of multiple 
stakeholders

7 making and executing plans

8 inspiring others

9 Collaborating

10 leading yourself and others 
 through a crisis

11 Communicating effectively to 
 diverse audiences

12 Building effective teams

13  developing your skills, knowledge, 
and abilities

14  delegating and removing obstacles to 
get work done

Assessing Your Competencies

know 
Yourself Your kf4d Assessments
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PEOPlE COmPETEnCiES
Add items 1, 8, 9, 11, and 12 and
refer to the descriptions below.

High Score ≥15 / High scorers on peo-
ple competencies use communica-
tion skills along with interpersonal 
and organizational savvy to develop 
talent and navigate through orga-
nizations. High scores are notably 
associated with increased promo-
tion likelihood and better perfor-
mance in most roles. Job functions 
such as executive management, 
customer/client service, marketing, 
sales, and even information technol-
ogy all tend to have individuals with 
elevated people competencies. 

low Score <15 / low scorers on 
people competencies tend to pre-
fer and do better working inde-
pendently and in task-oriented ways. 
Technical and process-oriented 
roles are more common among 
low scorers. Without strong peo-
ple competencies, promotion can 
be	difficult,	as	can	performance	
in many of today’s organizations, 
which increasingly rely on collabo-
ration, group efforts, and leadership 
via	lateral	influence.	Lower	scores	
are typically seen among accoun-
tants and administrative-services 
professionals.

THOUgHT 
COmPETEnCiES
Add items 2, 3, and 6 and refer
to the descriptions below.

High Score ≥9 / High scorers 
on thought competencies tend 
to combine business insight 
with broad and strategic think-
ing in ways that help them man-
age and deal with complexity. 
They tend toward innovation and 
well-informed organization-related 
decision-making. As with peo-
ple competencies, high scores in 
thought competencies are notably 
associated with increased promo-
tion likelihood and better perfor-
mance in most roles. Job functions 
such as executive management, 
strategic	planning,	financial	ser-
vices, marketing, research and 
development, and information tech-
nology all tend to be occupied by 
individuals with elevated thought 
competencies. 

low Score <9 / low scorers on 
thought competencies tend to have 
a narrow perspective on work and 
organizational outcomes. They pre-
fer tried-and-true methods and 
structured work environments with 
more rote tasks and less complexity. 
Without strong thought competen-
cies,	promotion	can	be	difficult,	as	
can performance in many of today’s 
organizations, which are increas-
ingly complex, fast paced, and 
change-oriented. 
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RESUlTS 
COmPETEnCiES
Add items 4, 7, and 14 and refer
to the descriptions below.

High Score ≥9 / High scorers on 
results competencies tend to com-
bine action orientation, resourceful-
ness, and effective planning to drive 
execution and results. They tend to 
value and demonstrate hard work 
and accountability in themselves 
and others. While high scores are 
markedly associated with increased 
promotion likelihood and better 
performance in virtually all roles, 
related skills are relatively easy to 
develop in many cases. Job func-
tions such as executive manage-
ment, strategic planning, sales, 
manufacturing, and operations 
tend to be occupied by individu-
als with notably elevated results 
competencies. 

low Score <9 / low scorers on 
results competencies tend to have 
a steady, unfocused and deferential 
approach to work. They defer to oth-
ers to make plans, to ensure execu-
tion, and to maintain accountability 
within the organization. They may 
seem content or even complacent, 
are not driven by competition or high 
standards, and don’t place value on 
exceeding expectations. Without 
strong results competencies, both 
promotion and performance can be 
difficult	in	most	roles.	

SElF-COmPETEnCiES
Add items 5, 10, and 13 and refer to 
the descriptions below.

High Score ≥9 / High scorers on 
self-competencies tend to combine 
fast learning with resilience in ways 
that help them make the most of their 
experiences, including successes and 
failures. They tend to be adaptable 
and courageous, and able to man-
age and navigate ambiguous circum-
stances. High scores are markedly 
associated with increased promo-
tion likelihood and better perfor-
mance in most roles. Unlike results 
competencies, however, many key 
self-competencies are scarce and rel-
atively hard to develop. Job functions 
such as executive management, stra-
tegic planning, and creative roles tend 
to be occupied by individuals with 
notably elevated self-competencies.
 
low Score <9  / low scorers on 
self-competencies tend to have an 
inflexible	and	process-oriented	
approach to work, while prefer-
ring roles that are well structured, 
detail-oriented, and predictable. They 
may not learn effectively from expe-
riences, especially failures, and may 
fail to adapt to changing or diverse cir-
cumstances. They may lack resilience 
and fail in crisis situations. Without 
strong self-competencies, promotion 
can	be	difficult,	as	can	performance	in	
many of today’s organizations, which 
are increasingly complex and change- 
oriented, and characterized by periods 
of ambiguity in goals and solutions. 
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E      ExPRESS YOUR 
ExPERiEnCES

now we come to the “E” in AWARE: express your experi-
ences, which along with competencies are part of “what you do.” 

There’s no surprise here. Your experiences are what you’ve done—the  
bullet points on your resume. But it doesn’t stop there. What most peo-
ple don’t fully appreciate is what experiences can do: they help you  
define the story you tell. 

Experiences transcend job titles. It’s all about accomplishments—
the story you tell about yourself, whether you’re networking with 
someone or interviewing for a new position, internal or external. Your 

experiences are the narrative of your career pro-
gression that allows people to get to know you. 
Don’t go on and on about all your activities, 
instead of focusing on your accomplishments. 
(You’ll make people wonder: Do you have any?)

Amassing experiences is akin to strength 
training at the gym. The weight and num-
ber of repetitions both matter. Heavyweight 
jobs are those that include high visibility, a 
risk of failure, ambiguity, and a broad scope 
of responsibility. The more difficult and per-
spective broadening the experience, the faster 

it bulks up muscle. It’s ongoing—upward and outward. This is not 
a “one and done” process to get to the next job. It’s the long game 
played throughout your career.

The fundamental tools to guide you are here in this chapter. This 
is the “rinse and repeat” of continuously becoming more self-aware, 
uncovering blind spots (you will always have areas you need to develop), 

YOUR 
ExPERiEnCES

ARE THE 
nARRATivE OF 
YOUR CAREER 
PROgRESSiOn.
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honing your traits, identifying your drivers, and building new com-
petencies. It’s a lifelong process. 

If you keep working on yourself, you will build a firm foundation 
for the rest of your career. But if you don’t, then what you’re building, 
by default, is that brick wall you’re going to hit at some point. The 
choice is yours.

The pages that follow offer advice, guidance, and real-world per-
spective on numerous areas that can help you take control and advance 
your career. Many of these areas are skill based, and most have to do 
with how you work and interact with others. But these upcoming chap-
ters by themselves will not be effective if you don’t do this work first, 
starting with becoming highly self-aware. 
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FOR BECOming  
SElF-AWARE
Self-awareness is self-improvement—the ability to 
see yourself clearly and honestly. It’s the truth about 
who you are and what you do.

Without knowing your blind spots, you’re vulnerable 
to hit a brick wall in your career—no matter how 
talented and high potential you are.

feedback and information about your strengths and 
weaknesses are only a start; what matters most is 
what you do with that input.

Assess, assess, assess. You can’t see yourself clearly 
if you only assume. You need to have the courage to 
truly look at yourself.

Define	the	story	you	can	tell	about	yourself—who	
you are, what you do, what motivates you, and what 
you’ve accomplished.
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MAking 
MoRE

MonEy: 
Accepting No, 
Getting to Yes

Whenever i give a speech, i 
know there’s one sure way 
to get everyone’s atten-
tion: talk about money. I’ll 

ask, “How many of you think you are under-
paid or overpaid? Can we have a show of 
hands, please?” I’ve yet to see anyone raise 
their hand for being overpaid.

And yet very rarely do people do any-
thing about it. There is a stigma—a massive

iT 
STARTS

W
iTH 

yoU ...

Chapter Three

61
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corporate taboo—around asking for more money. I get it, the “money 
conversation” is downright awkward. Money is a high-anxiety topic 
everyone hates; it’s emotionally charged. In relationships, money 
is one of the main reasons couples fight, more than in-laws or who 
should take the garbage out. In the workplace, it’s just as problem-
atic. No one knows how to engage in the money conversation. First, 
most people try an indirect approach. It always starts out the same 
way: “It’s not really about the money …” Really? Of course it’s about 
the money! But people are so uncomfortable talking about money 
that they’d rather avoid discussing it directly.

Or when people do ask for a raise, the way they go about it makes 
you wonder if they really want it—or whether they’ve thought about a 
raise strategy. Seriously, it’s sad how many folks work so hard to actu-
ally deserve a raise, then totally blow the way they go about asking for it. 
Many will just blurt it out during a meeting with a manager or back into 
the topic in a way that turns off the boss before they’ve even started. As 
for doing research, I can’t remember the last time I heard about some-
one checking out the market rate for their job before asking for a raise—

Given my workload and what I’ve accomplished, 
I feel I really deserve a raise—and more than the 

2 percent I got last year. How can I ask for a raise in 
a way that won’t upset my boss and ruin our working 
relationship?

 The “money conversation” isn’t one and done. It 
should be part of ongoing conversations about 

goals and deliverables. But the short answer is to pre-
pare! Write down your best case for receiving a raise in 
terms that will be most meaningful to your boss. It isn’t 
about the money you want—it’s the value you bring.
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indiRECT iREnE sends the 
boss an email that hints about 
wanting to discuss something. Or 
she leaves a voicemail: “I, uh, want 
to know if we can, uh, talk about 
something around, you know, 
my last raise … Not urgent. When 
you have time.” Now try to imag-
ine being on the receiving end of 
that request. You know full well 
she hasn’t thought about how the 
conversation is supposed to go. So 
nothing happens.

oUTTA-HERE olliE 
is just the opposite, being quite 
direct—only in the worst ways. 
He wakes up one morning and 
decides that today is the day. 
With two kids in college, a mort-
gage, and car payments, he needs 
more money, and this sense of 
panic forces him to act rashly. He 
marches into the boss’s office with 
an attitude of “if I don’t get a raise, 
I’m outta here.” That day, HR starts 
a search to find his replacement. 
Ollie was indeed outta there. 

RESEnTfUl REnEE neither 
complains nor says thank you 
when she gets a cost-of-living 
increase. Yet inside her is a soul 
burning with anger. She knows 
she’s getting what everyone 

gets, but even though she can’t 
quite prove why, she believes she 
deserves more. And in her mind, 
someday the world will wake up 
and realize her value. Until then, 
she will take her pay quietly 
and refuse to do any extra work 
whatsoever—which of course only 
guarantees the same cost-of-living 
increase the following year.

PASSivE-AggRESSivE PAUl 
doesn’t hesitate to complain to any 
of his colleagues who will listen 
that his pay is way off. He has no 
idea how much others are actually 
earning but tries to spread his neg-
ativity around because misery loves 
company. Few, if any, bite. Never-
theless, PAP tells his boss he hears 
others are unhappy about their pay. 
The boss sees right through it.

lying lARRy tries the oldest 
trick in the book, trying to force 
his boss’s hand by claiming to 
have another job offer with a sig-
nificant raise in salary. (There is 
a strategy around this when you 
really do have another offer—read 
on—but Larry only fabricated his.) 
When the boss asks to see the 
offer letter (I typically do this, and 
so do other companies), Larry has 
nothing to show. 

or tried to get some insight into what their boss or boss’s boss might be 
thinking at the time. 

In fact, the problem is so widespread it’s easy to categorize these 
requests into a handful of characters. What’s interesting is how differ-
ently each one goes about asking for money, but they all end up in the 
same unhappy place.
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There’s absolutely nothing wrong with asking for more money—
so long as it’s done the right way. Asking for money won’t be a blemish 
on your reputation. You can be the squeaky wheel who gets the boss’s 
attention. But it’s important to realize that this is a serious endeavor and 
should never be rushed or done impulsively. Most people, however, want 
what they want when they want it. When it comes to getting a bigger pay-
check, they can’t figure out why the boss isn’t delivering. They think the 
boss is just being stingy. The fact is, your boss simply isn’t thinking about 
you and your paycheck as much as you are. More money does not come 
on demand.

How to Ask for More

M    Meet face-to-face with your boss
o    Own your performance objectives
R    Research your “worth”
E    Envision your endgame

If you get the raise—
congratulations!

If not, get clarity 
from your boss 
on what you must 
deliver to earn the 
raise you want.
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RAiSing THE MonEy iSSUE

if you really want more, you need to understand and address two 
basic problems. The first is knowing how to discuss money with your 

boss. The second and far more important challenge is knowing how to 
align your self-interest with your boss’s. Put yourself in your boss’s shoes: 
What absolutely needs to get done and how can you help accomplish 
those goals? Once you’re thinking performance first, pay second, you can 
begin to ask using one of my favorite acronyms: MoRE.

M     MEET fACE-To-fACE:
THE oPEning ConvERSATion 

To gET MoRE 

The real way to ask for a raise isn’t to start with the money 
talk. Rather, the goal is to initiate a dialogue with your boss. This 

brings us to the “M” in MoRE—meeting face-to-face. You want in-person 
discussions about the boss’s priorities and short-term goals and how you 
can contribute to team success in a big way. Taking on more and larger 
responsibilities is a natural pivot to discuss how you’re compensated.

Before you meet with your boss, think about leverage—and who has 
it. For example, are you easily replaceable? Do you have skills that nobody 
else has? What’s your endgame—the next step on your career path? 

“Scott” was obsessed with making more money. I knew him socially, 
back in the day, and he talked more about the size of his salary than any-
thing else. You know the type: the sports car, the nice watch, the suit. 
Any time he wanted a new toy, he’d brag that all he had to do was pretend 
he had another offer and tell his boss he was going to leave. 
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One day, Scott really did have an offer—a double-your-salary oppor-
tunity. He expected to waltz into his boss’s office, flash that letter, and get 
his salary doubled. Instead, his boss told him, “Sounds like a great oppor-
tunity. Good luck to you.”

Weeks later, I ran into Scott and asked how his new job was going. 
He said something about it not working out. “I got in over my head.”

I began to get the picture. 
Scott might have been able to con-
vince his old boss for a while that 
he was a real rainmaker, but the 
new company saw right through 
him: no substance.

Then, in Scott’s only moment 
of humility I ever witnessed, he 
admitted to having begged his 
former boss to get his old job 
back. “I had to take a cut,” he 
mumbled. “Like 20 percent from 
what I was making before.”

The leverage, as it turned 
out, was in his boss’s corner.

Asking for and ultimately 
receiving more money requires 
a PLAN. The more you PLAN, 
the better you can shape the 
money conversation to be more 
about performance than just 
about pay. Otherwise, figure 
out how you’re going to ask and 
hope for the best.

P l A n 
 
Positivity: You must approach this con-
versation positively, not negatively. There are 
people who give energy and those who suck 
energy. Your boss will be far more receptive 
if you’re sunny rather than a downer—he or 
she doesn’t need another problem. 

loyalty: You want to convey a sense of 
loyalty to the job, to the boss, to the company. 
You’re all in, not only for what needs to be 
done but also for how you do it.

Accomplishments: You need accom-
plishments, not just activity. Players aren’t 
rewarded for simply shooting—the ball has to 
go through the net, that’s how the team wins. 
It’s the same in business. Make a list of what 
you’re actually accomplishing to help your 
team win.

no: What if that’s the answer? What will 
your reaction be? Before you start the conver-
sation, you need to have a Plan B, just in case 
things don’t go exactly as you hope. First, 
stay positive. Second, try doing more. Third, 
start targeting opportunities both inside the 
company and elsewhere—what other compa-
nies, industries, and roles interest you? Then 
you can begin to network with people who 
can help you get where you want to go.
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yoU And yoUR BoSS:
SElf-inTERESTS AlignEd

guess what? Your boss wants to make more money, too. That 
means you and your boss are actually aligned in your respective 

self-interests. So by focusing on achieving short-term goals and deliver-
ables, you and your boss both can get what you want. That’s an entirely 
different conversation than just you asking for money!

You need to engage with your boss in ongoing discussions about 
how you both can do better and how you can make a bigger impact on 
team success.

The dialogue needs to be focused on what you are contributing now 
and what you can do to expand your responsibilities and scope. Ask your 
boss, “What does our team need that isn’t being done now? How can 
I contribute?” This isn’t kissing up. You’re acting like a partner who is 
focused on deliverables. 

You haven’t abandoned your self-interest; you just linked it to achiev-
ing your boss’s short-term goals. Believe me, your boss will welcome more 
partnership and greater alignment around priorities and objectives. This 
is a conversation your boss wants to have with you, instead of listening to 
endless complaints about money.

PREPARE, PREPARE, PREPARE
The most obvious advice for asking for a raise is often the most forgotten: 
• Write down your best case in terms your bosses will understand quickly. 
• Focus on what matters most to your boss and the team.

Trust me, managers are more impressed when employees can clearly show 
how they saved the company money, boosted sales, or exceeded other 
quantitative metrics. Don’t leave off qualitative accomplishments, either. 
Bosses often appreciate employees who decreased their own stress levels 
or showed leadership under pressure.
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Offense vs. Defense
offEnSE: Focus on achieving 
your boss’s short-term goals and 
objectives. Make an immediate 
impact. You and your boss are on the 
same team and, together, moving 
toward the goal line. 

dEfEnSE: Complain constantly about 
your pay to any and all who will 
listen. Avoid doing anything beyond 
the absolute minimum. Now you and 
your boss are opposing each other.

Which position 
would you rather 
play to win?
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knoW 
THy BoSS

you won’t be able to make a partner out of any boss, though, if 
you don’t know with whom you are dealing. Just as poorly as people 

ask for raises, bosses can fumble the requests as well. Some get flustered. 
Some delay. And some are, well, just bad bosses.

Here are a few of the types you might come across in your career. 
Knowing in advance if you’re facing one of these should vary your MORE 
strategy and shift your PLAN.

STonE-fACEd SAlly  has 
the uncanny ability to shut down 
virtually every facial muscle the 
moment the word “money” comes 
up. These bosses have learned 
over the years that the more silent 
they are, the more people who 
want a raise will stumble on their 
words, looking so weak they’ll 
rarely ask again. If you’re facing 
Sally, stay steady. Be a little silent 
yourself during the conversation 
and take a Zen-like approach that 
throws off her guard.

BEST-fRiEnd Bill  can put  
on a performance worthy of a 
Broadway star. Unable to come 
up with any better excuse, these 
bosses pretend they’ll “do their 
best” to help you get a raise and 
“take it to the very top” if need be. 
You can tell the sincere boss from 
the phony when you get the arm-
around-the-shoulder treatment 
and concerned looks that couldn’t 
be more fake. When facing Best-
Friend Bill, hold his feet to the fire 
and propose follow-up meetings.  
 

In subtle and nonthreatening 
ways, let this boss know you are 
on to the game-playing.

fAkE-nEWS fRAnny is the 
kind of boss who’ll make up sto-
ries, such as suggesting you’re 
already “way up in salary” when 
you know (having done your 
research!) that this boss is flat-out 
lying. This person isn’t too much 
different from ...

PooR-MoUTH MATT will 
swear by all he holds dear that 
he’s facing many of the same 
financial struggles you are. No 
matter how much these bosses 
say they sympathize, though, 
they just won’t help. Sadly, the 
truth may be that their own com-
pensation won’t be quite as fat if 
too many raises are handed out. 
Whatever the reason, the roar of 
Poor-Mouth Matt’s cherry-red 
Porsche pulling into the office 
parking lot each morning is a 
dead giveaway he’s hardly in  
your shoes.
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o     oWn yoUR oBjECTivES:
do MoRE To EARn MoRE

no one is going to promote you or give you more money just 
because you decide so. Time in a chair does not automatically 

entitle you to a prize, as if your career is some kind of endurance con-
test. This brings us to the “O” in getting MoRE—you need to own your 
performance objectives. Set expectations with your boss for what you’re 
going to deliver and when. Establish a series of check-ins with your boss to 
make sure you’re on track and to update him or her on what’s been accom-
plished. This will not only ensure that your efforts are focused on what’s 
most meaningful to the boss and the team’s performance, but you’ll also 

increase your chances of becoming an outlier 
on performance. That’s how you get to be an 
outlier on pay, too—by being indispensable 
and as close as it gets to being irreplaceable. 

While I was visiting one of Korn Ferry’s 
European offices not that long ago, I was 
approached by an employee. Over my many 
weeks of traveling all over the continent, 
meeting with hundreds of people, this con-
versation really stayed with me. I was struck 

by how this employee spoke up and framed her request for advice. She 
told me she enjoys working for our firm and is very satisfied with her job 
but was unsure of how to expand her role. She wanted to know how to 
best approach her boss for more responsibilities. 

I could tell that she also wanted more money, but to her credit, she 
never said that outright. Instead, she emphasized her desire to make a 
bigger impact in the firm. I offered her some impromptu coaching on 
how to ask her boss for more and bigger assignments. “Learn more, do 
more,” I told her, “and the money will follow.”

ESTABliSH 
A SERiES of 

CHECk-inS WiTH 
yoUR BoSS.
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MoRE 
THAn jUST 

MonEy

When you think about compensation, the first thing that 
comes to mind is, of course, money! But there are other forms of 

compensation, such as additional paid time off, flexible work hours, or 
(depending on your level in the organization) stock options. Your boss 
may not be able to grant you a fat raise, but getting another week or two 
of paid vacation can work out nearly the same, math-wise.

If your role is changing, you may be able to negotiate perks that will 
help your performance and supplement your base salary. Say you’re taking 
on a sales position involving heavy travel and you don’t own a car. Your com-
pany may be willing to make the lease payments—that can be negotiated. 
Or maybe your new role requires lots of late nights entertaining clients; you 
can negotiate higher travel expenses and raise your per diem limits.

Other perks that can be negotiated, but that employees seldom think 
about, include flexible work hours, virtual working arrangements, addi-
tional vacation time, tuition or professional development reimburse-
ment, gym memberships and other wellness programs, additional insur-
ance, and commuting costs, among others. 

When you’re taking a new job, there are other financial benefits that 
can be negotiated once you have a written offer in hand: signing bonuses, 
higher commission rates, bonuses, and stock-option grants. Since you’re 
going to start an ongoing conversation with your new boss (you are, 
right?), you can also set up a plan for early reviews for raises. Depending 
on your organization and position level, equity and profit-sharing agree-
ments can also be put on the table as options.

Also, negotiate your way out as you’re on your way in. Don’t be 
blinded by thoughts of happily ever after. What happens if it doesn’t work 
out? Think about severance, noncompete clauses, and so forth.



72

CHAPTER THREE      Making More Money

c03 72 September 25, 2019 5:55 PM

R     RESEARCH THE MARkET:
do yoUR HoMEWoRk 

To gET MoRE

don’t just assume you’re underpaid. The “R” in getting 
MoRE is doing your research. No matter what you might think 

about your paycheck, you can’t just pick numbers randomly or decide 
you really need to make X to support your lifestyle. It isn’t that your 
boss doesn’t care that you have expenses for your children’s education 
or that you want to take the entire family on vacation. But that’s not how 
raises work!
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It’s like selling your house: you need comps. Go to Zillow.com and 
you can instantly see what other houses in your neighborhood are going 
for. In the same way, Korn Ferry Advance can provide salary compari-
sons. Job sites can give you an idea of what different positions pay. Start 
networking: ask recruiters and reach out to friends. Maybe your com-
pany is doing poorly, or your industry is depressed. Without that market 
intelligence, you don’t know how you’re priced—above market, below 
market, or fair value. 

Whatever you do, don’t start the watercooler cesspool by asking 
everyone how much they’re making. This could possibly end in your jeal-
ousy or envy but will probably end ultimately with negative team karma. 
You don’t have to be wallpaper, just be discreet.

All this homework goes a long way in giving you a little edge in 
every conversation about money. For example, my own company puts 
out annual global predictions for raises in the coming year that can be 
incredibly handy when numbers are discussed. Along with citing each 
profession, it gives some perspective on topics like cost of living and 
inflation. Finally, be realistic. If you’re asking for a 50 percent raise, you 
need to think this through very carefully. If it’s 10 percent, that’s a whole 
different story. Although it isn’t necessarily your problem, you should 
consider fairness. If you’re given a 20 percent raise, what about your col-
leagues? You won’t naturally think this way, but your boss should. This 
awareness is all about putting yourself in your boss’s shoes: what’s in it for 
me versus what’s in it for you.
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A CAREER PATH—
noT A CAREEn PATH

Be warned—if you earn more, more is going to be expected of 
you. While that seems obvious, too many people miss this point 

when asking for a raise. They focus on the bling of a higher salary with-
out considering the expectations that go along with it. I’m constantly 
amazed by people who look at a job or a particular role and say, “That 
looks easy, I could do that.” (If that were the case, we’d all be the start-
ing quarterback for the New York Jets.) Be honest with yourself: Can you 
really do the job? If your cell phone rings on Saturday morning and it’s 
your boss or your biggest client, are you ready to pick up? Or are you the 
type to let it go to voicemail and deal with it on Monday, because the 
weekend is your time? 
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Know what you’re getting into. That bigger number on your pay-
check will always come with a price. It’s up to you to decide what’s rea-
sonable and acceptable for your life. If you make the wrong move, your 
career path will become a “careen path,” and you’ll find yourself running 
straight into a brick wall.

“Jeff” is a contractor with his own small business. When I saw him 
recently, Jeff told me about a friend of his who works in financial services. 
“He’s making $200,000 a year and he’s done by 3 p.m.,” Jeff said. “Why 
am I working so hard for a lot less than that? He says he can get me an 
interview. What do you think?”

“Don’t you dare even think about it!” I told him. “It’s not who you 
are. You’re a ‘let’s go fishing’ guy who would rather wear jeans than go to 
a networking party in a suit.”

Jeff was taken aback. Clearly, he was thinking seriously about mak-
ing this change.

“Your friend isn’t buying and selling stocks,” I explained, “he’s ask-
ing people to become clients so the firm can manage their money. To 
be successful at that, you’d have to be a schmoozer—go to parties, meet 
people. You need a big network of people. Does that sound like you?”

Jeff shook his head.
“I know it’s tempting when you think about the money, but it would 

soon turn into a nightmare. And trust me, your friend didn’t start out 
making $200,000,” I said. 

For Jeff, it was about changing careers, but the same thing can hap-
pen to anyone who pursues a much bigger job without thinking seriously 
about how prepared they are for that step or how well this job would 
suit them. Have you really learned and grown sufficiently to take on the 
added responsibilities of this new position? The last thing you want to 
do is get promoted into a job in which you’re over your head (the Peter 
Principle in action) or find yourself in a job that demands long hours and 
expectations of extra effort that you can’t meet.
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E     EnviSion yoUR EndgAME:
HoW To gET MoRE of

WHAT MATTERS

Money is the by-product of a well-managed career path. 
That’s where the “E” of getting MoRE comes in—envisioning 

your endgame. To take control of your career development, you need to 
define your end goal and what it looks like to you—a better job, more 
challenges, and new opportunities to grow. As you do more, you will 
probably get MORE.
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1       do your homework. Don’t just 
assume you are underpaid 
because you want or need 

more money.

2  your boss just isn’t that into 
your salary. You may spend 
most of your time thinking 

about how much (or little) you’re 
paid, but your boss doesn’t. Your 
boss is focused on team per-
formance (and his or her own 
paycheck). 

3  initiate an ongoing dialogue 
with your boss. Performance 
isn’t a once-a-year task, so 

don’t depend on a one-time sum-
mit meeting with your boss at 
performance-review time. You 
need to have an ongoing conversa-
tion about deliverables.

4  Be an outlier on 
performance. If you want 
a larger-than-average 

pay raise you need to do more—
not just meeting but exceeding 
expectations. 

5  don’t make the wrong move. 
It’s a classic case of “the 
grass is always greener” syn-

drome. You think a new job will be 
so much better than the one you 
have, especially if it pays more 
money. Look before you make  
the leap; otherwise, you could 
make a wrong move that derails 
your career. 

6  Beware the competing 
job offer. It’s a strategy that 
works—sometimes. Research 

shows that getting an offer from 
another company (and be prepared 
to show evidence that this is real, 
not just a threat on your part) can 
make you more valuable in your 
current employer’s eyes. And if 
you’re seen as a valuable contrib-
utor, it’s cheaper for your company 
to give you an extra 10 percent or 
so than recruit, hire, and onboard 
a replacement. Just beware of the 
risks. If the company can’t afford 
you or if you aren’t “worth” the 
extra money, your boss may shake 
your hand and wish you well. Be 
prepared to go if it comes to that.
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78

MoRE iS 
All ABoUT 

TAking 
ConTRol

one final note: MORE is not something you get. It’s about the 
value you bring and being rewarded for it. Take control (a theme 

of this book, as should be pretty obvious by now). Learn more, stretch 
yourself, and in time you will earn more. And your rewards will be more 
than money.
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foR ASking foR  
MoRE MonEy
Asking your boss for a raise shouldn’t be a “one 
and done” exchange. It’s an ongoing conversation 
about short-term goals and deliverables and your 
accomplishments.

Don’t just make up a number—do your research. 
Understand the market for your position, industry, 
and geographic region.

Define the quantifiable benefits you bring. 
What have you done that improves the team’s 
performance and advances the boss’s objectives?

Remember: learn more, earn more. Be aligned 
with your boss about how you can stretch and 
grow in taking on more of what needs to be done. 

Keep the end goal in mind. You won’t be in 
this current job that long. Learn all you can 
now so you can position yourself for bigger 
responsibilities and higher pay next time.
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... But It’s Not 
ABout You 



c04 81 September 25, 2019 5:56 PM

81

... But It’s Not 
ABout You 

Part Two

Unless you’re a sculptor 
working alone in your studio, 
chipping marble or molding 

clay, you are not a solo 
performer. Despite all the 

technological advancements 
of the past few decades, we 

still need to work with others. 
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suRvIvINg
BAd 

BossEs:
It’s Not Them,

It’s You 

Good bosses are amazing role 
models who embody the beha
viors they want to see in oth
ers. And there’s nothing like 

working for a great boss who champions 
and mentors you, invests in your success 
and development, and gives you ample 
opportunities to learn and grow. But that’s 
not what we’re talking about here. Good 
happens about a third to half of the time, 
and great is a rare bird indeed.

 ... But
It’s Not

ABout You

Chapter Four

83
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Far more common, unfortunately, is having a bad 
boss. Some bosses are only mildly bad, but be pre-
pared to endure some really treacherous ones in 
the course of your career. 

The way a truly bad boss behaves can just  
make you cringe. They’re hypercritical, unsupport-
ive, sarcastic, negative, insecure, self-centered, 
unapproachable, unreliable, and outright duplici-
tous. Bad bosses come in all stripes and types and 
can undercut and crush ambition in ways both 
subtle and obvious. 

As a CEO, I’m sometimes asked why com-
panies can’t reign in the bad-boss phenomenon. 

Believe me, corporate America has come a long way toward trying to 
curtail hostile work environments—it’s the law, after all. But there is so 
much other behavior that is impossible to regulate and that HR depart-
ments struggle to stay on top of. There’s the boss who always praises 
you to your face, yet the lack of promotions or raises tells you the boss 
disdains your efforts—and maybe you, personally. Then there’s the 
boss who’s always in a rotten mood. You can hear it in the terse com-

BAd BossEs 
ComE IN All 
stRIPEs ANd 

tYPEs ANd 
CAN uNdERCut 

ANd CRusH 
AmBItIoN. 

 I hate my boss! My boss is manipulative, plays 
favorites, and doesn’t give me the credit I deserve. 

Some days I just want to walk out the door. What can I do? 

 Don’t quit! If you can’t bear it, then you need an 
exit strategy. If you decide to stay, you need to 

make it workable for yourself by managing your rela
tionship with your bad boss, starting with better com
munication. It could help turn things around. The good 
news is you never stay with one boss very long. Soon, 
you or the boss will move on. 



85

CHAPtER FouR      Surviving Bad Bosses

c04 85 September 25, 2019 5:56 PM

ments and see it in the eye-rolling and headshaking. And you can feel 
how much that boss wants you to leave his or her office, stop talking at 
a meeting, or in the worst cases, be fired. 

tHE Book oN BAd Boss BEHAvIoR 

the problem with bad bosses is so pervasive, there’s an astound-
ing amount of research devoted to this topic. There are bosses who:

Typically, I hear bad-boss stories from people who’ve quit their jobs. 
The sad truth is people don’t leave companies, they leave bosses. So, let’s 
start right there. Resist the temptation to quit. However, yes, anything 
out of bounds or that violates harassment policies and laws is a different 
story. Then you need to file a complaint with human resources.

If you have a difficult boss and you just can’t see yourself working for 
him or her much longer, then you need an exit strategy. If you’re actively 
networking inside and outside your company (see Chapter Eleven, “Net-
working Within”), then you’re already investigating opportunities, inter-
nally and externally. Until you depart to that great new job, you need to 
make the best of a difficult situation. 

✔  Put up one obstacle after 
another to block their employees’ 
growth and development.

✔  Want people to do well, but not 
so well that they’re considered as 
good as the boss, or maybe even 
better.

✔  Favor one or a few people who, 
although seemingly incompetent 
and lazy, keep getting the best 
assignments and the most public 
praises.

✔  Refuse to give the hardest
working employees a word of 
feedback or, heaven forbid, a 
compliment.

✔  Talk trash about others behind 
their backs.

✔  Refuse to delegate responsibil
ity or authority.

✔  Have a “meeting after the 
meeting,” purposefully leaving 
key people out of them.
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Your BadBoss 
Management 
Game Plan
uNdERstANd. Consider the boss’s motivations, 
goals, and priorities.

CommuNICAtE. Relationships often fail simply 
due to a lack of communication. Your relationship 
with the boss is no different.

PERFoRm. Always orient back to very shortterm 
objectives and goals.

BuIld tRust. When there is trust in what you’ve 
done, there will likely be belief in what you say.
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PERsoNAl? BusINEss?
It’s BotH!

You can survive a bad boss—it’s a skill you can actually learn. 
Even when you work for a bad or bumbling boss, you can find a way 

to rise above. Sure, in any other context, you’d avoid these people like the 
plague. But you’re stuck with them for now (short job tenure can really 
be your friend), eight-plus hours a day. Know this: with all due respect 
to The Godfather, Michael Corleone was wrong when he declared, “It’s 
not personal, it’s strictly business.” When it comes to dealing with bad 
bosses, it’s both.

Here’s a classic bad-boss story I heard the other day. Everything 
sounded so great for this manager when he interviewed at a small but 
fast-growing company. The boss was outgoing and personable and had 
promised, “There’s a long runway for you here.”

Then, on the very first day, things went south—and fast.
First, there was no “parking space with your name on it” as the man-

ager had been promised (nor was there a car allowance—promised, but 
not in writing). The admin who was supposed to be dedicated to him 
was actually shared by a team of 12. The “office with a view” turned out 
to be small, windowless, and shared with someone else two days a week. 
The real kicker, though, was his first meeting with his boss to go over the 
department budget. 

When the manager zeroed in on the year-to-year comparisons for 
salaries, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing: he was making signifi-
cantly less than his predecessor—the exact opposite of what his boss had 
told him. The manager could hear the echo of their salary negotiations, 
when the boss had assured him, “I’m doing the best I can for you, but 
things are tight around here, and we may need to let a few people go. 
You’re making a lot more than the person you replaced.”
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The boss reached over and, almost with a sleight of hand, gath-
ered up the budget printouts. “Can you believe they gave me the wrong 
ones?” Flashing a smile, the boss left and came back 10 minutes later 
with a new printout.

The year-ago figures were gone—and so was the manager’s opti-
mism for this new job. All he could ask himself was, “If this is day one, 
what’s the rest of my time going to be like with this guy?”

When you’re dealing with a bad boss, you need a game plan—not 
just the same plan of trying to “do your job” and ignore the boss. That’s 
impossible. It’s time to take control.

uNdERstANdINg 
tHE Boss

What makes your boss tick in a very broad way? What is his 
or her MO or behavior patterns? In addition to that, what do you 

know about them personally? Review the boss’s LinkedIn page or read 
what he or she posts on social media for deeper insights.

As you understand these basics of the boss’s behavior, you can start 
to employ some basic strategies for dealing with some of the common 
types of difficult bosses. 
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tHE 
mANIPulAtoR

these characters are known for being cunning to get what-
ever they need, and they’re experts at playing people to their advan-

tage. One way to deal with Manipulators is to hold them accountable. 
That’ll take a little more effort on your part, but it’s preferable to spinning 
your wheels in 10 different directions. 

Let’s say you work for a Manipulator who asks you to undertake a 
specific task or assignment. A week later, though, he or she claims that a 
completely different request was made. What can you do? Consider this 
game plan:

When what was agreed to is spelled out, the Manipulator can’t 
start sending people in circles. The Manipulator won’t change over-
night, but at least you’ll reduce or even eliminate one common source 
of frustration: Why did you say you wanted me to do A if you really 
wanted me to do B? 

✔  voluNtEER at the next team meeting to take notes and    
 document the discussion.

✔  FolloW uP with a brief memo and email to the boss and team,   
 listing who was assigned what and the due date. 

✔  mAINtAIN good communication with the boss and the others 
 on the team.
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tHE mICRomANAgER

While not exactly a bad boss, the Micromanager can be annoy-
ing to say the least. Also, micromanaging is one of the most com-

mon complaints about bosses. Identifying characteristics of the Micro-
manager include heavy scrutiny, constant texting and emailing to “check 
on things,” and passive-aggressive comments. Micromanaging may be 
hardwired into the boss’s personality. Here are some tips for managing 
the Micromanager and building trust over time:

FIguRE out tHE CAusE. 
Odds are, the boss’s microman
agement is all about his or her 
need to keep control because of 
fear, insecurity, or anxiety. For 
example, it can be really hard for 

a middle manager, especially 
someone new to the role, 

to be responsible for 
reporting the results 
of the team while not 
being able to con
trol the behaviors and 

results of individuals 
or the entire team. (Later, 

when you become the man
ager, take heed that you don’t fall 
into this trap. Remember: you’re 
learning what not to do when 
you’re the boss.) Your strategy is 
to find out what’s causing your 
boss so much anxiety. Does the 
boss have quotas to meet? Does 
he or she have a new boss who is 
very demanding? You may not be 
able to start out by asking these 
questions directly, but you can 
find out more about the boss’s 

main goals for the year and how 
you can help. (You should be 
doing this anyway—remember 
the discussion on getting more 
money in Chapter Three, “Mak
ing More Money.”) If you ask the 
questions and truly listen for the 
answers, then you’ve positioned 
yourself as being part of the solu
tion, not adding to the problem.

APPlY REvERsE mICRo-
mANAgEmENt. If informa
tion is what makes your boss feel 
better (i.e., more in control), then 
give the boss more information 
before he or she asks for it. This 
is a little “reverse micromanage
ment” that makes you more pro
active than reactive. It can be as 
simple as sending an email with 
your plan for the day or week 
before your boss asks 
what you’re working on. 
You can take it to the 
next step by sending 
an email at the end 
of the day or week to 
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summarize what you’ve accom
plished and what will come next. 
Over time, this flow of information 
builds trust, and your boss may 
loosen the reins a little bit.

PICk YouR BAttlEs. 
Micromanagers are typically 
worldchampion nitpickers. Not 
every issue is worth addressing, 
and you’ll probably have to let 
some things go. Save your energy 
and attention for what really mat
ters. Otherwise, you run the risk 
of having the boss think you’re 
challenging his or her authority or 
that you’re being a nitpicker your
self. If you choose your battles, you 
may become less emotional, which 
could make your boss more likely 
to listen and engage with you. 

gAIN somE CoNtRol—
gRAduAllY. Trust can be 

built slowly over time. 
Sometimes it’s a gain of 
only inches, and it must 
be done artfully. As you 
establish rapport with 

your boss by doing the 
steps outlined thus far 

(such as being proactive 
with information and picking your 
battles on what to take issue with), 
you can bring up the issue of trust. 
For example, ask your boss:  

“I notice that you spend a lot of 
time checking my work. Is there 
anything I can do to improve so 
you’ll trust me more?” That opens 
the dialogue for setting expecta
tions and the boss’s need for feed
back from you.

sEt BouNdARIEs. Your micro
manager may want to see or hear 
from you 247, but that could be a 
recipe for frustration and burnout. 
A smarter approach is to be avail
able, but not every minute 
of the day. Identify those 
times that are sacred 
to you and prioritize 
them. Unless there is 
an urgent issue or an 
emergency, it’s OK to 
contact your boss after 
you’ve had dinner with your 
family or in the morning after 
you awaken, instead of reaching 
for your phone at the bedside in 
the middle of the night to return 
a text. Your pattern of respond
ing will set expectations for your 
boss, too. When your boss under
stands that you don’t typically 
respond after certain hours, then 
those nonurgent texts will proba
bly become less frequent and the 
afterhours emails will be prefaced 
with, “When you have time tomor
row, could you …”
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You CAN’t CHANgE 
YouR Boss (But You WIll 

CHANgE BossEs)

studying and categorizing—these are critical steps to take on 
the road to bad-boss management. But one of the biggest mistakes 

people make with bosses is focusing on trying to change them. That 
won’t work. It’s all about you adjusting, shifting—not trying to change 
the boss. 

It’s time to turn feelings and emotions (the intangible) into actions 
(the tangible). When things become a little less subjective, you can 

become more objective. 
Since you are the only one you can change, 

you need to address your own attitudes and 
behaviors. You need to dissect the problem, 
not to assign blame or seek vindication for how 
unfairly you’re being treated. Pinpoint the 
problem and its cause, so you can find a solu-
tion. And here’s the good news: no matter what 
the problem turns out to be, you hold that solu-
tion. By becoming more self-aware of your atti-
tudes, judgments, behaviors, and tendency to 
react negatively, you can defuse a lot of the ten-

sion. Keep in mind a saying you may have heard from couple’s or family 
counseling: when one person changes, everybody starts to shift. 

This is an opportunity to learn and grow as you control your emo-
tions, manage your behaviors, and determine how best to respond—and 
when not to. The result will be less stress for you and a more manageable 
working relationship with your boss. 

There is another consolation. Bad bosses teach you how not to be. 

PINPoINt tHE 
PRoBlEm ANd

Its CAusE,
so You

CAN FINd
A solutIoN.
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It’s true—people are much more likely to learn about compassion and 
integrity from a bad boss than a good one. (Of course, there are those sit-
uations in which people perpetuate bad behaviors learned from others.)

When you know firsthand how horrible it feels to be subjected to a 
bad boss’s behavior, it’s highly unlikely that you’d ever do that to someone 
else. So while there’s some short-term pain, the long-term gain is greater 
self-awareness and a deeper realization of the importance of valuing others. 

Then, in time, you’ll move on, smarter and more experienced for 
having worked for this bad boss who taught you lessons about coping 
with difficulties and facing challenges head-on.

CommuNICAtE:
kEEPINg tHE lINEs oPEN

Without communication, no relationship can last. 
So if your boss shuts you out—or you respond by try-

ing to freeze out your boss—you’ve lost already. Whatever 
the problem you’re having with your boss, you need to find 
a way to discuss the situation. Most important, it must be 
nonconfrontational.

You aren’t accusing your boss or anyone of anything. 
You just want to express your concerns and find a way to 
re-establish the relationship. Ask for a face-to-face meet-
ing with your boss. Explain that you’ve noticed a change 
in your interactions with him or her and ask what you 
can do differently. By your words, and soon by your 
actions, you’re demonstrating that you’re committed 
to changing. 
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Communicating with your boss also requires you to become more 
attuned to others’ behaviors and cues (verbal and nonverbal). Take a 
good look at yourself, too. Even if you are a cut above the rest, you are 
responsible for your own behavior and for reducing negativity—and that 
includes what you say and how you say it. 

Your main objective in communicating with your boss is to find out 
how you can help change things. You want to be more effective and help-
ful to the team. If you don’t know what to say, then start there: “What can 
I do to be more effective?” 

The Shutout
What happens when a good relationship with 
your boss turns sour? You can feel blindsided 
and unsure of what happened. You may fear 
losing your job. Let’s say things have been going 
along pretty well with your boss. Then suddenly, 
things change. The boss is going to other people 
on the team. A project that should have been 
yours went to someone else. At the last team 
meeting, every one of your suggestions was shot 
down, while every word your colleagues uttered 
earned the boss’s praise as the most brilliant 
ideas ever (or so you perceive).

If you’re being shut out, you need to take control 
and communicate with your boss. You may find 
that your boss has experienced a change in 
your behavior. Perhaps you seem disengaged or 
increasingly dismissive. Now that you’ve made 
it easier for the boss to give you feedback, you 
can clear things up. 
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WHAt IF It’s You?
It’s also possible that at least part of your conflict with your boss is rooted 
in your own misperceptions about this relationship and how you think the 
boss should treat you. Here are eyeopening possibilities to consider:

   the boss doesn’t think you’re as good as you think you are. 
   You’re jealous the boss got the job you thought you should have. 
   You don’t respect your boss’s abilities.  
   You and your boss are a mismatch in terms of style, motivation, 
 and how work gets done. 
   Your personalities clash.

If you know what’s at the heart of this problem, you can do your part to fix it: 
understand, communicate, perform, and build trust. 

PERFoRm: 
kEEP A sHoRt-tERm FoCus

the bulk of your communication with your boss is likely to be 
around what needs to be done and how you can help make that hap-

pen. So you need to make sure you’re performing. When you’re unhappy 
with someone, it’s too easy to turn passive-aggressive. The boss wants 
something done today; you decide you’ll get around to it—eventually. 
This will only perpetuate unhealthy conflict and, ultimately, become 
self-destructive.

Stay focused on what needs to be done, especially in the very short 
term. What project or task has the highest priority? What needs to be 
done right now? Staying engaged with the work will help you rise above 
your negative feelings, and you’ll communicate more frequently and pur-
posefully with your boss. Ironically, this is essentially the same advice for 
getting more money (see Chapter Three, “Making More Money”). It’s all 
about knowing the boss’s goals and priorities and making them your pri-
orities too.
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BuIld tRust 

As much you might want to push back right now—it’s not me, 
it’s the boss!—remember, objectivity is your friend. The fact is, we 

trust people for two basic reasons. One, we have confidence in their com-
petence. Two, we believe that they have our best intentions at heart. We’re 
drawn to those we perceive as competent and reliable. We want to have a 
relationship with them. But if we feel there’s a reason to be guarded around 
them, we shut them out.

Trust can erode if people begin to doubt you or your motivations. 
Maybe you’re perceived as a threat to your manager’s authority or posi-
tion. Maybe it seemed you took a little too much credit for that last big 
team win. Maybe the boss’s boss is paying a little too much attention to 
you, and your boss feels that you’re playing politics.

You won’t know if you don’t ask. Once again, communication is the 
lifeline for any relationship. But talk is cheap, as they say, if you don’t 
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perform—and that’s what will establish or build trust. When there is 
trust in what you’ve done, there will likely be belief in what you say.

Let’s say you’ve had a great relationship with your boss, but suddenly 
the boss seems a little evasive. In initiating a conversation to find out if 
there is something you can do, you may hear an entirely different story. 
It may be that the boss is preoccupied with an overwhelming deadline. 
Now your question of “how can I be more effective?” may be the start 
of your taking on more responsibilities or stretching yourself into a new 
role because the boss needs your help.

You Aren’t the Center 
of the Boss’s Universe

Regardless of what you’ve done (or not done), 
your boss has a lot more to think about than 
just you. There are just too many people, 
projects, and priorities that need to be 
managed. Compartmentalization is a must
have skill for bosses, and those who are the 
most senior and seasoned will probably never 
show what’s going on in their personal life—
no matter how upsetting or even tragic. But 
some bosses, particularly newer managers, 
probably have not yet mastered the art of 
compartmentalizing. As a result, if the boss is 
busy with his or her own projects, or feeling 
frustrated about something else, you could be 
encountering that moody trickledown effect. 
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FoR mANAgINg YouR  
BAd Boss
You can’t change your boss—you can only change 
yourself. Or you can change the situation by 
developing an exit strategy.

Understanding your boss’s behaviors and 
motivations will help you move away from blame 
and feeling victimized, and learn how to manage 
the relationship.

Communicate, communicate, communicate. If you 
don’t do the communicating, then somebody else 
will—and it will probably be about you.

Be accountable for your own behaviors and 
performance, and always ask for unvarnished 
feedback.

Trust is built by you—saying what you mean and 
doing what you say. 
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CoPIng wITH 
CowoRkERs: 

The Good, 
the Bad, and the 
Utterly Annoying

We move now from the 
person in charge of your 
job to another workplace 
relationship: the one you 

have with your colleagues. Think about it. 
We sit around these people. We talk to them 
on the phone. We go to lunch with some of 
them. And then we go home and usually 
blab about them to anybody who will lis-
ten. Sometimes we treat them like strang-
ers, not even giving them the courtesy of a 

 ... BUT
IT’s noT

ABoUT YoU

Chapter Five

101
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simple hello. But, strangers or not, you can’t afford to ignore colleagues. 
They have a bigger impact on your career, let alone your happiness, than 
just about anybody else in your life. 

Their power is enormous. We’ve all written that email we wish we 
could get back, and it’s your colleagues who can decide whether or not to 
hit the dreaded forward button. Or perhaps you’ve inadvertently shown 
your anger during a meeting—it’s your colleagues who decide whether 
to gossip about that episode within earshot of your boss (which natu-
rally happens just when you’ve asked for a raise). They can decide to treat 
your presentation like a work of genius or pull the silent treatment during 
every word you say. 

Simply through their own behavior toward you, or through side 
comments about you, it’s your colleagues who can be the grand arbiters 
of whether you are considered a good culture fit or a malcontent. And no 
matter how many jobs you hop around to, your reputation transcends.

The point is, you need to respect your coworkers in all the ways that 
word means—as individuals who are important, as workers who are valu-
able to the company, and as the very people who can make or break you.

Everyone Matters
Assistants, the mailroom clerk, the receptionist—the best companies 
long ago realized their value. Never make the mistake of treating 
“low-level” folks dismissively. Do that and you’re not only breaking the 
Golden Rule of how to treat others, you’re also taking the risk that these 
people might complain about you. Even if they don’t, colleagues who 
notice your rudeness—and some will—are going to remember. It will come 
out during one of those 360-degree performance reviews or get leaked 
to your superiors in other ways.

Your manager’s assistant is particularly critical. I’ve seen people’s entire 
careers falter because they’ve underestimated the access the assistant 
has. Who do you think is letting your boss know that you take forever to 
respond to emails or frequently blow off procedural budget questions? 
Think of how much time you spend talking to your boss one-on-one. 
Now multiply that tenfold for the assistant whose pen you just “borrowed” 
off his or her desk and never returned.
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CowoRkERs wHo 
MAkE YoU CRAzY

over the years, you’ll have coworkers who feel like family. And 
there will be some you could probably do without. 

Face it, no matter where you work, you’ll find people who annoy you. 
Some are difficult, some are negative, and some butt heads with you over 
every plan and project—just for the sport of it. I’m sure you’ve seen some 
of these behaviors. There are people who: 

 Help! My coworkers are so annoying. How can I 
possibly work with these people?

 As long as people live and work in groups, there’s 
going to be conflict. Everybody is different. Be 

discerning: Are you annoyed by this person’s personal-
ity traits? (If so, then you’re going to have to deal with 
it.) Or is it because of his or her behaviors? (In which 
case you need to figure out if you should say something 
and how.) Your emotional intelligence, interpersonal 
savvy, and communication skills are at work! 

✔ Think everything is about  
 them (therefore they should  
 get everything)

✔ Think they’re smarter than  
 everyone else

✔ Try to make themselves look 
  “so busy” but spend most of  
 their time avoiding work and  
 pushing it off on others

✔ Take all the credit for   
 successes—and throw others  
 under the bus for failures

✔ Undermine you at every turn,  
 especially with the boss

✔ Say “yes, yes, yes” to what  
 needs to be done, but   
 afterward it’s all “no, no, no”

✔ Gossip about everyone and  
 everything 

✔ Are excuse machines when it  
 comes to explaining why  
 their work is late or why they  
 aren’t available to work 
 after hours

✔ Put off starting the project  
 until the last minute and then  
 beg everyone to help

✔ And so much more …
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It’s different, of course, but there are many parallels between deal-
ing with annoying colleagues and dealing with bad bosses. In both cases, 
you need to figure out what’s manageable and what’s unbearable. As 
you progress along the scale from “a little annoyed” to “tearing out your 
hair,” you need to ramp up your exit strategy. In between, there are cop-
ing strategies to help you manage your coworker situation. But first you 
need to discern the problem.

THE 
CHRonIC 

CoMPlAInERs

Airplanes, restaurants, the workplace. 
These three are the worst places on the 

planet for spawning complainers. In the air, it 
comes from being strapped in among strangers 
at 35,000 feet—plus delays, lost luggage, and the 
toenail-clipper sitting next to you. In restaurants, 
being served by someone brings out the com-
plainer in most people: The soup’s too hot … The 
soup’s too cold … Are you sure it’s vegan? It tastes 
like veggie. When I was in high school, I lasted 
one six-hour shift working in a restaurant—I 
just couldn’t take it. 

The real cesspool of constant complaining, 
though, is the workplace, where whispers at the watercooler spread neg-
ativity like the plague. I learned this many years ago when I was work-
ing at a consulting firm. Seven of us were on a project together. We had 

wHIsPERs 
AT THE 

wATERCoolER 
sPREAd 

nEgATIVITY
lIkE THE 
PlAgUE.
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different backgrounds and perspectives, which should have made us 
highly innovative. Except one of our teammates was “Debby Downer.” 
With every scenario, Debby only saw the worst possible outcome. She 
shot down new ideas like a skeet shooter at target practice. That will 
never work … We tried that before … It’s just too risky … No one will go for 
it … How’s that going to work with the budget we have?

Debby wasn’t intentionally trying to derail the team; she was just 
hardwired never to see the blue sky—only “the sky is falling.” The prob-
lem was that with Debby around, even great ideas turned into bad ideas. 
She brought us all down—really down. In the end, the constant com-
plaining was so emotionally taxing on the team, we were not successful. 

If you’re a chronic complainer, you’re draining energy. 
I’m not complaining! I actually welcome complaints that bring 

issues out into the open—with one important caveat: complaining 
needs to be “constructive”—that is, accompanied by an idea, a solution, 
or at least some additional insight. Otherwise, it’s just whining. Con-
structive complaining actually generates energy that can be channeled 
into finding solutions.

Here’s how “constructive complaining” can help you:

YoU CAn’T CoMPlAIn 
ABoUT wHAT YoU CREATE. 
Sometimes I feel like the chief 
complaint officer. It comes with 
the job, because by the time 
issues get escalated to me, it’s 
really a problem. When fielding 
complaints, my number one rule 
for myself and others is never 
to complain about a decision or 
a situation you created. Own it! 
It’s the fastest way to change 
your karma from being the 

victim of circumstances to being 
empowered to change them. Take 
control and find an option—Door 
A, B, or C. You’ll start moving in 
a different direction and take 
yourself from “helpless and 
hopeless” to “helpful and happier.” 

BE In THE solUTIons 
 BUsInEss. It’s so easy to be in 
the problems business—there’s 
always a situation or circumstance 
to complain about. But you want 
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to be in the solutions business. 
I received this advice soon after 
I became CEO. At one of my first 
board meetings, I raised problem 

after problem. Someone 
pulled me aside after-

ward and told me, “If 
you want advice, fine. 
But come to the board 

with ideas of what to 
do. You need to be the 

solutions person, not the 
complaint guy.” The same goes for 
you, too: be the one who suggests a 
solution. Even if it’s ultimately not 
the right answer, it will help create 
positive momentum.

CREATE A CUlTURE oF Con-
sTRUCTIVE CoMPlAInIng. 
There’s nothing inherently wrong 
with complaints, the same way 
there’s nothing wrong with con-
flict. Both can actually spark the 
creative process as people own 

the problem and brainstorm with 
each other. Over time, construc-
tive complaining (along with cre-
ative conflict) can forge a culture 
in which people aren’t afraid to 
speak the truth, take on issues, 
and find new ways forward.

BAnIsH THE “BUT.” Nothing 
shoots down a group discussion 
faster than “but.” One person floats 
an idea, and another jumps in with 
“but” (or similar negative words 
and nonverbals). That’s an interest-
ing idea but the problem is … What 
comes next is always negative, and 
it invariably leads to disagreement. 
To improve team effectiveness, I 
suggest replacing “but” with 
“and.” That’s an interest-
ing idea, and you might 
also consider X. You 
can actually feel the 
energy in the room 
start to rise.

You Never Know 
Who’s Behind That Door

Another problem with gripe-fests in the workplace is that 
they tend to happen in some secret “safe” place, like the 
bathroom. It’s as if it’s the confessional, complete with angels 
on the ceiling. People think it’s the perfect place to unburden 
their conscience—or at least say what’s on their mind.

Yet how many times have you seen (or maybe experienced) 
complaining and gossiping about someone and—surprise!—the 
stall door opens and out walks the topic of conversation. 
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PERsonAlITY oR 
BEHAVIoR?

some people will rub you the wrong way because of their per-
sonality. Their style is different than yours—formal to your casual 

(or vice versa). Or maybe they have a habit that irks you—they hum in a 
monotone while they work in the next cubicle. They talk too much—like 
that “let me tell you about my crazy weekend” person who camps out at 
your desk first thing on Monday morning. Or they talk too little—like that 
person who always wears headphones and never interacts with anyone.

Behaviors, however, are an entirely different matter. They’re all 
about how people treat and interact with others. Basically, behaviors fall 
into three categories. To illustrate, I’ll use the analogy of a stoplight.

Years ago, I witnessed this in action. A colleague, “Ben,” 
walked up to me while I was at the sink and started 
complaining about his boss and the fact that he was having 
a performance review that day. I tried to give Ben a couple 
nonverbal cues that someone else was in the bathroom, 
but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Right when Ben’s 
complaints hit a real crescendo, the stall door opened and 
there was his boss. 

“See you at two,” the boss said to Ben as he exited quickly.
Later that afternoon I found out what happened. “I thought 
I was done,” Ben told me. “Turned out, it was the most 
meaningful performance review I’ve ever had. We really  
got the issues out on the table.”

Ben was lucky—it could have gone the other way.
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gREEn lIgHT Everyone is in sync and gets 
along. People enjoy collaborating. They’re positive 
and encouraging of each other. It’s rare—but if you 
find it then it’s a green light all the way!

REd lIgHT If you encounter harassing or bul-
lying behaviors, or if you feel unsafe or threatened 
in any way by a coworker, then you must escalate 
the matter immediately to your boss and to human 
resources. This is an intolerable situation and must 
be stopped.  

YEllow lIgHT The far larger and more 
common category is in between, with an array of 
behaviors and interactions that are problematic. 
some you can shrug off, others must be addressed. 
deciding how to address them is where the flash-
ing caution light comes in. You need to discern how 
best to respond. let’s start with the two extremes.

gRIn And BEAR IT. 
This is not sustainable. One of these days, you’re going to be so fed up, 
you’ll probably overreact to the smallest provocation. 

dIsH THE dIRT RIgHT BACk. This Machiavellian approach of 
returning negative with more negative is toxic.

That leaves four alternatives in the middle. 
which one you pick, when, and why will depend on many factors, 

including the severity of the behavior, the people involved, the 
culture of your company, and your relationship with your boss 

and others around you. But in general, here are some guidelines to 
consider before you take any of these steps.
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1 RAT To YoUR Boss. 
If you’ve suffered an egregious 
affront of some kind, it may be 
time to bring a coworker’s behav-
ior to your boss’s attention. But 
bringing your boss into it is like 
calling the police on the neigh-
bors when they’re having a loud 
party. The next day, they’re still 
your neighbors, and things will 
never be the same. The same goes 
with telling your boss about what 
someone did to you. Your work 
relationship with that person will 
never be the same. It isn’t that you 
shouldn’t involve the boss, but be 
aware of the consequences.

2 PEER PREssURE. 
If you decide to confront a 
coworker in a group setting, be 
aware that this type of peer pres-
sure usually backfires. The person 
will undoubtedly get defensive and 
complain that you’re all ganging 
up on him or her. The only time 
this type of peer pressure works is 
to encourage positive behavior—
for example, meeting in a group 
to decide how to tackle a project. 
Everyone in the group agrees to do 
a specific part, then that peer pres-
sure is to perform—and people usu-
ally do. But peer pressure to stop 
doing something negative usually 
results only in drama.

3 go To A 
TRUsTEd AdVIsoR. 
This might seem like a great 
idea. You confide in a colleague 
who promises to keep it between 
the two of you. Yet if you take 
this step, just make sure that the 
person you confide in at work 
is incredibly trustworthy and 
mature. Otherwise, you’ve just 
put the gossip mill on high speed. 
When the person gets wind of 
what you said (tell one person and 
you’ve told 20), you’ll be accused 
of talking behind his or her back. 
And beware—people form cliques 
at work, just like they did in 
school. You could end up confid-
ing in the wrong person.

 
4 sPEAk onE-on-onE. 
This takes some guts, but it 
may be your best bet. Immedi-
ately after the incident, tell your 
coworker what bothered you. Use 
“I” statements, not “you” state-
ments, which can come across 
as accusatory. State your case, 
explain how you feel, and then 
listen for the response. It may be 
that your colleague was not aware 
of the impact of his or her actions. 
You could reach an understand-
ing. If it persists, however, you will 
probably have to go to the boss 
about it.
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sElF-InTEREsT To sHAREd 
InTEREsT: IT sTARTs wITH YoU

The more discerning you become about why you and your 
colleagues clash, the better you’ll become at managing interper-

sonal skills. If there’s one upside to all this, it’s that. Because the fact is, 
interpersonal relationships are challenging, and group dynamics amplify 
those challenges exponentially.

Put any group of people together and there’s bound to be a vari-
ety of strong opinions; conflict over different choices and competing 
self-interests are to be expected. The ideal is for all those self-interests to 
become a shared interest—i.e., aligned with the mission and purpose of 
the organization or project. But that won’t happen if people stay polarized 
from each other. 

It’s been said that the strength of a team is each individual member—
and the strength of each individual member is the team. Given human 
nature, each coworker will have his or her own agenda and self-interest. 
Add personalities, pressure, stress, deadlines, and money, and the result 
can be a powder keg. So you’ve got to buy in to the concept of “collective 
genius,” with the belief that a group can be stronger than any one individ-
ual. What brings that group together is a sense of shared purpose—“we’re 
all in this together” to accomplish a common, overarching goal.

But interpersonal relationships are a two-way street. They begin 
with a whole new level of self-awareness. What in you sparks the conflict 
or fans the flame? You might be surprised at how much a subtle change in 
your behavior—such as listening more attentively to others—can make 
a major impact. It’s all about your personal leadership, which can be 
developed at every level. These skills include self-awareness, self-control, 
motivation, empathy, and other interpersonal skills that constitute emo-
tional intelligence (which we discuss more in depth in Chapter Six, 
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“Building Political Capital”). The more aware and emotionally intel-
ligent you become, the more you become attuned to your own uncon-
scious biases—which are preventing you from connecting with people 
who are different from you. 

Remember, these are relationships, even though you may never be 
friends outside of work. These are the people you spend the bulk of your 
time with—whether in a physical office or connecting virtually. To have 
a relationship with them, you need to remember your ACT:

Your ACT can help you relate to others. When you let your guard 
down and show your genuine self, others will be more likely to do so as 
well. That allows you to connect with your colleagues, see them for who 
they are (including the strengths they bring to the team), and discover 
commonalities. Pets, kids, movies, music, favorite foods—even small 
things can build bigger bridges. 

As you undertake this journey into greater self-awareness, here are 
ways to increase interpersonal relationships. These tips are so important, 
we call them the “Ten Commandments.”

✔ BE AUTHEnTIC

✔ FoRgE A ConnECTIon

✔ gIVE oTHERs A TAsTE oF wHo YoU REAllY ARE

social Creatures at work 
We’re all social creatures, and research shows work friendships help us 
thrive at work. But be self-aware. Sharing from your personal life is fine, 
as it lets others get to know you. Oversharing (i.e., your dating life, or the 
latest drama with that annoying relative) can make others want to avoid 
engaging with you. What you say, in conversation as well as through 
nonverbal cues, can affect the way you’re perceived by peers.
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THE TEn CoMMAndMEnTs 
FoR dEAlIng 

wITH CowoRkERs

1Thou shalt drop your ego. 
Ego is not your amigo. You can’t 

think you have the power to “fix” 
other people—or that the world 
would be a far better place if you 
were in charge.

2 Thou shalt hit the pause 
button. When you’re triggered 

by something a coworker says or 
does, you can’t react like a sprinter 
off the blocks. Pause between the 
stimulus and your reaction. Speak 
too fast and you’ll regret it later. 
The ol’ “counting to 10” maneu-
ver can prevent you from saying 
or doing anything that only esca-
lates the conflict. And that pause 
should be doubled if you’re furi-
ously thumbing an email or text to 
respond to their idiocy. 

3 Thou shalt remember 
the Golden Rule. Treat others 

the way you want to be treated. 

No, you aren’t trying to get nomi-
nated for martyr of the year. But if 
you can show a little humility and 
remember your humanity (saying 
“good morning” or “thank you”), 
you’ll be surprised how much neg-
ativity can be defused.

4 Thou shalt make others 
feel better after every interac-

tion. Early in my career, someone 
gave me some amazing advice. 
People should always feel better 
after they’ve spoken with you—
even if it’s a difficult conversation. 
How? By focusing on the issues 
that need to be acknowledged, the 
problems that can’t be ignored. 
Ask for and listen to the opinions 
of others. 

5 Thou shalt understand 
others before being under-

stood. Among Dr. Stephen Covey’s  
7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 
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one of my favorites is “seek first to 
understand, then be understood.” 
What makes others tick? What’s 
important to them? What’s their 
communication style? What are 
their strengths and weaknesses? 
View your coworkers through the 
lens of seeking to understand—
instead of trying to make yourself 
understood.

6 Thou shalt listen twice as 
much as you speak. You have 

two ears and one mouth for a rea-
son: listen twice as much as you 
speak. Listen to understand and 
take in information. Listen with-
out interrupting—not waiting for 
the other person to take a breath 
so you can jump in. Don’t rush to 
judge; ask questions if you don’t 
understand.

7 Thou shalt be open to 
feedback. Are you part of the 

problem—or part of the solution? 
In almost any workplace conflict, 
you’re on one side or the other. 
Maybe you didn’t start it, but if you 
complain to any and all who will 
listen and play passive-aggressive 
games, you are escalating the 
problem. Do you say one thing but 
do another? These habits may be 
so ingrained, you may not even be 
aware of your own behaviors. Get 
feedback from a mentor or trusted 
advisor on how you might han-
dle the challenge, especially if the 
conflict is with your boss. 

8 Thou shalt cease the 
watercooler gripe sessions. 

A constant theme in watercooler 
conversation is talking about 
the boss or complaining about 
a coworker. You’re not going to 
believe what they said/did today! 
Stop! What do you really get out of 
feeding the negativity? You’re only 
escalating the stress for yourself 
and for everyone else. Unless there 
is a breach of ethics or integrity—
in which case, this becomes a 
human resources issue—let it go 
and move on.

9 Thou shalt assume the 
better motive. Maybe they 

aren’t really out to get you. Your 
boss gives you a last-minute 
assignment late on a Friday and 
needs it done by midday Monday. 
Your coworker announces there’s 
a major problem, and suddenly 
you’re dragged in to help solve it. 
Unfair? Maybe—maybe not. This 
happens all the time in organiza-
tions. Priorities shift and things 
escalate. Maybe the boss just got 
handed that assignment from on 
high. Maybe your coworker just 
uncovered a problem while it’s 
still contained, before it becomes 
an even bigger issue. When in 
doubt, assume the better motive. 
You have to do the work anyway, 
so you might as well put a better 
spin on it.

C o n T I n U E d
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CollABoRATIng 
wITH slACkER 

CowoRkERs

It’s a common scenario: it’s 11 o’clock on a Thursday night, and 
you’re scrambling to piece together a group presentation that’s happen-

ing tomorrow. No one else is online; the last email reply you received was 
five hours ago. All evening you’ve been rewriting slides that you received 
yesterday, even though they should have been turned in a week ago. 
This, you think, is why teamwork is a nightmare. Remember how much 
you hated team projects in college? Well, things haven’t changed much.

If this scenario resonates with you, you aren’t alone. Research shows 
that nearly a quarter of workers put in extra time each week to make up 
for their “slacker” colleagues. What’s worse, four out of five employees say 
that their work quality declines when they have to cover for a coworker. 

If you seek to understand, you may look at the problem (and your 
coworkers) differently. Most of us want others to work the same way we 
do. But everyone has a different work style and contributes differently. 

When you find yourself in the midst of that late-night scramble, ask 
what led to this imbalance in who’s doing what:

These Ten Commandments won’t miraculously change your work-
place relationships. But they will help you navigate the troubled waters. 

10 Thou shalt ask for and 
offer help. Virtually every-

one is good at something, and 
chances are your colleagues have 
strengths that you lack and vice 
versa. As you work together on 
a joint project or team initiative, 
focus on what each person brings. 

The more clearly you can see 
your colleagues, the better you’ll 
understand how to work with 
them. What help can you offer to 
get the job done? What help can 
you ask for? Working together, 
focused on a common problem, 
can help build bridges.
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was your 
communication unclear?

was the work delegated to 
others, or did you assign 

yourself most of it?

Are others actually busy, 
but maybe not as visibly 

busy as you are?

Have you micromanaged 
others (whether they report 

to you or they are fellow 
team members) to the point 

they feel unmotivated?

Reflecting on these tough questions now can save you from repeat-
ing the problem in the future. If your self-examination turns up clean, it’s 
important to have a conversation with the person who’s causing the prob-
lem. The approach is everything here, and the best place to start is with 
more curiosity than blame. (Remember, use “I” statements, not “you” 
accusations.) For example, “I’m nervous that we aren’t going to have this 
done on time because I don’t have the information to work from,” versus 
“You aren’t delivering the information.”

Many times, you’ll find there’s a reason this person hasn’t been able 
to complete the work to your standards. With that information, you can 
have a productive conversation about how to tackle the current project 
and the next ones as well. If unacceptable coworker behavior continues, 
though, then it’s time to involve your manager.

Lastly, keep in mind that good coworker connections make peo-
ple more productive. When colleagues see each other as people, they are 
more engaged with each other and collaboration improves. 
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dEAlIng wITH sTREss— 
IT’s dIFFEREnT 
FoR EVERYBodY

As business accelerates with faster, more frequent deadlines, 
stress also accelerates. Not everybody reacts to the same stresses. 

Among your coworkers, you may find people who “lose it” as soon as 
there is a hint of pressure, while others never seem to break a sweat. 
Instead of judging your coworkers’ reactions to stress—the boss just 
called a meeting in five minutes!—understand that their reactions are just 
different than yours. 

Daniel Goleman, in his extensive research and writing about emo-
tional intelligence, advises that people are more likely to keep an open 
mind (and an even keel) if they get better at their own stress management.
Here are some tips that may help:

✔ go for a 10-minute walk outside the building.

✔ REFlECT on the root cause of your stress.

✔ ConsIdER alternative solutions or paths.

✔ ConTExTUAlIzE  the moment in the whole of your life.

✔ CAll oR TExT a friend you haven’t spoken to in a while.

✔ look at pictures of your loved ones.

✔ IMMERsE yourself in your favorite music, comedians, or online videos.

These simple steps can help you improve self-management and 
achieve “emotional balance”—improving your ability to handle anxi-
ety, anger, and frustration. You may even find that, as your stress levels 
decrease, your annoying coworkers aren’t so annoying anymore.
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Forging that team dynamic requires mutual understanding and 
respect. Stop rushing to judge others or dismiss their ideas and sugges-
tions. People aren’t wrong in their thoughts or approaches—they’re just 
different than you are. For example, you see differences in how your col-
leagues think and act. In your view, they waste too much time ruminat-
ing while you’re very fast to act. These differences aren’t a problem unless 
you make them a problem. Actually, differences strengthen the team—
as long as the team is anchored in a common purpose. Your colleagues’ 
ability to see all sides of a problem or situation is a definite plus, espe-
cially when combined with your fast decision-making.

Collective Genius
Research shows that, in the early stages, teams 
composed of people who are all alike (homogenous) 
outperform those that are diverse. The reason is a lack of 
the disruption and conflict that can result when different 
perspectives, experiences, backgrounds, thinking, and 
communication styles are merged. But well-managed 
diverse teams significantly outperform well-managed 
homogenous teams over time.

When teams move from diversity to inclusion—where 
differences are not just tolerated but celebrated—they 
show strength in innovation and strategic thinking, and 
can leverage their differences to create collective genius.
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ConFlICT 
MAnAgEMEnT

last, but perhaps most important, we arrive at conflict—
which most people want to avoid, even if that means simmering 

in resentment. Sure, conflicts that get out of hand can be corrosive. But 
conflict is also very healthy. It is only through conflict, quite frankly, that 
the best ideas are born. The problem, however, is that most people hate 
conflict so much, they’ll go along just to get along. But that’s an even big-
ger problem.  

Your goal is to engage in constructive conflict. Use those moments 
of disagreement to ask the deeper questions—why and how. In discern-
ing the opinions and rationales of others, you’ll uncover more insights 
that come from having varied perspectives and experiences. This is con-
structive conflict at its best, embracing those moments of clashing opin-
ions as opportunities to innovate.

gIVE To gET. Not everything 
has to be your way. Everyone 
likes to win, but you need to know 
when to step aside or step down 
on minor points so that you create 
buy-in from others. If you appear 
to be steamrolling without giving 
thought to how others think or 
feel, the conflict will only escalate. 
When people “win” something, 
they’ll be more likely to support 
you and the greater objective.

don’T InFlATE THE 
 PRoBlEM. Avoid making sweep-
ing judgments and statements like 
“We always have this problem!” 

Instead, acknowledge where con-
sensus and agreement exist. Then 
the disagreements won’t appear 
to be so all-consuming. By isolat-
ing the conflicts, they can be more 
easily addressed without becom-
ing part of an inflated problem. 

kEEP YoUR Cool. Become 
self-aware about what you do and 
the behaviors you exhibit when 
you’re about to lose your com-
posure. Do you raise your voice, 
change your body posture, harden 
your facial expression, etc.? Oth-
ers pick up on these cues, which 
puts them on the defensive. Stay 
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neutral. Focus on the facts, and 
whatever you do, don’t personalize 
the conflict. 

lIsTEn To THE oTHER 
sIdE oF THE sToRY. There 
are often many solutions to any 
problem, and almost every idea 
has some merit. Listen (don’t just 
hear) when others explain their 
ideas. What can you learn? What 
elements of various ideas can be 
combined? Avoid impatience and 
jumping to conclusions too early 

in the process. Take time to really 
define the problem and hear peo-
ple out. 

TURn oFF THE jUdgMEnT. 
Don’t make assumptions about 
the value of people’s ideas or con-
tributions based on whether or 
not you like them. Your goal is to 
increase how valued people feel so 
that they’ll be more empowered to 
speak up and share ideas. Diver-
sity of thinking is one of the great-
est resources any team can have. 

Group dynamics are challenging because people are different. But 
part of those differences is having unique gifts, preferences, strengths, 
and styles of working. And that’s a good thing! Creativity and innova-
tion, which are the lifeblood of every organization, can only occur when 
people get out of their comfort zone. Often this happens when we chal-
lenge each other to “color outside the lines.” So when you find yourself 
annoyed by a coworker and losing patience, ask yourself why. What’s the 
lesson to be learned here about yourself and others? In the process, your 
interpersonal skills will improve. Then, as you shift, everyone else proba-
bly will as well. Strangers locked in conflict will become colleagues who 
respect their differences and see them as a source of strength.
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FoR dEAlIng 
wITH CowoRkERs
Can’t live without them, so purposefully 
live with them. 

Ego is not your amigo. Maybe it’s not them, 
it’s you. 

Don’t judge; understand others before 
demanding to be understood.

Interpersonal relationships are a two-way 
street. Use your ACT: be authentic, make a 
connection, and give others a taste of who 
you are, not what you do. 

Embrace (don’t avoid) constructive conflict 
as the way to collective genius.
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If you think about it, companies are a 
lot like families. There are spoken and 
unspoken rules of what’s acceptable 
and what’s not—for instance, whether 

it’s OK to eat dinner in the living room, feet 
up on the coffee table, or if it’s strictly “fine 
dining” at your house. Then there’s the mat-
ter of conversation around the table, regard-
ing topics that are strictly taboo. But if you’re 
new to the family and don’t know the culture, 
you could end up saying or doing the wrong 
thing—or worse yet, offending someone.

 ... BuT
IT’S noT

ABouT You

123
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Organizations are no different, although the minefields to navi-
gate go far beyond trying to chat up weird Uncle Bobby at Thanksgiv-
ing. Organizations are complex mazes of personalities, constituencies, 
issues, and rivalries. There are people with strong egos and those who 
are looking to amass their own power. Even when the boundaries are not 
that pronounced, people still like to build and defend their own “sand-
boxes”—no matter how small or large. 

And forget that organizational chart. There are informal networks and 
unwritten rules about how things get done and by whom. You need to figure 
out who really has “the juice.” The easiest way is to see who can spend the 
money. Who can hire and fire? And then there are those who have the power 
behind the scenes; they may not be as obvious at first—and it shifts! Think 
about the big boss’s assistant, who controls both the calendar and the access. 
Ignore or dismiss that person at your peril! (Read on for a chilling example.) 
And then there’s the person who operates way behind the scenes—nobody 
even knows his or her exact title or responsibilities. But this person’s 
name is mentioned with a tone that’s somewhere between awe and fear. 

Swirling around are the power grabbers and the political opera-
tors. They’re the ones who are trying to seize visibility and power (you 

There’s no buy-in for my ideas, and I don’t know 
how to get access to people who can help me. 

And if that weren’t bad enough, I’m caught between my 
boss and my boss’s boss. What am I doing wrong?

The problem is politics—but before you recoil 
from that word, understand that all organizations 

are political. It’s how power and influence are chan-
neled. You need to identify the “people who know  
people”—the gatekeepers and influencers who get things 
done. Use your emotional intelligence to read people, 
the politics, and how to gain access and influence.
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can usually tell who they are by the names they drop). This doesn’t hap-
pen everywhere to the same degree. But people being people—just as in 
that big extended family full of personalities and history—there will be 
cliques and alliances.

All of which might make the case for lying low— just staying out 
of the whole mess and doing your job. And some people claim they do. 
You hear them say with a little smugness, “Oh, I’m above all that. I get 
ahead on my own work.” Maybe they do, but only in their heads. The 
truth is you can’t advance your career—or come close to taking control 
of it—if you don’t learn how to develop some 
political capital. You earn this through rela-
tionships with others, especially those above 
you, and this becomes a daily practice you can 
never ignore. The long-term benefits of having 
such capital can be amazing—just as the price 
of losing that capital suddenly because of a stu-
pid slipup can be catastrophic. 

The goal here is to become as politically 
savvy as you can—which should not be con-
fused with being “political,” usually code for 
not always being trusted by others. Being polit-
ically savvy means you can influence those around you (even above you), 
create buy-in, and get things done with others. And with people now 
changing jobs so often, this know-how is another must-have you’ll carry 
along in your toolbox as you go from one job, one culture, to the next.

To get to this place, we need to spend this chapter looking at office 
politics through two lenses. First, we’ll explore the skills you need to dis-
cern and operate within any environment. Second, we’ll learn about the 
people you need to work well with, from your boss to your boss’s boss to 
the “influencers”—in other words, the networked web of relationships in 
any organization. 

You CAn’T 
AdvAnCE YouR 
CAREER If You 
don’T dEvEloP 
SomE PolITICAl 
CAPITAl.
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YouR PolITICAl 
SAvvY

let’s start with you—your skills—because you’ll never succeed 
if you don’t have self-awareness of how you are perceived and how 

you can more effectively interact with others.
The first step is to understand the environment you’re in. You may 

work for a company that prides itself on having few titles and even fewer 
layers. Good ideas can come from anywhere, and every voice gets to be 
heard. That’s great, but don’t kid yourself. The world is ripe with hierarchy. 

Even in a flat organization, which appears to be so nonhierarchical, 
you need to understand who has influence and who doesn’t. Who can 
expedite or stonewall things? This is all part of learning to become “emo-
tionally intelligent” (as we will cover later). 

If you’re new to a company or you’ve joined a new team, this will 
take some figuring out. Even if you’ve been around for a few years, things 
may have shifted because of other changes, such as a new boss or boss’s 
boss. Promotions, transfers, teams expanding or contracting—all of it 
changes the dynamics. And since you’re probably a career nomad who 

THE InfoRmAl nETwoRk

THE InfluEnCERS. It sounds like a good title for a spy movie. 
But these aren’t the bad guys. on the contrary, within any organiza-
tion there are key players who get things done. And they don’t oper-
ate alone. They rely on and align with others to expedite things. How 
do you identify them? 

follow THE monEY. who controls the flow of resources? who 
are the major gatekeepers for information and decision-making? get 
to know the guides and helpers who are part of the networks of the 
movers and shakers. Seek to become part of their network by being 
known for who you are and what you can contribute.
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makes a change every few years, with each new job you’ll need to read the 
tea leaves all over again.

Every organization has them: the “politicizers” who seek power, 
grab attention, and curry favor for their own ends—and at everyone 
else’s expense. They can kill culture and drag down performance. Be 
aware of these characters, and don’t become one yourself! 

TheBackstabber

TheFinger-Pointer

The
BSer

The
Informer The

Favorite
The

Power- Grabber
The

Anointed The
Entitled

The
Operator The

Spy The
Yes-Man TheEgomaniac

The
Saboteur The

Kiss-Up TheTwo-Face TheShape-Shifter

TheCredit-Seeker TheName-Dropper TheSchmoozer The
Gossip

PolITICIzER BingO BOard 
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EI: 
don’T go 

AnYwHERE  
wITHouT IT

To be politically savvy, you need an all-important skill that 
will serve you well throughout your career: emotional intelligence. 

You need to be emotionally intelligent for many reasons related to your 
advancement—from getting along with your boss, to managing and 
motivating others, to relating to people across cultures and context. In 
this discussion of discerning and navigating office politics, you can’t sur-
vive without emotional intelligence.

Emotional intelligence is the ability to identify, understand, and 
manage your own emotions and to read and understand the emotions of 
others. It’s composed of empathy, adaptability, self-awareness, and sim-
ilar competencies. Research suggests that emotional intelligence (EI) is 
twice as important as cognitive ability (better known as IQ ) in predict-
ing performance. 

Daniel Goleman, the author of Emotional Intelligence—who works 
closely with our firm—considers EI to be more important than ever. As 
he wrote in his groundbreaking best seller: “I envision a day when emo-
tional intelligence will have become so widely understood that we need 
not mention it because it has melded with our lives. . . . Likewise, EI qual-
ities such as self-awareness, managing destructive emotions, and empa-
thy would be givens in the workplace, ‘must-haves’ for being hired and 
promoted, and most especially for leadership.” 

Given Goleman’s vision for just how potent EI is in the workplace, it’s 
clear you need to develop it, particularly when navigating office politics. 
Here are a few EI tips to raise your profile and advance in your career:
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wHo’S on fIRST?  
Notice where in the room the 
power is—and don’t assume it’s 
with the boss. It may be a star 
performer or a group of people 
who are closely aligned with the 
boss. Where are the alliances and 
where are the factions? This will 
tell you whose ideas are more 
likely to garner support—and 
whose support you’ll need for your 
own ideas. Also, be on the lookout 
for those who always seem to 
know what’s going on, and whom 
others go to for advice. These are 
the tracings of the networks that 
exist within teams, departments, 
and companies. You’ll want to 
know where they are, who’s on 
them, and how you can join. You 
need to align yourself with the 
decision-makers and influencers 
who can put a word in for you on 
that job in a different department 
or that bigger assignment. And 
when there’s a task force or cross-
department initiative, they’ll want 
you to be part of the team. You 
can’t push it, but the higher your 
performance, the more you’ll get 
noticed.

THE ConTAgIon 
fACToR. 
Team members, particularly lead-
ers, can transmit their feelings, 
positive or negative, to others. 
If you’re emotionally self-aware 
and send more positive feelings 

than negative ones, you can make 
a big improvement in the team 
dynamic. You don’t have to be the 
team Pollyanna. But you can radi-
ate more positivity than nega-
tivity. A can-do attitude may be 
cliché, but it works. Let’s say you 
know the next team meeting or 
project update is bound to result 
in a debate. How might your col-
leagues react? What are your own 
feelings? How can you engage in 
the discussion in a way that turns 
opposing views into constructive 
conflict that yields meaningful 
discussion?  

BE “PEoPlE 
SEnSITIvE.” 
Learning to read people is a great 
skill, and it will serve you well in 
your career. You’ll need your best 
observation skills. How do people 
react to stress, challenges, oppor-
tunities, and failure? See beyond 
the behaviors to the motivation 
that’s driving those behaviors. 
How do people act in meetings? 
What are formal and informal 
conversations like? The more you 
can read the people around you, 
the better you can adjust your 
approach to influence others.
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lEARnIng 
EmoTIonAl 

InTEllIgEnCE

Early in your career, your focus was on developing your tech-
nical skills. In fact, most of your training and development was of a 

technical nature—what you needed to do to get the job done (see Chap-
ter Twelve, “Tapping Your Right Brain”). But Goleman stresses that 
emotional intelligence must be developed as soon as possible, even by 
young workers who don’t understand the importance of this skill set. The 
difference in perception is pretty shocking: In a survey of 450 HR lead-
ers, 92 percent saw emotional and social skills as crucial for being com-
petitive in a global economy. But nearly 70 percent of recent graduates 
said those soft skills would get in the way, and they could succeed with-
out them. Now, here’s the wake-up call: if those new workforce entrants 
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fInd EI RolE modElS
It’s a fact—people who exemplify emotional intelligence 
are more likely to inspire it in others. So who do you 
consider to be emotionally intelligent—good at reading 
others’ emotions and in control of their own emotions and 
reactions? Observe that person in action. What attitudes 
and actions should you adopt to increase your EI?

ASk foR EI fEEdBACk
As with any skill, you’ll get better with feedback. Ask your 
boss or a colleague who is strong in emotional intelligence 
for their feedback on how you’re doing. The best follow-up 
is right after a situation in which you showed (or should 
have displayed) emotional intelligence. What went well  
and what could have gone better?

SET EI foR THE TEAm
Teams can help each other develop emotional intelligence. 
In fact, there should be an EI norm for the team: this is how 
we work together, interact, respect each other’s views and 
emotions, and engage in discussions when opinions and 
views differ. These EI norms, such as shared self-awareness 
and open communication, can support collaboration and 
high performance.

CHECk InTo EI TRAInIng
Your company may offer training in EI and related skills, 
such as listening and empathy. Ask the HR department—
there may be online learning modules you can access.

aren’t socially and emotionally competent, they’ll undermine their 
potential to become high performers. 

So how do you learn emotional intelligence? A good place to start is 
by reading about it—Goleman has several books and writes frequently 
on the topic for the Korn Ferry Institute (www.kornferry.com/institute). 
Plus, there are ways you can develop and practice your emotional intelli-
gence. Like any skill set, it takes awareness and practice.  
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BuIldIng 
YouR PolITICAl 

CAPITAl

Political capital is like any other kind of capital. It must be 
accrued over time. It’s depleted the more you spend it, and you have 

to replenish it regularly. The amount of political capital you have depends 
on the amount of trust others have in you. 

As I said earlier, knowing how to build it is crucial for the career 
nomad, who must transfer this skill set from job to job. At the same time, 
it’s tricky to build any political capital if you’re gone in two years—even if 
you stay for four years. Trust is time-dependent. It’s a simple fact that the 
longer people know you and the more opportunities they have to interact 
with you, the more opportunities you have to build trust. The only way to 
expedite that process is by your actions and your performance.

Trust comes down to keeping your word. Watch your say/do ratio—
if it isn’t 1:1, your political capital won’t grow. And when you need to 
build capital quickly, doing what you say you will do (and frequently 
exceeding expectations) is crucial. Just as building trust can be acceler-
ated by the good you do, it can also be destroyed by missteps and poor 
choices. If you are told something in confidence, keep it that way. If you 
must discuss something, don’t associate names with it.  

Trust can also come through bonding. You were part of a team that 
handled a difficult project, or even a crisis. You were really in the trenches 
together. You may even bond over common interests—for example, you 
both volunteered for or participated in a fund-raiser for a cause that’s per-
sonal and important to both of you. It goes without saying: your passion 
for the cause must be authentic.

When you have amassed political capital, you can spend it to further 
your goals, such as getting help to land that assignment you want or an 
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introduction to someone higher up in the organization, or even assistance 
in tackling a problem that’s bigger than you realized. But don’t overesti-
mate the amount of political capital you have, and constantly replenish it. 
Reciprocity is a real thing: you need to give to get, always being consistent 
in your performance and showing high integrity in your actions.

The Trusted Friend
Some of the greatest friendships in life are 
forged in the workplace. You never know 
where they may come from; you work on the 
same project together, or maybe you both like 
the same sports team. Ironically, it may come 
from working for a bad boss—great friendships 
often can be forged between coworkers 
enduring the same nightmare. 

No matter how they’re formed, the most 
effective work friendships are those that aren’t 
broadcast. They don’t high-five each other or 
post themselves together on Facebook. That 
allows one friend to try to pull levers for the 
other and reduces claims of favoritism if one 
moves up the ladder later. Trust is, of course, 
the critical bond between them, and nothing is 
sadder than when that trust is broken between 
them. Seek to establish these bonds in your 
career; nurture them, and never betray them.
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AvoIdIng 
PolITICAl BACklASH

now that you’ve built all this political capital, especially with 
your boss, you don’t want to diminish it—or worse yet, lose it—

because of an unwise move. It’s not about playing it safe. Taking no 
risks is a real risk and may single you out as someone who can’t take on 
a bigger job or broader responsibilities. Most companies today encour-
age risk-taking, creativity, and pushing boundaries. Even failure is 
embraced—as long as failure happens fast and the learning happens even 
faster. (Psychologists refer to this as having “psychological safety”—
meaning you won’t be punished if you make a mistake.)

But unless you’re among the rare disrupters—Elon Musk or the late 
Steve Jobs, who rocked their companies and their industries—you need 
to figure out how to do this. For 99 percent of us, it will mean getting 
buy-in, starting with your boss. First (and no surprise here), you need 
to apply your emotional intelligence. How does your company react to 
the new and different? Consider what happened to the last person who 
tried a new idea that didn’t work out. Is that person still there? How 
did the organization respond? Were more resources brought in to help 
problem-solve and strategize? Or did people run for the corners while 
waiting to see who was thrown under the bus?

Once you understand how your organization (read: your boss) 
handles risk-taking, you can decide how to present new ideas or push 
back on “how we’ve always done things.” Rather than jumping into the 
deep end with no life preserver, it’s probably more politically astute to 
wade in. Test the waters, see if you’re likely to sink or swim, and then 
go in a little deeper. 
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floAT THE IdEA. Let’s say 
you’ve got an idea for a new 

approach, a better way of 
doing things, or another 

way to attack the prob-
lem. It may be an inno-
vation. Or you may be 
trying to overturn what 

your boss wants to do or 
how things have always 

been done. These are all 
political moves because they test 
conventional wisdom and depart 
from the tried-and-true. People are 
usually averse to change, which 
means it’s better to start by float-
ing the idea, especially with your 
boss. Your objective is to start the 
conversation and plant the idea 
in your manager’s head. If you get 
the green light, then off you go! But 
what if the response is lukewarm 
at best or an outright rejection? 
If your boss has the final say on 
everything, then hearing no at the 
outset probably killed your idea (at 
least for now). If you keep push-
ing it, you won’t get anywhere and 
could end up hurting yourself.

wAdE In dEEPER. If you get or 
feel some leeway, however, you 
may be able to keep the idea alive. 
When there is a chance to maneu-
ver, take a step into deeper water. 
But don’t go on your own say-so. 
You need evidence—that means 
research and real data—to back up 

your plan. If you go to your boss 
with real facts, you’re more likely 
to get buy-in, and your boss is 
more likely to support you.

gET YouR PEERS on BoARd. 
As we discussed in Chapter Five, 
“Coping With Coworkers,” positive 
peer pressure works. One person 
makes (or pushes for) a positive 
change and then others start to 
join him or her. Then the majority 
rules—the more people who get 
behind this new idea or approach, 
the more likely others will come 
along.  

TAkE THE PlungE. This won’t 
happen often, but there may 
be times when you go all in—
committing yourself to pushing 
ahead no matter what—especially 
if enough of your peers are with 
you. Take the example of a boss 
who suggested his team 
move office locations; 
for some, the relocation 
would mean doubling 
their commutes. The 
team got together and 
pushed back against 
the idea. They weren’t 
going to go! The boss, who wasn’t 
heavy-handed and was known for 
giving employees a fair amount 
of autonomy, backed down and 
decided not to pursue the location 
change. 
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Digital communication is like breathing—it’s second 
nature and you can’t survive without it. The sheer 
volume and frequency of emails and texts make it 

easy to fire off a note or reply without thinking. Do that at 
your peril. Careers have been ruined by emails! 

Here are some of the biggest and most deadly sins of 
digital communication and what to be aware of.

The Digital 
Deadly Sins

THAT “PRIvATE” EmAIl 
juST goT foRwARdEd. 
You assumed the email you 
wrote to one person—badmouth-
ing the boss, making fun of col-
leagues, complaining about other 
departments—was never going to 
be seen by anyone else. But there it 
is, circulating around the depart-
ment, and now your boss wants 
to talk to you. Always remember: 
anyone can forward anything—
and that includes texts too!

YouR “ok” juST goT SomE-
onE mAd. So much of communi-
cation isn’t what you say but how 
you say it, and that’s the problem 
with digital: emails and texts have 

no context. You don’t have a tone 
of voice, as with phone conversa-
tions. You don’t have verbal and 
nonverbal cues, as when you’re in 
person. Emails and texts land flat. 
Take the response “OK,” for exam-
ple. Is that begrudging? Agree-
able? Enthusiastic? Can’t tell—and 
someone’s assumption may not 
match your intention.

YouR    IS gETTIng 
RIdICulouS. I’m always 
amazed by how many emails and 
texts I receive, including in busi-
ness, that are populated with 
emoji. I once received a message 
with a bizarre expression that 
had me puzzled. Was that a smile, 
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a frown, or a gas bubble? I don’t 
know, you tell me: 

          

Don’t overuse these little faces—
and don’t expect them to speak 
for you.

You goT YouR BoBS mIXEd 
uP. There’s Bob, your friend. 
And then there’s Bob, your boss’s 
boss. In your haste, you didn’t 
double-check the auto-filled email 
address before hitting send. Then 
a sick feeling come over you. In 
your sent emails, you’ve written a 
gripe manifesto with (count ’em) 
three expletives, and it’s sitting in 
the wrong Bob’s email inbox. 

You SEnT An EmAIl In 
AngER. Never, ever a good idea. 
The more riled up you are, the 
more time you need to respond. 
One way is to write it all out in an 
email without any address on it 
and then delete it! Now that you 
have it out of your system, write 
a second email. Save it to drafts. 
Reread it a few times and then—if 
you’re sure it isn’t going to backfire 
on you—hit send.

You dIdn’T PRoofRE@d 
YouR EmAIl. The occasional 
typo is one thing, but multiple 
misspellings, obvious grammati-
cal mistakes, and dropped words 
make you look sloppy (or worse). 
It’s also a sign of disrespect to the 
recipient(s). Having a tagline that 

reads “Siri didn’t proofread this for 
me” isn’t an excuse! Read it back to 
yourself, preferably aloud. 

You CC THE EnTIRE oRg 
CHART. Does everyone really 
have to be on that email? Trans-
parency is one thing, but too many 
ccs makes you look either naive 
or overly self-promotional. Be dis-
creet about the number of people 
you cc and bcc on your emails.

You REPlY All, All THE 
TImE. If there’s one thing that 
will get on people’s nerves, it’s the 
worthless reply all that’s sent to 
17 people, 17 times. (You know the 
kind: Great job! Great idea! Got it!) 
Do everyone a favor and reply—but 
not to all.

You THInk RECAllIng 
YouR mESSAgE ERASES IT 
fRom THE PlAnET. If you 
think recalling an email will right 
all of your wrongs or be your life-
line to safety, guess again. It rarely 
works. And, human nature being 
what it is, when people receive a 
recall on an email, they can’t wait 
to find the original and see how 
you screwed up. 

You TRY To SolvE THE 
PRoBlEmS of THE woRld 
In An EmAIl. Just because you 
have as much space as you want 
to write in that email, don’t. Digital 
communication should be concise. 
If you have that much to say, pick 
up the phone. 
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THE PolITICAl 
PEoPlE

now that you’ve explored your political skills, we can take the 
next step of understanding the people side of politics. No matter 

how flat the organization, you have a boss and your boss has a boss. This 
is potentially the most politically charged relationship you’ll have to nav-
igate from the earliest days in your career. 

You may be trying to impress your boss’s boss in hopes of opening 
some doors for yourself (without looking like you’re gunning for your 
boss’s job). Or you may be put on the spot—in a meeting, on a conference 
call, or in a hallway conversation—about how “things” are going. That 
supposedly casual comment is a double-edged sword.

Getting caught between your boss and the boss’s boss is not only 
uncomfortable, it puts you at risk. (Remember, pawns are important in 
chess, but they get sacrificed, too.) To the best of your ability, get a read-
ing on that relationship. Do your boss and the big boss get along? You 
know the statistic: people hate their bosses about half the time. Is there 
friction between them, whether personally or professionally? Tune in to 
the grapevine so you can gather intelligence as to what’s going on and 
how wise or risky it is to stay aligned with your boss.

The challenge for you is that it’s hard to keep the big picture in per-
spective when suddenly you’re being singled out by the boss’s boss. The 
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attention is flattering, and you know it’s important to advancing your 
career. But before you rush to offer an opinion, position yourself as an 
expert, or maneuver into the spotlight, you need to understand the polit-
ical context: Why is your boss’s boss engaging you all of a sudden? Most 
importantly, what’s the implication of anything you say? These are not 
casual interactions. So what do you do? There are five basic choices:

1 You’re Teflon. You’re too 
scared to say anything that will 

stick to you or alienate anyone, 
so you just mumble a little non-
specific information. Maybe you 
dodged a bullet in the moment, but 
the risk is you just showed that 
you’re spineless and clueless. 

2 Repeat what’s known. 
You stick to the script of the 

last team meeting. We’re on target 
with X and Y, but Z is taking lon-
ger than we thought. This feels 
like the safest option, but the risk 
is the boss’s boss could still press 
you for further details—and your 
opinion.

3 give your opinion. You 
not only offer an assessment or 

update, you also give your opinion 
of what you think should happen. 
The problem is X, and the sooner 
we address that the better. You 
take this political risk because you 
want to impress the boss’s boss. 
But be prepared for the big boss 
to repeat everything you said and 
attribute it to you. The upside is 
you may ingratiate yourself with 
the big boss, but the downside 

is you risk alienating your boss 
because you deviated from his or 
her thinking.

4  defend your boss. You 
put the best possible spin on 

things. It’s going really well. We 
got over the bumps, and it’s all on 
track. You do this out of a sense 
of loyalty to your boss. And if it’s 
true, that’s great. But if it isn’t, 
then you’ve just lied to the boss’s 
boss and aligned yourself with 
your boss, who from the sounds of 
it could be out sooner rather than 
later (and perhaps you, too).

5  Throw your boss under 
the bus. In giving your opin-

ion, you openly criticize your boss. 
(This is the riskiest of all politi-
cal moves—proceed with caution!) 
Between us (warning: there’s no 
such thing), the problems are a lot 
bigger than anyone admits. The 
reason is you want the boss’s boss 
to see not only your worth but also 
your boss’s incompetence. You’re 
also positioning yourself as being 
better in that role—and the big 
boss knows it, which may or may 
not work out for you.  



140

CHAPTER SIX      Building Political Capital

c06 140 September 25, 2019 5:58 PM

So how should you answer? In truth, there is no formulaic approach 
here. There may be times when a nonanswer really is your best response. 
This is usually the case when you’re at a lower level in an organization, 
with no influence and no real insight. (The boss’s boss knows this but 
is probably digging for anything you might have heard.) And there are 
times when you should absolutely distance yourself from your boss, 
especially when the boss is doing a bad job of managing things and fail-
ure is all but guaranteed. 

Whichever way you answer, you have to understand what’s really 
being asked and the political implications of your response. No matter 
how flat the organization, with this conversation you just jumped right 
over your boss’s head.

wHo 
HIREd YouR 

BoSS?

This is a political point you can’t afford to miss: Was your boss 
hired or inherited? It makes a significant difference to what hap-

pens to your boss and how you should answer when asked to give feed-
back on any project or on your boss.

If the big boss inherited your boss from a previous leader, then your 
boss could very well be on shaky ground. The big boss may question the 
boss’s abilities or allegiance. While you should never bad-mouth any-
one for your own gain, if the big boss wants to bring in his or her own 
lieutenant, your boss is probably on the way out. If performance is an 
issue, the boss will be gone sooner rather than later, and maybe you 
along with him or her.

If the big boss hired your boss, that indicates a much closer relation-
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ship and probably longevity for your boss. This may be true even if your 
boss is a mediocre performer. Anything short of complete incompetence 
or malfeasance will be excused. Your boss is going to stay, so dismiss any 
thoughts you have of taking over that job. It isn’t going to happen. (And 
when you see your boss and your boss’s boss head off to lunch together, 
you just got your confirmation.)

THE moST InfluEnTIAl 
PEoPlE You nEvER 

wAnT To SnuB

guess who? Where your mind goes first is a window into your 
political savvy. If you immediately went to senior leadership, you’re 

thinking hierarchically—bigger title, more influence. But that’s too 
obvious and, frankly, not that politically savvy. At the top of the list of 
the most influential people you never want to snub is that senior leader’s 
assistant. Part gatekeeper, part right hand, the assistant is in a position of 
high trust. A good (or bad) word about you from the assistant to the boss 
could help (or hurt) your chances of advancing in your career. 

The same goes for receptionists, who are on the front line of every-
one who goes into and out of an office. When interview candidates come 
into the office, many hiring managers will ask the receptionist for feed-
back on how they acted. Were they pleasant? Did they make conversa-
tion? Or were they rude and dismissive?

Ken Blanchard, an acclaimed management expert and best-selling 
author of several books, including The One Minute Manager, shared a 
story with me about a pilot who was applying for a job at another airline. 
Now, this was a very experienced pilot with the kind of skills any airline 
would be glad to have. But on the flight to where the airline was based, 
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the pilot was rude to the crew. At corporate headquarters, the pilot was 
dismissive of not one but two receptionists who greeted him. One of the 
receptionists called HR and reported everything, including the tip-off 
from the flight crew about the pilot’s bad behavior. The upshot? The pilot 
was sent home without ever getting the interview. 

So now who do you think are the most influential people you never 
want to snub? If you said everyone and anyone, you got that right. Never 
assume that someone with a seemingly unimpressive title doesn’t have 
influence and access. There are people behind the scenes whom senior 
leaders rely on for everything from institutional knowledge to accom-
plishing the seemingly impossible. These are the people you need to 
identify and align yourself with.
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foR mASTERIng 
offICE PolITICS
Forget the org chart—it’s useless. Become a 
student of informal networks. These webs of 
relationships, formed by people to get work done, 
thread through company culture. 

Identify the influencers who can expedite or 
stonewall things.

Exercise your emotional intelligence to build 
alliances.

Build your political capital on trust—it is earned, 
not given to you. 

Never, ever underestimate the influence and 
political power that rests behind the scenes, 
with people whose titles may not “impress” you.
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WoRkiNg 
ViRTuAlly:

The Risks
of Being

Out of Sight 

If you think about it, the virtual-work 
movement has created a whole new 
species, once as rare as snow leopards 
but now multiplying like uncaged rab-

bits. If you aren’t one of them already, you 
surely have seen them. Denizens of coffee-
houses, or really anywhere with a chair, Wi-Fi, 
and a power outlet, they’ll be encamped for 
hours behind laptops, oddly talking to no 
one until you realize they’re wearing ear-
buds. A 2 percent battery reading is the kiss 
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of death for them, second only to loud noises, which send virtual workers 
scampering away like Dracula from light. They think they’re harmless, but 
anyone who’s bought coffee and then had to stand or leave has experienced 
the inconvenience. For their part, businesses are so worried about virtual 
workers soaking up space that they now keep background music louder in 

a fruitless effort to shoo them away.
I say all this to make an important 

point: without a doubt, a lot of us would 
prefer to work virtually. Just the lack of 
commuting time can be soul-saving, and 
the benefit to your family life is immeasur-
able. And without all the distractions of the 
office, you’re bound to get a lot more done. 
But at no point should you forget that being 
part of this species is by its very nature—
at least potentially—a real irritant. Indeed, 
most people I know who work virtually are 

amazingly grateful for all the freedom they have, and just as amazingly 
ignorant about how others who don’t have that freedom feel. They tend 
to lose sight of the fact that, while they’re Skyping into a meeting, their 

JuST THE
lACk of 

CommuTiNg 
TimE CAN BE 

Soul-SAViNg.

My new job allows me to work virtually. I can 
ditch my long commute, get more work done with-

out distractions, and maybe get to the gym more often. 
Is there any downside?

Don’t kid yourself. You’re right about all the 
upsides, but even though working virtually is on 

the rise, it’s still far from the norm. That means you’ll 
need to win over all those who still have to schlep into 
work. And while you may find yourself getting more 
done at home, will anyone know who you really are 
versus what you do?
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faces happily framed by a comfy pillow, some poor person is sitting at 
that same meeting in person, stuck in a sterile conference room and still 
recovering from a two-hour traffic jam. And that poor person may be not 
only their colleague but also their boss or their boss’s boss. This, in my 
mind, is a critical challenge to working virtually—somehow navigating 
the potential for resentment. 

By the way, here’s something else you probably haven’t realized: if 
you aren’t working virtually yet, you can expect that you will be during a 
significant part of your career. Polls show that the ranks of those working 
remotely have doubled in the United States in a decade, and that nearly  
half the workforce works virtually some or all of the time. As companies 
try to save on real estate, improve gender disparity, and keep shifting to  
the gig economy, this won’t be the precocious perk it currently is— 
the kind that people negotiate and beg for today. More companies will 
embrace it, increasing the odds that as you move from job to job or take 
up contracting, you’ll be home for part of your career—and, in the pro-
cess, inhabiting surroundings very different from Planet In-Office.

This brings me to a favorite acronym of mine that is part and parcel of 
any successful career. If you are working virtually, you need to be SEEN. 
Show that you can be productive anywhere, engage with your boss and team, 
enter the office strategically, and never forget where you are when you’re on 
calls with your boss, your boss’s boss, and clients or customers. The more 
you are SEEN, the more successful you will be when working virtually.

S    Show that you can be productive
E    Engage with your boss and team
E    Enter the office strategically
N    Never forget where you are
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mANAgE diSTRACTioNS. 
It’s such a nice day—you tell your-
self you can get in a quick nine 
holes of golf and then work later 
this evening. Or your new puppy 
is so cute playing with that old 
sock—you just have to post a video 
on Instagram. More mundane, 
there’s nothing in the refrigerator 
and the laundry is piling up. Your 
spouse/partner thinks that, since 
you’re working from home, you 
should be able to run the neigh-
borhood car pool. Remember, 

working virtually means exactly 
that—working, just someplace 
other than the office. You’re going 
to need rules and boundaries for 
yourself and others in your life. If 
you’re a full-time employee work-
ing virtually, you need to be in sync 
with the office. Would you get up 
from your desk in the middle of the 
afternoon to do errands? Probably 
not. So don’t do that when you’re 
working virtually. If your boss calls 
you midday and you’re at the gym, 
you’ll send the wrong message.

S     SHoW THAT 
you CAN BE PRoduCTiVE 

ANyWHERE

your untethered bliss is bound to cause some resentment. Part 
of the issue, perhaps the biggest, is just trying to convince people 

you are working at all, especially if it is a new arrangement. Your boss 
may be especially nervous about this, and your colleagues may be as well, 
out of fear of having to pick up your load. Of course, you may be logged 
in to collaboration software that shows everyone you’re online, creating a 
baseline of built-in visibility. But if you’re working on that report for eight 
straight hours with hardly a break, you could appear to be “off the radar.” 

The bottom line: performance says it all. Whether you’re working in 
the next cubicle or in a cabin in the woods, what matters most is how well 
you do the work that needs to be done and stay focused on your boss’s 
short-term goals and priorities. 

To be productive while working virtually, you need to manage your 
time as well as your environment. These are table stakes for being pro-
ductive. Some factors, like having Wi-Fi, almost seem quaint given the 
technological explosion of the past few years. Others are timeless, seem-
ingly obvious conventions that deserve a brief refresher:
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REmEmBER, THEy 
CAN HEAR you. Today’s cell 
phones and headsets are super 
sensitive for picking up sound. 
They can detect that distinctive 
clunk of the microwave door clos-
ing and the faint beep-beep as you 
push the timer buttons. (Your col-
leagues on the line know it must 
be getting near lunchtime at your 
house.) The real offender, though? 
I’ve been on the phone with remote 
workers at least five times where 
I’ve heard the toilet flush in the 
background. Really? Biological 
needs or not, I just don’t need to 
hear that. That little microphone 
isn’t just picking up your voice, 
but everything (and I mean every-
thing) that’s going on around you. 
Just the other day, I was on a pre-
viously scheduled call with three 
other people to review customer 
activity. We had our spreadsheets 
open and were going over the 
details when I heard in the back-
ground, “Hey, did you pick up any 
wine?” Really. I guess it’s always 
five o’clock somewhere.

kEEP TABS oN youR 
SuRRouNdiNgS. Skype truly 
is the next best thing to being 
there—not only for voice commu-
nication but also for visual. You 
can see others, just as they can 
see you in your surroundings. 
Just be mindful what’s in view. 

I remember interviewing some-
one who had a very large bottle of 
what looked like hard liquor on his 
desk—it turned out to be iced tea, 
but what a distraction from our 
conversation! And when you’re on 
that all-important call with senior 
management or clients, make 
sure the door stays shut and the 
kids and the dog stay out. (Check 
out YouTube for a BBC live Skype 
interview with a geopolitical 
expert whose young child hilar-
iously bursts into the room. The 
interview went viral, but for all the 
wrong reasons.)

doN’T gET SToPPEd 
AT THE fiREWAll. This can’t 
be emphasized enough. Technol-
ogy will not be your friend and 
can often be a nightmare. Unfor-
tunately, remote workers are 
often second tier when corporate 
IT rolls out the latest software 
upgrades. And if that isn’t bad 
enough, firewalls meant to protect 
the company can keep you out. 
Some professionals, for example 
in engineering or design, require 
access to shared documents, 
many of them confidential. Make 
sure you can navigate the remote 
access to shared drives and doc-
uments, and that you have the 
safety and security protocols in 
place to protect sensitive or confi-
dential information. 
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Lights, Camera, Action!
Have you asked a friend lately to tell you how you look 
on Skype? Or dared to see a screenshot of yourself? It’s 
probably worse than you can imagine. Desk lamps create 
skin tones that suggest the onset of measles. The angle of 
those tiny laptop cameras can give even fashion models 
double chins. Bags under the eyes seem to be sagging 
with weights. The list goes on and on.

And yet—and this is a hard fact to swallow—the only 
image some of your colleagues may ever have of you is 
through this form of visual communication. I’ve read 
one blog post after another on how to deal with Skype 
appearance, and generally they can be helpful. But unless 
you’re going to invest in an Oscar-winning makeup artist 
for every Monday-morning WebEx meeting, you’re just 
going to have to spend considerable time doing tests and 
retests with patient friends and coworkers on what looks 
and sounds even remotely tolerable. 

E     ENgAgE WiTH youR
BoSS ANd TEAm

face it, when you’re working remotely you won’t have the 
team building that happens in the moment, from spontaneous 

group lunches to discussions in the break room, which make up the 
social side of engagement. You can dial in for every session, but you won’t 
be part of that casual meeting-after-the-meeting that happens in the hall-
way or when the boss drops by to discuss something.

It isn’t that your boss and your colleagues are purposely trying to 
exclude you (avoid that paranoia), or that you won’t be asked to come in 
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for certain meetings. But when you work off-site, you can’t count on that 
office kismet that occurs when you and your boss show up in the kitchen 
at the same time and you start brainstorming about the latest project or 
a new opportunity. You can’t be offended by what you’re missing because 
you’re not there. 

You need to find other ways to engage, and that’s going to mean 
communicating digitally—email and text—as well as telephonically. 
How and when? You and your boss are going to have to work that out. 
Your boss may be a big texter—or may never send a text. Your boss may 
want to discuss everything by phone or may prefer the brevity of email. 
Whatever form of communication works for you and your boss, make 
sure that you stay engaged with transparency and regularity.
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Will Working Virtually 
Hurt Your Chances 
of Being Promoted?

This is a tough one, because so many people 
do work virtually and that number is growing. 
But if you’re known as the “work-from-home 
person,” it could be difficult to overcome that 
perception. People may make assumptions 
that you are not leadership material. You’ll be 
labeled as an individual contributor, and at 
some point your career will hit a wall. Unless 
your entire company is wired for managers 
and leaders to work virtually, you need to 
be aware. It may ultimately come down 
to unplugging from your home office and 
reconnecting physically with the company.

Don’t wait for the boss to initiate the conversation. You need to 
be proactive and update your boss frequently and continually on what 
you’ve accomplished and what you’re currently working on. Until both 
you and your boss are in sync with this virtual arrangement, you may 
have to overshare the details. Otherwise, a day without any contact 
with your boss becomes two days, becomes a week, and then becomes 
a problem.

When you want to brainstorm with a colleague or your boss, reach 
out for a time to talk. But don’t be on the phone constantly, like you’re 
that homesick kid at camp. You might find that your colleagues will start 
avoiding your calls. This takes self-awareness about what you need and 
emotional intelligence about what suits your team. It’s a balancing act 
that you have to discern and manage. 
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Working Half and Half 

For some, working remotely is the perfect part-
time solution. many people like to work from 
home when they need to concentrate—and in the 

office when they need to collaborate. Even a field such 
as medicine can allow for some virtual work. one doctor 
described how she works from home on nonclinical 
days (not seeing patients) to catch up with paperwork or 
write research articles. uninterrupted time to think and 
write is simply too rare at the hospital.
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E     ENTER THE 
offiCE STRATEgiCAlly— 
doN’T BE “ouT of SigHT, 

ouT of miNd”

long before faceTime became an Apple app and the preferred 
verb for mobile video chat, it was sage advice in the workplace. 

If you were, say, a sales rep who traveled extensively, you made sure 
to put in face time at the office so you didn’t fall victim to being “out 
of sight, out of mind.” Years ago, when people who worked largely on 
the road would return to the office—sometimes after being gone for 
weeks at a time—it was like reuniting with a long-lost relative. So good 
to see you! How long has it been? 

Granted, digital communication today makes it far easier to stay in 
touch and be top of mind; there you are, in the boss’s email inbox and 
on that string of text messages. And Skype can keep you close, but as 
we’ve mentioned, it just isn’t the same as being in the office. There’s a kind 
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of chemistry that happens when people sit in the same room and start 
talking. Collective genius is born.

So one trick of learning how to work outside the office is to learn when 
to return to it, strategically. It may be for that monthly team meeting. Or 
perhaps you work remotely near a regional office and the CEO is com-
ing to town—of course you should be there. You need to be part of that 
casual town-hall discussion with the CEO. But this isn’t just about bosses. 
You need to engage with your teammates, spend some quality face time—
lunch or coffee together—to see and hear them. When you’re brainstorm-
ing a new project, you want to be there in person, if at all possible.

And don’t forget your office manners. You may be used to exercise 
clothes and flip-flops, but now you have to put on real shoes. But don’t over-
dress, as if you’re on your first trip to the big city with a price tag still dan-
gling from your new jacket. You should be able to enter and exit the office 
environment with ease, showcasing how you still fit in with everyone. 

N     NEVER foRgET WHERE 
you ARE foR imPoRTANT CAllS

let’s put it this way, a bad phone connection or intolerable 
background noise can ruin your career. I’m not talking about that 

impromptu call—your boss calls you with a quick question just as you’re 
boarding your flight. I’m talking about that call you know is going to happen. 

As a remote worker, you may sit at your favorite coffee shop in the 
morning. If you have a more casual working relationship with your boss, 
it may be just fine to pick up the phone there despite the chatter and 
music. But that isn’t the case for an hour-long call, when the background 
noise may boom into everyone else’s earbuds.

And for goodness’ sake, remember how much your setup risks 
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resentment: background noise or Skype images of you in a T-shirt remind 
people about the sweet deal you have that they don’t. Never underesti-
mate the jealousy factor, especially when you’re counting on those col-
leagues as “office allies” to keep you in the loop about what’s going on, 
who’s coming in, and when you ought to put in an appearance.

It’s also important to be extra careful about maintaining a profes-
sional manner on these calls. I notice that remote workers, who don’t 
partake in the usual banter you experience at the office, tend to crack 
jokes that fall flat. My advice: save it for the comedy club or at least when 

you are in person. Because guess what? If 
you aren’t professional with the boss and 
your colleagues, the assumption is you’re 
too casual and clueless with everyone—
including the customers.

Of course, the many temptations are 
challenging. The most obvious scenario 
goes something like this: You’ve been sit-
ting in your home office for hours. You 
have a taste for a grande macchiato, and 

there’s a Starbucks with Wi-Fi and plenty of tables right down the block. 
They’ll never know—or so you convince yourself.

You’re on mute (how brilliant is that!), and when your boss asks you a 
question, you slyly (or so you think) unmute for a brief moment to speak. 
But I guarantee it, that’s when the barista will start grinding beans, which 
sounds like a squadron of F-22s flying through the room. Then there’s the 
gaggle of schoolkids in line. and music pounding in the background. 

You cup your hand over the phone, slide under the table, slink off to the 
corner by the restrooms (nope, there’s a speaker blaring music there, too). 

Where are you? Still can’t hear you.  It’s the litany of remote-worker 
disconnection.

It’s going to happen occasionally. Your boss calls you while you’re 

WHERE ARE you?
STill CAN’T 

HEAR you.
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in transit (but if it’s during work hours, you’d better be going to or com-
ing from an appointment). Or it’s lunchtime. (I have a running joke with 
one of my colleagues who works remotely that every time I call him, he’s 
crossing the street.) That can happen even if you never work virtually, but 
you just happen to be out when that call comes in.

Working remotely can give you a false sense of invisibility—they 
won’t know where you are. Trust me, they do. I can tell when the people 
I’m talking to are in stores, restaurants, and every mode of train, plane, 
and automobile imaginable. My daughter related how she once sat next 
to a woman who was getting a mani-pedi and could be overheard tell-
ing someone she “had just stepped out of a client meeting, but had a 
moment to talk.”
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THE 
PHoNE-CAll 
HiERARCHy

i can’t say this strongly enough: never forget where you are 
when you take a call. There is a hierarchy at work here. The basic rule 

of thumb is, the higher up the person you’re talking to, the more urgent 
it is that you be in a quiet, professional environment with no background 
noise. Here are a few guidelines:

imPRomPTu CoNVERSATioN WiTH youR TEAm. 
If you aren’t at your desk, engage in the conversation, answer the urgent 
matters, and if there is more to discuss, arrange to speak when you’re 
back at your desk (or in a quieter place) within a few minutes.

imPRomPTu CAll WiTH youR BoSS. 
Decide based on where you are (and how quickly you can get someplace 
quiet) whether to pick up immediately or call back in five minutes.

REgulARly SCHEdulEd CAll. 
In the quietest and most professional environment possible. Don’t eat or 
engage in any other activity. Make your coffee before the call. Shut the 
door if you aren’t alone or if the kids or pets are in the habit of bursting in 
unannounced.

CAllS WiTH THE BoSS ANd HigHER-uPS. 
Quiet, professional, no muting allowed. Period.
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muTE iS 
NoT mAgiC

People think the mute button has magical powers. Simply 
push it, and suddenly everyone thinks you’re in a glass-enclosed 

high-rise office. They’ll never know you’re in the grocery store (“cleanup 
on aisle four”) because you forgot to buy arugula and you hate going to 
the store after work. But muted conversations come across as weirdly 
staccato. It’s like bad audiotape editing, and it goes like this:

Boss: Where do we stand with the XYZ project?

in-office team member: We’ve done the specs, gotten 
quotes for the cost, and we’re just double-checking 
the timing.

you, working remotely: [Unmute] I agree! [Mute] 
Talked to B.J. [Mute] All set. [Mute]

Boss: Where are you? 

you: [Unmute] [Burst of fake laughter] [Mute] Right 
here. [Mute] At my desk. [Muted silence, but not before 
that giveaway blast of the latest Starbucks playlist at 
full volume.]

Trust me, people know. Not only can it be difficult for you to man-
age (Oh rats! I’m not on mute!), but it’s distracting for everyone else. They 
can’t help but wonder: Where are you and what are you hiding? 

If you can only take that call when you’re in an airport, then say so. If 
it’s noisy and you have to mute yourself, let everyone know you’re doing 
it as a courtesy, but stay connected. And for the record, that’s the excep-
tion, not the norm. 
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muTEd—oR CHECkEd ouT?

don’t be that person who feels the mute button works as an 
excused absence, like a doctor’s note to get you out of that 12-person 

conference call that no one wants to be on. We all know these people—
once they hit mute, it’s permission to disengage, and no one ever hears 
from them again. 

This one really gets me. Someone on the group call asks “John” or 
“Mary” a question. Then—silence. “John/Mary, you there?” More silence. 
So the group moves on. A couple of discussion points later, John/Mary 
blurts out breathlessly, “I’m here—I was just on mute.” What a joke! They 
were not present. They stepped away, got distracted, or became busy with 
emails. Whatever the cause, it surely wasn’t the forgotten mute button. 

And then there are people who think they’re muted but aren’t. The dog 
is barking up a storm. You can hear typing on a keyboard. And you can 
hear that little chime every time an email hits their inbox. Listening to this 
symphony of barking and pinging, I can’t help but wish, Please go on mute!
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STAyiNg CoNNECTEd

Where does this leave you? In the end, I hope you’re a lit-
tle less complacent about working away from the office. Respect 

the challenge that it is. If you do, there is power in knowing and prepar-
ing for all that can go wrong, and even more power in being prepared in 
a way that few others are. It takes a special sense of awareness to be a vir-
tual worker, but the reward of kissing off four-hour commutes and see-
ing your kids actually come home from school is worth all those hours of 
learning how to stage a professional Skype face.

Success in working virtually comes from staying connected—and 
not just digitally. 

No matter how flexible your arrangement—even if you get to work 
from a cabin in the most remote area of Montana—you’re still part of a 
team. You need to be SEEN: showing you can be productive, engaging 
with the team, entering the office strategically, and never forgetting where 
you are for those all-important team calls.
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More and more these days, freelancers, 
consultants, and others in the gig econo-

my are flocking to coworking and shared office 
spaces like WeWork. Companies too are em-
bracing this new reality of the “work anywhere, 
anytime” career nomad. At Korn Ferry, we’re us-
ing coworking spaces (as well as virtual work 
arrangements) to give people more flexibility in 
how and where they work. 

For advice on what to do before and after you 
take the leap, we reached out to WeWorkers and 
other shared-space veterans—designers, artists, 
writers, salespeople, marketing professionals, 
consultants, and others—both inside and out-
side Korn Ferry. Here’s a compilation of what 
they had to say:

Working 
in a WeWork 

World
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CHAPTER SEVEN       Working Virtually

    BEfoRE you CommiT 

What’s your motivation?
The first step is knowing why you want to pursue a coworking environ-
ment. Will you be there every day to replicate the feeling of being in an 
office? Or are you craving social interaction, and working from home just 
doesn’t cut it? Are you getting a break from a long commute a few days a 
week? Do you need an office environment to conduct business and meet-
ings? Or is your employer offering a shared space as an option for greater 
flexibility? Know your why before you pick your where.
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Social or lone wolf? 
Do you feed off the energy of others 
working around you? Virtual work-
ing environments can be a real 
melting pot of ideas, energy, and 
enriching conversations. Or are 
you more of a lone wolf who wants 
little interaction while you’re 
working? Your preference for how 
you like to work will be the most 
important deciding factor in the 
type of shared space you choose.

know the choices.
There is a wide variety of venues 
and vibes among shared spaces. 
Some replicate a traditional office 
environment with desks and cubi-
cles, as well as glass-enclosed 
spaces for privacy. Others have an 
open floor plan with a more social 
atmosphere, including after-hours 
activities and full-service bars that 
make it feel more like a club. And 
there are specialized spaces, such 
as for writers and other creatives. 
On the other end of the spectrum, 
there are sublets within large 
offices, complete with conference 
rooms, reception areas, someone 
to answer the phone, and a fancy 
address. It’s all about finding the 
atmospheres that fit your taste, 
style of working, and personality.

music or the 
sound of silence?
Before you commit, get a feeling 

for the sound level where you’ll 
be working. Is there background 
music? Is it enjoyable? Toler-
able? Distracting? If you need 
quiet or near-silence when you 
work, then you’ll need either 
more private space or really good 
noise-cancelling headphones. 

What’s your space?
Shared work environments offer 
a variety of arrangements, from 
“hot desks” available during 
the day to dedicated desks and 
glass-enclosed cubicles. Other 
options include communal tables, 
with people to your right and left, 
or camping out on a sofa with 
your laptop. What’s your preferred 
space—flexible and casual or more 
structured? 

Who’s going to pay?
The size and type of space and the 
services included vary widely in 
cost. There may be plans for full-
time and part-time use. Know your 
budget and who is going to pay for 
the space—you or your employer.

know the rules. 
Every space has different rules for 
such things as noise level, whether 
you can take phone calls in com-
munal areas, and bringing in food 
and beverages from the outside. 
Make sure those rules work for the 
way you work!
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    AfTER you CommiT 

Respect the boundaries. 
The tighter the space, the more critical this becomes. If you’re at a work-
table with eight other people, don’t spread out. Make room for others to 
do their work undisturbed. Also be mindful of the layout: “hot desks” are 
meant to be shared, but dedicated desks are off-limits to anyone except 
their assigned user. Clean up after yourself.

use your emotional intelligence. 
Be mindful of others around you and their nonverbal cues. That person 
sitting five feet away wearing headphones and staring at the computer 
screen doesn’t want to make small talk. In fact, view headphones as a 
signal that people don’t want to be disturbed.

Socialize and network in common areas. 
Communal areas, where people gather for coffee or to have a meal or 
snack, are venues for socializing and networking. While taking a break 
in these areas, you’ll have more opportunities to introduce yourself and 
strike up a conversation.

Check out special events. 
Networking events, guest speakers, musical performances, yoga medita-
tions, wine tastings—most spaces have events and activities that bring 
members together and offer a chance to experience the social side of the 
community. If this is valuable to you, events can allow you to meet and 
mingle with others who have similar leisure interests, beyond sharing a 
coworking space.

Consider your wardrobe. 
We’re not telling you what to wear, but you’ll probably find the style is very 
casual. One shared-space worker, who spent more than four decades in 
a very conservative office environment, told us he’s had to shed his cuff 
links and ties in his new digs. But he doesn’t seem to mind, joking that 
he’s going to start wearing skinny jeans with holes in them—and maybe 
get a tattoo.
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foR SuCCESSfully 
WoRkiNg ViRTuAlly
Show that you can be productive anywhere.

Engage with your boss and team with 
frequent check-ins by email, text, or 
phone—whatever mode of communication 
the group prefers.

Enter the office strategically, such as for 
those monthly meetings, when the big boss 
is in town, or for brainstorming sessions.

Never forget where you are when you have 
important calls. The mute button is not a 
cure-all. 

Demonstrating what you do is only half of 
the equation. Be connected so others can 
see who you are.



c07 167 September 25, 2019 5:59 PM



168

CHAPTER EIGHT      Managing for the First Time

c08 168 September 25, 2019 6:01 PM



CHAPTER EIGHT      Managing for the First Time

c08 169 September 25, 2019 6:01 PM

MAnAGInG 
foR THE 

fIRsT TIME: 
Things Just

Got Real 

T here are many exciting and 
important moments through-
out your career. The raise you 
didn’t expect (but deserved!) 

comes through. You’re given a new title, put 
in charge of an important project, or trans-
ferred to a high-profile division. While all 
these can be confidence boosters and do 
advance your career, none come close to 
the importance of being made a manag-
er for the first time. You. People. In charge. 
The boss. It’s a whole different world.

 ... BUT
IT’s noT

ABoUT YoU

Chapter Eight
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Interestingly, this shift can happen at almost any stage of a career. 
Some people fresh out of college get tapped to run a small team. Others 
go years as individual contributors, preferring or doing quite well in the 
trenches. But no matter how or when a first-time management gig starts, 
let me be very clear. This is a big moment—a huge chance to succeed or, 
conversely, fall flat on your face.

For better or for worse, companies generally give higher salaries 
and fancy titles to those who lead—not those who are led. So unless 
you work for yourself and only yourself, you’re not going to get ahead 
unless you embrace and excel as a manager. Even though managing is 
fairly commonplace, and it’s a role that’s been around forever, it’s hard 
to imagine anything more challenging. Just look at some of the tasks the 
role can require:

ovERsEE A sTRAnGER. Sup-
pose you moved into a new neigh-
borhood and a friendly couple 
knocked on your door with a cake. 
“Hi, we wanted to welcome you to 
our neighborhood. Now, would you 
please start ordering us around, 
controlling a huge portion of our 
lives for eight hours a day, five 
days a week?” That’s essentially 
what it’s like to be brought in as a 
new manager.

oRdER fRIEnds ARoUnd. The 
reward for being the best on the 
team is often to be put in charge of 
the very colleagues you work with. 
You’re managing the people you 
lunched with and bonded with; 
now you have to motivate, inspire, 
and monitor them. And deep 
down, you’re probably praying that 
they’ve forgotten all the complain-

ing you’ve done about the boss and 
how you were all treated—now that 
you are the boss and have to make 
those same demands on people.

BE REsPonsIBlE foR YoUR 
dIRECT REPoRTs—In EvERY 
wAY. First-time managers rarely 
fathom this, but your career is 
entirely in the hands of others. 
That isn’t all bad; much of this 
chapter will discuss motiva-
tion and how to trigger it. But for 
the moment, consider how much 
responsibility you have now for 
the little details: approving vaca-
tion time, deciding if someone 
can work from home, reviewing 
expense reports. Plus, you now 
must be the educator and offi-
cial sheriff for all things corpo-
rate, because the firm expects you 
to pass down and enforce all of its 
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policies, rules, and goals. Each of 
your direct reports depends on you 
to know all and explain all. Can 
I take a late-night Uber from the 
office? Are jeans OK on casual Fri-
day? What did the CEO’s announce-
ment really mean? “I don’t know” 
is not an acceptable response and 
neither is a wrong one.

dEAl wITH THE TEAM 
YoU GET. Even a sixth grader 
learns how to pick a good mix of 
people to play tag, but first-time 
managers rarely get to pick their 
team. Instead, they’re thrown into 
a group with a wide range of skill 
sets, personalities, and motiva-
tions and are asked to succeed in 
running that team—which proba-
bly includes some low performers. 
Good luck with that!

EnjoY THE HoT sEAT. It’s no 
exaggeration to say that from day 
one, every word you say, every 
action you take, every facial 
expression you make will become 
an echo chamber, reverberating 
over and over for all to see, hear, 
and interpret. It’s also no exag-
geration to point out that any 

slipup—an inadvertent slight to a 
colleague, a casual knock on your 
CEO, an inappropriate joke—can be 
the death of you. Emails are par-
ticularly a minefield, since they’re 
so easily forwarded. Indeed, no 
manager can forget the power of 
the forwarded email!

BEwARE THE PowER of THE 
foRwARd BUTTon. From the 
day you become a first-time 
manager, you’ll need to consider 
carefully what you put in writing, 
even to other managers who 
someday may be working for you. 
Think long now. Have you ever 
written anything like:

“I need to you to pitch in here and 
pick up for your colleague Sam. He 
can be a little slow.”

“Agreed. The CEO should tell peo-
ple this in person.”

“This conference call is doing 
wonders for my insomnia. Zzzzz.”

“Everyone thought I was in the 
office, but I was on the 
golf course—Skyping calls.”

“If he isn’t being helpful, just nod a 
lot and pretend you’re 
listening to the advice.”

 I’ve just been promoted to a manager position 
for the first time. What’s the most important 

thing I should be aware of? 

 Top of the list for a first-time manager: your 
words and actions matter. There should be no 

gap between what you say and what you do.
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How BEInG 
In CHARGE

REAllY woRks

now that I’ve properly scared you, I’ ll also tell you the 
f lip side of managing: few things in life can be as rewarding, 

because you can create a future for others and push them far beyond 
what they dreamed they could do. In doing so, you’re helping get 
them ready to assume positions and earn salaries that can be truly 
life-changing for them and their families. 
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A friend of mine once showed me a scrapbook her father kept 
from the days before electronic transmission ruled, of all the letters 
he received from the grateful people who worked for him. Many of 
those notes dated decades back and expressed heartful praise and 
gratitude. As a manager today, you’re less likely to get such letters—
people don’t work for the same bosses as long. But the truly success-
ful manager isn’t looking for gratitude as much as success among his 
team. After all, this is exactly what will make him or her successful.

The trick is really understanding how being in charge works. It 
may be tempting to pull the authority card—I’m the boss and you have 
to listen to me!—except that isn’t how it works. It should be clear by 
now: while managing others may make you feel as if you’re the one 
in control, the irony is you actually have less control. Up to this 
point, your success rested on your shoulders. Now you have to 
rely on others—it’s on their shoulders. If your team isn’t success-
ful, you won’t be. 

It starts with your mindset. Rather than “control, power, author-
ity,” think “teaching, accountability, responsibility.” This means put-
ting others first.

Yet human nature being what it is, that may be more of a chal-
lenge than you’d like to admit. Think back to when you had your first 
taste of authority. Maybe it was when you were much younger. You 
were the school crossing guard and got to wear that f lashy white vest. 
Maybe you were a hall monitor, homeroom captain, or the person 
who picked teams on the schoolyard. You liked being in charge, but it 
went to your head. In short, you acted like a jerk and nobody wanted 
to follow you. 

The blunt truth is people don’t leave companies as much as they 
leave bosses. As a first-time manager in your first real leadership role, 
you must appreciate the simple fact that without followership there is 
no leadership. 
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THInk “TEACHER”:
ACCoUnTABlE, REsPonsIBlE

o ne of the biggest challenges, and a potential stumbling 
block, is understanding that what got you here (i.e., being techni-

cally proficient in your job) won’t help you now that you’re a first-time 
manager. You need to master new skills to develop and motivate others. 
That’s why you need to think of yourself as a teacher—you are account-
able and responsible for others. 

In the military, for example, leaders put the safety and well-being of 
others before themselves. I’ve met a number of West Point leaders who led 
during periods of conflict, and many have voluntarily told me, “I’ve never 
lost a soldier.” This reveals a deep mindset of humility and accountability, 
rather than hubris and bravado.

As a manager, you won’t face such life-or-death situations. But you 
must make sure you don’t lose anyone. Ask yourself: What does each 
person on my team need to grow, learn, and advance?

As you shift to a teacher mindset, keep in mind the 70-20-10 rule: 70 
percent of what people learn is from experiences on the job; 20 percent is 
learned from other people—especially their boss. That means that you, 
as a manager, have a direct impact on 90 percent of how people on your 
team learn and grow. The remaining 10 percent comes from formal train-
ing—and you probably have to approve that, too! With a teacher mindset, 
you make others’ career development your priority.

Ken Blanchard, one of the best-known experts on leadership, 
tells a story about his days as a young college professor, when he 
made it a habit to give out a copy of the final exam on the first day. 
The students were thrilled, but his fellow faculty members were not. 
Often, Ken had to explain himself. His job, as he saw it, was to teach 
the students the content they needed to be successful. Making sure 
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they learned was far more important than administering a final exam. 
Take the same approach as a manager: empower and enable others to 

learn so they can become even more successful. 

The winningest football 
Coach’s Playbook

Coach John McKissick of Summerville 
High School in Summerville, South 
Carolina, who had the most wins (621 to be 
exact) of any football coach at any level, 
used to put it this way: “It’s players who 
win games, but coaches who lose them.” 
As a first-time manager, you need to take 
this advice to heart. Adopt the mindset of 
a teacher rather than an authoritarian in 
order to develop others, earn their trust, 
and inspire followership. 

A poignant example of followership was 
walking the halls with Coach McKissick. 
“Hey, coach,” a young man called out 
excitedly to him. “Next year! I can’t wait—
I’m playing for you!” 

That’s the kind of followership a manager 
or leader at any level wants to foster.
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THE TRAPs of 
BEInG A fIRsT-TIME 

MAnAGER 

As a first-time manager, you face a lot of new responsibili-
ties: creating alignment, establishing goals, monitoring individual 

and team progress, and inspiring others to achieve even more than they 
thought possible. And you may feel unprepared for the role, especially if 
you are still in the early stage of your career. It’s a common problem. The 
Wall Street Journal reported on the University of Pennsylvania’s Whar-
ton School offering an undergraduate (yes, undergraduate, not graduate) 
class on “How to Be the Boss.” The aim is to help prepare new bosses 
who are still in their 20s, who may find their companies aren’t adequately 
training them.

Equally important to know is what not to do. Here are some com-
mon traps to avoid:

IT’s lEAdERsHIP, noT 
fRIEndsHIP. This one can be 
tough. You want to be liked, so you 
try to be everyone’s friend. But 
there are tough calls and decisions 
to make around everything from 
time off to assignments, raises 
to promotions. If you’re fair and 
transparent, you’ll be respected—
and that’s more important for you 
as a manager than being liked. 

PEoPlE wIll TEll YoU 
wHAT THEY THInk YoU 
wAnT To HEAR. As a first-time 
manager, one of the troubling real-
ities you will encounter is the ten-
dency of most people to tell you 

what they think you want to hear. 
This will only get worse the higher 
up in the organization you go. The 
fact is, people who may have been 
your friends when you were col-
leagues may suddenly become 
guarded or hesitant around you. 
They’ll filter what they say, with a 
bias toward good news instead of 
telling you the whole truth. From 
your first day as a manager, you 
need to make it safe for others to 
tell you the truth. Listen to what 
you don’t want to hear, including 
when someone gives you feedback 
on what’s going wrong or not work-
ing out. This is exactly the feedback 
you need, without sugarcoating. 
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no dIsConnECT BETwEEn 
YoUR TAlk And YoUR 
wAlk. Mirror the behaviors you 
want to see in others. Actions 
really do speak louder than words. 
Treat people with respect, value 
their input and opinions, and  
do your best to make informed 
decisions. 

slEEPInG sEnTRIEs GET 
YoU kIllEd. Now that your suc-
cess depends on others, you need 
to make sure every person on the 
team is contributing. Evaluate 
your team; if someone can’t get 
the job done, you need to address 
it. People issues don’t age well. 
You need to make tough decisions, 
including whether to fire someone 
who can’t pull his or her weight.

don’T GET sUCkEd InTo 
THE dRAMA. As a first-time 
manager, you’ll have more emails 
than you ever imagined. Not 
only are you hearing from the 
higher-ups about what needs to 
be accomplished, you are also on 
the receiving end of every email 
that a team member escalates up 
the chain. Plus, you’ll be cced on 
everything. You can easily get 
overwhelmed by requests for days 
off, questions about random com-
pany policies, complaints about 
coworkers, and so forth. And if 
that isn’t enough, people will 
expect immediate answers from 
you. You’ll soon find out just how 
high-maintenance people can 
be when you’re the one who can 
approve that day off or that work-
from-home arrangement. Yes, this 

is the nitty-gritty of managing, 
but do your best to stay above the 
fray. You can’t get sucked into the 
drama.

no GossIPInG. Talking about 
other people is never a good idea, 
but it may have been tolerable 
when you were one of the team. 
But as the boss, you can’t—period. 
It’s unprofessional, and you’ll lose 
your team’s trust. If you gossip, 
people will assume that you’re 
also talking about them when 
they’re not around.

YoU CAn’T PlAY 
fAvoRITEs. A casual lunch 
with a team member isn’t so 
casual anymore. You can’t give the 
impression of spending more time 
with one person versus the others.

know wHo YoU’ll nEvER 
wIn ovER. As a first-time man-
ager, you’ll probably have someone 
on your team who wanted your job. 
But you were hired for a reason—
your boss saw you possessed the 
capabilities for developing, moti-
vating, and directing the team. If 
the other person can get on board 
with you—great. If not, don’t go out 
of your way to win him or her over, 
because, as harsh as it may sound, 
it probably won’t work. The person 
will either get over it or leave.
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EnABlInG oTHERs 
To BElIEvE

Being a good manager or leader is all about inspiring others 
to believe—in themselves, in the organization, in what’s possible—

then translating that belief into reality. You need to forget all the lauded, 
impressive qualities that helped you get here, and shift your focus to others. 

Easy to intellectualize, but hard to actualize. Fortunately, there is a 
framework for you to follow—now, as a first-time manager, and through-
out your management and leadership career.

12 MUsT-HAvEs foR 
THE fIRsT-TIME MAnAGER

1 Purpose: This encompasses the 
what and the why of the organi-

zation. Purpose fosters alignment 
across organizations in which thou-
sands or even tens of thousands 
of people are making countless 
decisions and taking innumera-
ble actions every day. With purpose, 
people are more likely to act in con-
cert with the mission and objec-
tives of the organization. Without 
purpose, individuals and teams can 
easily go off track.

2 strategy: This is the game plan 
to realize the purpose—the how 

and, more subtly, the when. Strategy 
is purposeful and definitive, yet also 
flexible and adaptable, responding 
to an ever-changing environment. It 
starts with the results of today and 
lays out the path to the future.

3 People: The truly essential 
element is the people who will 

embrace the purpose and execute 
the strategy. Rather than simply 
being a collection of stars, a team 
must be a mosaic of talents and abili-
ties working together, complement-
ing each other, and carrying the 
organization forward.

4 Measure: What’s working and 
what isn’t? Measuring and mon-

itoring how much progress is being 
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made will carry you forward into 
action. Direct feedback from your 
team and customers will help you 
identify where the organization is 
successful and where it is missing 
the mark. Results matter most.

5 Empower: Delegate opportuni-
ties, not just tasks. A goal of lead-

ership is not to tell people what to do, 
but rather to tell them what to think 
about. Enable and equip others—then 
get out of their way.  

6 Reward: It’s more than 
compensation—it’s a celebration. 

Acknowledge the incremental steps, 
not just final results. When people 
feel appreciated, they will do more, 
because at the heart of it, people 
want to know that they belong 
to something that is bigger than 
themselves. They want to be seen, 
valued, and loved.

7 Anticipate: Create a vision of 
the future that others cannot 

yet see. This isn’t just imagination. 
Anticipation is always grounded 
in the reality of today, by identify-
ing the current trends and triggers 
and then extrapolating their mean-
ing for the present and future. As 
you look beyond the next turn, you 
expect and predict, but you don’t 
guess.

8 navigate: This is course-cor-
recting in real time. Navigating 

takes clarity to see emerging oppor-
tunities, honesty to admit mistakes, 

and courage to make real-time deci-
sions toward a new way forward. 
When you navigate, strategy isn’t a 
once-a-year exercise—it’s thoughtful 
and ongoing. 

9 Communicate: Don’t just 
transmit information—connect 

emotionally with others and inspire. 
Communication is critical for build-
ing alignment and executing strat-
egy. It is the leader’s “information 
highway,” and it flows in both direc-
tions. Communication is impor-
tant in good times and imperative in 
challenging ones. 

10 listen: Listening is not just 
hearing the words; it’s also 

paying attention to nonverbal cues 
to see how a person feels and what 
he or she might be thinking. Listen-
ing is your monitoring system to dis-
cover what’s really going on—and it 
takes diligent practice.

11learn: Be insatiably curi-
ous and engage in a lifelong 

passion for learning. The more you 
learn, the more you will improve—
and you’ll also bring the organiza-
tion along with you.

12 lead: You need to be all in, 
all the time. As a manager, 

you can’t have a “gray day,” because 
your mood will be interpreted by 
everyone around you. (If the boss 
is worried, should we be worried?) 
Model the attitude and behaviors you 
want to see in others. 



180

CHAPTER EIGHT      Managing for the First Time

c08 180 September 25, 2019 6:01 PM

Giving 
feedback

One of the biggest challenges for a first-time 
manager is giving feedback. (In fact, at times 
feedback can be harder to give than it is to get.)

Here’s a common scenario: You delegate tasks 
to your team but notice that the work isn’t being 
done the way you’d do it. You’re so frustrated, you 
regret handing off the project! 

Focus on the long term. Even more important 
than the task at hand is having the opportunity 
to develop your team by providing real-time 
feedback on a project or task that’s in progress.

Give feedback starting with the positive, add your 
criticism in the middle, and end on a high note. 
Set expectations for follow-up and check-ins.

This is an opportunity to learn and grow— 
for your team and for you.

MoTIvATInG 
oTHERs To sUCCEEd

To be a good manager, you need to motivate others to succeed. 
Ideally, people are driven by their own sense of purpose, and they 

are aligned with the overarching purpose (the what and the why) of the 
organization. This is the utmost in intrinsic motivation. 

What else drives behavior? Yes, the extrinsic motivation of earning 
a reward does make an impact, as does the opportunity to be recognized. 
Some people are motivated by the challenge of the work itself. And I’ve 
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YoU CAn
HElP CHAnnEl 
EACH PERson’s 
sElf-InTEREsT 
InTo sHAREd 
InTEREsT.

never known anyone who didn’t appreciate a sincere thank you; when 
people feel seen and valued, they’ll be motivated to do more. 

Understanding motivation is a science. As I explained in Chapter 
One, “Taking Control,” one of our firm’s early thought leaders, David 
McClelland, did extensive research into human behavior and motiva-
tion and identified three key internal drivers: achievement, the desire 
for mastery at the individual level; affiliation, meaning to establish and 
maintain relationships and belong to a group; and power, which in this 
context means having an impact or influence. As McClelland’s work 
illustrated, these motivations generate needs, 
which in turn lead to aspirations. And those 
aspirations drive behaviors. 

As you understand the motivations among 
your team members—achievement, affiliation, 
or power—you can help channel each person’s 
self-interest into shared interest. This is what 
I call going from “me” to “we.” Interestingly, I 
observed this in action with my own children a 
few years ago. It was our last day of vacation at 
a beautiful beachside condo. As we scrambled 
to pack—my wife and I and our five children—
somebody knocked over a fruit smoothie the color and consistency of 
pink lava. Naturally, it landed on a white rug. Cleanup quickly devolved 
into chaos as someone grabbed bath towels (white, of course) to sop up 
the mess, and someone else had the bright idea of squirting shampoo on 
the rug, then dousing it with water. 

As the mess got worse, everybody retreated to his or her own 
self-interest: my wife to her fear that we’d miss the flight; me to my con-
cern that we were going lose the exorbitant rental deposit because of a 
five-dollar smoothie; and each of the kids to denials that he or she was 
responsible.
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Except Emily. She stayed with the task, even though it wasn’t her 
drink or her accident. When I asked her why she was working so hard, 
she shrugged and smiled. “I’m having fun.” Her positive attitude quickly 
shifted her siblings from “me” to “we.” The mess got cleaned up and the 
disaster was averted (except when the blow-dryer Emily used to get the 
water out of the carpet singed it like a blowtorch). 

Emily didn’t know it, but she demonstrated what a first-time man-
ager should do—moving everyone from self-interest to shared interest. 
We even made our flight. 

One way to facilitate the shift from “me” to “we” is by making the 
desired behaviors contagious among your team—acting as a kind of pos-
itive form of peer pressure. Think about what happens in a typical sub-
urban neighborhood when the first few houses put up Christmas lights—
suddenly, everybody else does it too. Or a few households start plant-
ing flower gardens and landscaping; the next thing you know, the entire 
neighborhood is in bloom. The same thing can happen within teams as 
first a few and then more people begin to adopt the desired behaviors 
that reinforce shared interest. 

Another tool you have at your disposal to encourage and lead your 
team forward is goal-setting, which is a big part of management. Goals 
establish expectations, create a broader understanding of what success 
looks like, and deliver greater value to the organization. Savvy manag-
ers make goal-setting a transparent and motivating process that lifts the 
efforts of individuals and the entire team.

One more thing: most people like to have goals. They like to mea-
sure themselves against a standard and be measured by people they 
respect and who make a difference to them in life and at work. Goals 
need to be realistic but also stretching, so that you can do more than 
you initially thought. Goals can make things fairer as an equitable way 
to measure one person against another. People like it even better when 
they participate in a fair goal-setting process; it’s even more motivating 
to them to have a hand in setting their own stretch goals.
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Unlocking 
the Potential 
of Your Team
Think of three accomplishments you’re 
proud of, then ask yourself: How 
motivated were you to accomplish each?

That exercise can help you realize the importance of 
motivation to unlock the potential of your team. If you 
can figure out what motivates others, their accomplish-
ments and yours will be greater. Some managers believe 
that others should be automatically motivated, think-
ing motivation comes standard with the person. Some 
managers believe that everyone should be as motivated 
as they are about the job and the organization. That’s 
seldom the case. People are different in the way they 
become motivated and sustain that motivation. 

CoMMITTEd 
To YoUR TEAM

As a first-time manager, your success will come from your 
commitment to your team. You must continually meet the needs of 

those who follow you. Think “teacher”—making sure others are devel-
oped and equipped to succeed. And think “shepherd”—occasionally in 
front, sometimes beside, but mostly behind. Then, wherever you’re going, 
others will willingly go with you. 
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foR BECoMInG A GREAT
fIRsT-TIME MAnAGER
Be self-aware as you lead by your actions, not just 
your words. Your team will watch what you do 
even more than they will listen to what you say. 
Model the behaviors you want to see in others. 

Leadership requires followership. Your success 
as a manager is solely dependent on the success 
of others. If your team doesn’t perform, you won’t 
progress.

Think “teacher,” not authoritarian. Own the job of 
manager and the responsibility that comes with it. 

Know what motivates your team—purpose, 
mission, and the intrinsic drivers that shift self-
interest to shared interest. 

Sleeping sentries get you killed. Make the hard 
“people decisions” faster rather than slower. 
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PREsENTINg 
WITHouT 

PANIC:
Dodging 
Death by 

PowerPoint 

Spiders … heights … small enclosed 
spaces … Everybody has fears. For 
most, it’s public speaking—as it 
is for Panicked Paul, who starts 

pacing back and forth as if he’s playing 
ping-pong,  dripping with sweat. Or Scared 
Scarlett, who turns her back to the audi-
ence and speaks to the screen while clicking 
through her innumerable PowerPoint slides. 
Monotone Marty, Trembling Terry … You’ve 
probably heard and seen them all. And, 

 ... BuT
IT’s NoT

ABouT You

Chapter Nine
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 I’ve been asked to make a 
presentation. I’m nervous! 

How do I avoid bombing?

 Think LIKE (which should 
be easy, since that’s what 

you’re aiming for). 

L    Lose the PowerPoint.
  Too many slides are a crutch—and 37    
  PowerPoint slides never won anybody’s heart.  
  People want to hear you.

I    Identify who your audience is. 
  Find out what they want to know and how you 
  can connect with them. This presentation is all  
  about them—not you!

K    Know your message. 
  Three main points, three subpoints. List the  
  bullet points. Have the right mix of stories to  
  engage and information to share.

E    Embrace the practice.
  Most of us have to practice—a lot. Video record  
  yourself to see and hear what you say and how  
  you say it. The more you speak, the better you’ll  
  do. So practice, prepare, and practice some more.
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truth be told, maybe they describe you: shirt soaked under your arms, 
gritting your teeth through technology breakdowns, and clicking 
your pen like you’re the Little Drummer Boy. The worst case I ever 
saw was someone who became so panicked he just left the podium.

What happened? It’s true: fear of public speaking ranks right up 
there with fear of death. (Comedian Jerry Seinfeld said it best: the person 
in the casket might be better off than the one giving the eulogy.) When 
one thing goes wrong—and, believe me, it will go wrong (microphone, 
projector, sound system)—you may begin to unravel.

But there’s a deeper reason for this agitation. Everybody is moti-
vated by the same basic desire to be liked and accepted. We never really 
get out of sixth grade! When you’re speaking to one or a few people, you 
probably feel more at ease. If it’s a group of peers, they know you and vice 
versa. But with a large audience, it’s so easy to lose sight of things—even 
with the exact same presentation. Your anxiety rises disproportionately 
as the number of people increases. It’s the fear of failure! 

You’re totally focused on what your audience thinks about you—not 
what they want or need to hear. And that’s where it all comes apart. You 
become overwhelmed by thoughts of whether they like you. Your fears 
and insecurities ramp up until you’re drowning in a cesspool of anxiety. 

One solution to panic is preparation—this is no time to wing it. 
There are a gifted few who can make a performance in front of thou-
sands feel as intimate and meaningful as a one-on-one conversation. It’s 
effortless—as if they were born doing this. Believe me, they weren’t. Pro-
fessional speakers and those who give keynotes for a living have coaches. 
They study clips of their performances like a football quarterback review-
ing the reels from previous games. If you have a smartphone, you can do 
the same. Practice, practice, and then, when you’re on, all that prepara-
tion will take over and you’ll do just fine. 

You’ll be able to give a coherent, confident six-minute update at the 
next team meeting, even if your boss’s boss slips into the room just before 
you’re up—and you start to feel that telltale trickle of sweat. 
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L     LosE 
THE PoWERPoINT

PowerPoint presentation: if ever there were a misnomer, that 
would be the one. A PowerPoint is not a presentation. It doesn’t 

speak—it can’t present. The presentation is done by a person—the slides 
are only visuals.

But I’d bet that the majority of people reading this disagree. They can’t 
bear to part with their precious PowerPoint decks. They’re enamored of their 
fancy slides and slick video clips. Whether they’re giving a speech or providing 
an update at a meeting, they’ll spend hours on their PowerPoint files. They’ll 
think nothing of displaying 38 slides covered with text in small print, as if the 
entire purpose of the presentation were to read what’s on the screen. If that 
were the case, then you’d just print out the slides and skip the presentation!

Over the past 10 years or so, presentation prep has become increas-
ingly more focused on constructing good PowerPoint slides and far less 
on the words. That’s the default for most people. Have to make a presenta-
tion? Better start with PowerPoint … Wrong!

People want to see and hear you. That’s the secret to LIKE—you’re 
the messenger and the message, not that pie chart with a tangle of lines 

Death by PowerPoint
✔ Lose the PowerPoint crutch. Don’t expect the visuals to do 
 your job for you.

✔ Use half as many slides (or even fewer!) as you think you need.  
 PowerPoint should illustrate—not make—the point.

✔ Don’t expect people to read what’s on the screen.

✔ If you must give detailed information, send a meeting brief 
 well in advance.

✔ Stop using slides cluttered with too much information—and in 
 a font that is just too small.
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and labels, columns of incomprehensible numbers, or a cluster of words 
you have to squint to see as if it’s an eye test.

Now, there are times when you need to use PowerPoint to assist you 
in making a presentation. Maybe you have to provide a certain overview 
of information. Or you have a compelling photograph or graphic that 
will really enhance the experience for the audience. Or you’re introduc-
ing a new concept or product. 

Just keep it simple! Use as few slides as possible. Make sure each is 
appealing to the eye, with enough blank space that the information and 
graphics stand out. 

If you have to share information that’s in-depth and detailed, then 
send out briefing material several days in advance—not that morning or 
the day before. Give people enough time to read and digest the informa-
tion so they’re listening to you, not reading the presentation. Even then, 
your slide deck should be supplemental to what you have to say. You want 
to educate your audience quickly, bringing everyone up to speed on the 
latest information so that you can move quickly to the Q&A. 

Bottom Line up Front
Make every slide count, especially when you have to give detailed 
background information. One effective way of doing this is giving 
the bottom line up front.

In this format, the title of each slide is the concluding point. For 
example:

 sLIDE 1: Strong Market Opportunity

 sLIDE 2: Opportunity Limited to the Northeast

 sLIDE 3: Our NE Market Share Expanding

One slide to the next, the titles tell the story in sequential order. The 
details are found in the body of the slide. If people do nothing but 
read the slide titles, they’ll be well prepared to listen to your presen-
tation and engage in a meaningful discussion.
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I     IDENTIFY 
YouR AuDIENCE

When you’re asked to make a presentation, the first ques-
tions to consider are: Who am I speaking to? And what do they 

want to know? After all, this presentation is all about them—and that’s 
the first step to making that all-important connection with your audi-
ence. The more relevant your message, the more the audience will give 
you their time and attention. And believe me, your audience will take 
only a few seconds to decide whether to tune in or tune out. It’s oddly 
similar to what happens in a job interview. (See “What a Job Interview 
Can Teach You About Making a Presentation” on opposite page.) If you 
make a connection with the other person from the opening moments of 
that interaction, you’re far more likely to have a successful interview.  
If the connection isn’t there, then it’s over even before it’s begun. 

Unfortunately, too many presenters—and even the experienced 
ones—get this wrong. They put all their emphasis on themselves and 
what they want to say. This is a huge mistake. Don’t think you have a cap-
tive audience. Even if they can’t get up and leave, they’ll tune you out. 
Your listeners’ attention must be earned, not taken for granted.

As you outline your speech, ask yourself: 

	 •	 What	does	the	audience—individually	and	collectively— 
  need and want to hear?

	 •	 What	experience	should	they	be	having?

	 •	 What	will	make	it	relevant	and	meaningful	for	them?

	 •	 How	can	you	connect	with	them?
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WHAT A JoB INTERvIEW
CAN TEACH You ABouT 
MAKINg A PREsENTATIoN

If you’ve been asked to make a presentation—at a 
team meeting, in front of the entire department, 

or maybe (gulp!) with senior leaders in the room—
you may feel as if you’ve wandered into totally 
unfamiliar territory. Relax! These are all very similar 
experiences—you probably just don’t think of it that 
way. While they may seem dissimilar, that’s only on 
the surface (one or two people in a conference room vs. 
a dozen in a meeting room vs. several hundred in an 
auditorium). The ground rules still apply:

The Seven-Second Rule 
It’s a statistic you’ve probably heard quoted frequently: it takes people only 
seven seconds to make a judgment about others. In a job interview, the 
interviewer will make several snap judgments about you—including your 
likability, your trustworthiness, how assertive or passive you seem, and 
how well you would fit in with others on the team. The	same	seven	seconds	
apply to your presentation. Each audience member is going to make a snap 
decision about whether your message is worth his or her time and attention.

Know Your Audience 
Before your job interview, you’d ideally look up all the information you 
could about the hiring manager and other people you were scheduled to 
meet. You’d check out their LinkedIn profiles, find out as much as you could 
about their backgrounds, and look for common ground so you could make 
a connection. The same due diligence applies when making a presentation. 
You should know as much about the audience so you can deliver as 
relevant a message as possible. Are they technically proficient? No need to 
overexplain. Are they from different areas of the company? Forge common 
understanding and align to overarching goals. 

C o N T I N u E D
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Be Memorable 
To be in a successful job interview, you’d tell a story of a challenge you 
faced or how you were part of a team that launched something new, fixed 
something broken, or found new and different ways of doing things. 
These stories and details make you memorable to the interviewer. These 
are the same things that will make you memorable to an audience. It isn’t 
just about facts and figures—stories and examples are what make the 
information meaningful and memorable.

K     KNoW 
YouR MEssAgE

o 
nce you identify your audience, it’s far more straightfor-
ward to know your message. You aren’t just downloading every-

thing in your head; rather, you’re targeting a message that your audience 
needs and wants. 

As obvious as this may seem, some people get it wrong—like Wan-
dering Wally, who never met a tangent he didn’t like, or Um-Uh Ursula, 
who puts more useless space between her words than a crossword puz-
zle. (Today, uh, I want to talk, um, about the database project that, uh, we’re 
working on …)

Know what you’re talking about. By that I mean you have to know 
your subject matter. If you’re winging it, your audience will know—and 
quickly. The first hint is that you are talking in circles. 

Make an outline: three main points. Any more than that and peo-
ple will feel overloaded. Within those main points, you can make about 
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	 •	 Illustrate	with	an	example.	Describe	what	happened	in	a	situation,		
	 	 event,	or	experience.

	 •	 Draw	from	a	past	experience	and	identify	what	you	learned.	

	 •	 Use	metaphors	when	appropriate,	especially	when	conveying	the 
	 	 emotional	impact	of	what	was	or	is	involved.

	 •	 Balance	inspiration	with	facts—say	or	show	what	you	value	in		
  words or actions (within the parameters of your style, of course).

three supporting points. Think sound bites—you’re conveying your mes-
sage 30 or 40 seconds at a time. Write it all down, use bullets, and orga-
nize your material so the flow is logical, one point leading to the next.

Don’t get lost in the tangents—and, please, don’t decide to go deep 
into the background so you can show how much you know. (They know 
you know, that’s why you’re the one presenting.) The more organized you 
are with what you’re going to say, the more impact you’ll make. Stick to 
your time allotted and leave room for questions. Going over is not only 
rude, it shows you are unfocused and unprepared.

Depending on the kind of presentation or speech you’re giving 
(hint: this won’t apply as much if you’re giving a quick update), you can 
capture attention and create emotional buy-in by telling a story. Ideally, 
that story begins the moment you stand up to address your audience. 
Avoid the typical (read: boring) opening of “I’m So-and-So, and today 
I’m going to cover three things.” Remember, you only have a few seconds 
at the opening to grab your audience’s attention. In that blink of time, 
they’re trying to decide whether to tune in or tune out. 

A story can tune them in—a short anecdote that illustrates the point 
you want to make. The more personal and compelling, the better. Then 
the audience will be far more likely to settle in and listen to you.

Storytelling can be a very effective tool in giving a speech or a lon-
ger presentation. (If you’re just giving an update at a team meeting, your 
story should be a quick anecdote that takes about 20 seconds to tell.) 

Here are a few tips for effective storytelling:
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Making a Solid 
Presentation
Make a list; check it twice. What are the main points 
you want to make? Whether you’re hosting a conference 
call, making a presentation at a group meeting, or giving 
a speech, you need to start with the main points you 
want to convey. Frame your main ideas as bullet points 
(usually about three to five—any more than that can feel 
like information overload).

Keep visuals to a minimum. I said it before, but it’s worth 
repeating here. If you must use visuals, use them only to 
illustrate or amplify the points that you’re verbalizing. 
Less is more. What you say and how you say it will make 
a far bigger impact.

Say your piece, then stop talking. If asked to give an 
update, do just that, and in the time allowed. And make 
sure you explain in a way that makes it engaging and 
understandable. Don’t try to impress people with your 
in-depth knowledge or technical expertise.

Be the answer person. Anticipate questions. Do your 
homework and have the relevant facts and figures 
at hand. If you don’t know something, it’s perfectly 
acceptable to say, “I know whom to ask, so I’ll get right 
back to you on that.”
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E     EMBRACE THE PRACTICE

Listen,	I’ve	given	hundreds	of	speeches,	but I never, ever 
wing it. You need to practice, practice, practice. How effective are 

you in what you say and how you say it? Watch your body language. Do 
you face the audience, or are you turning your back to them so you can 
read those PowerPoint slides you were supposed to lose? Is your posture 
relaxed and confident? Or do you look like you’re in a police lineup? How 
are your hand gestures—open and inviting? Or are you chopping wood 
with your hand? You want to be part of your message, not distract from it.

Are you able to convey your key points and subpoints in the most 
concise, meaningful, and engaging way possible? Do you stay within the 
allotted time, with room for questions?

The more you practice, the more ingrained the presentation will 
become. Then when you get up in front of the room or at the podium, the 
practice will take over. Display a little nervousness and you’ll be forgiven. 
But if you’re unprepared, you’ll be either forgotten or dismissed as 
wasting time.

So the next time you feel that fear of public speaking, you can push 
the PANIC button:

CHAPTER NINE       Presenting Without Panic
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WHAT Do You Do IF You BoMB 
THE PREsENTATIoN?
You’re presenting in front of a major client and everything goes wrong—
technology glitches, you can’t find your notes, and you’ve never felt more 
unprepared in your life. Your boss has to step in to do damage control. 
You bombed—so what do you do?

1. Admit the mistake. Far more important than what happened is 
how you handle it. By owning the mistake instead of trying to get past 
it as quickly as possible, you’ll decrease your chance of failing that 
way again.

2. Apologize sincerely. Don’t shrug it off. You need to make a sincere 
apology—not 10,000 excuses for why it happened. 

3.	Move	forward. You need an explicit action plan to show you’ve learned 
from the mistake and are working to improve your presentation skills. 
If necessary, ask for training or coaching to improve your ability.

P REPARE—a	lot	and	more	than	you	think	you	need	to.	Record	video 
  and play it back to hear and see yourself in action. 

A uTHENTIC.	Be	who	you	are.	You’re	the	one	who	was	asked	to	give		  
 this presentation! If you try to be something you’re not, the audience 

 will think “phony” and tune you out!

N EvER let them see you sweat. Remember Murphy’s Law: if 
	something	can	go	wrong,	it	will.	Make	sure	you	have	your	handouts	 

	 and	notes	before	a	presentation.	If	you’re	giving	a	speech,	go	to	the	 
	 room	ahead	of	time.	Check	the	technology—microphones,	sound 
	 system,	etc.	And	always	have	a	Plan	B	for	what	can,	and	probably	 
 will, go wrong. 

I DENTIFY your audience. As discussed, you need to know who they  
 are and what they need to know. If you’re presenting in front of 

 people you don’t know, mingle ahead of time. shake a few hands and  
 introduce yourself. They’ll already be warmed up to you before 
 you speak.

C oNNECT with each person. speak to each person. (There are tricks  
	 to	this,	such	as	moving	your	gaze	across	the	room	slowly	and 

	 	stopping	at	intervals—see	“Delivering	with	Confidence”	on	opposite	
page.) Make sure your message resonates. 
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PosTuRE
 
   Get in seated “ready position”:  
 sit tall, feet flat on the floor,  
 hands open on the table.

   Get in standing “ready position”:  
 balance weight slightly forward.

   Stand tall, relax knees, relax  
 arms at sides.

PAusINg 

   Pause between thoughts for one  
 to three seconds.

   Breathe during your pauses to  
 relax and energize your voice.

   Listen for “nonwords” and  
 pause instead.

   Shorten sentences to avoid  
 rambling.

PACINg 

   Avoid the extremes—moving  
 back and forth like a metronome  
 or standing still like a statue.

   Move fluidly, then stop and  
 deliver a few points at a time:  
 center, left, center, right.

PoDIuM 

   Lose it, if you can. Have nothing  
 between you and your audience.

EYE CoMMuNICATIoN 

   Look at each person for three  
 to six seconds (for a phrase or 
 a sentence).

   Include everyone.

   Be random, avoid patterns.

   Talk only to eyes.

NATuRAL ANIMATIoN 

   Gesture freely within the   
 given space, matching the ideas  
 expressed.

   Vary your gestures—one or 
 two handed.

   When not gesturing, relax  
 arms and hands—no clasping 
 or fidgeting.

   Smile when appropriate, even  
 on the phone. Relax your face  
 and match the expression to the  
 message.

   Vary vocal inflection and pace  
 to conversational tone and to  
 avoid monotone or uptalk.

DELIvERINg 
WITH CoNFIDENCE
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THE 
EvERYDAY 

PREsENTATIoN

Maybe	you	don’t	give	speeches or presentations regularly. 
That still doesn’t get you off the hook. The reality is, you are pre-

senting all the time—the next team meeting, conference call, or conver-
sation in the hallway. Each is a presentation of your ideas and yourself. 
Master these small presentations, because they’re the real make-or-break 
moments in your career.

One of the most common everyday presentations is the conference 
call. While this seems mundane (who doesn’t have conference calls all 
the time?), you can’t underestimate their importance—or their annoy-
ance. Face it: half of conference calls are a waste of time. The purpose is 
unclear—is it to share information, gather input, make decisions? There 
are too many people on the line. They run over, somebody has a bad con-
nection, and there’s annoying background noise. People are coming on 
and dropping off the call unannounced. There are those who say nothing 
and others who won’t shut up. The mute button is permission to disengage. 

How to Be a Great 
  Everyday Presenter
•	 It’s	not	only	what	you	say	but	how	you	say	it—body	language, 
	 facial	expression,	and	nonverbal	cues.

•	 Focus	on	your	listeners—first,	last,	and	always.	

•	 Know	what	you’re	talking	about.	

•	 Listen	more	than	you	talk—you	want	dialogue, 
	 not	pontification.

•	 Keep	to	the	point	and	respect	people’s	time.
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You can half-listen and do something else (catch 
up on emails, fold laundry at home, play with the 
dog). Except you can almost guarantee that the 
minute you’re in your email and only half-listen-
ing to the call, your boss will ask you a question. 
Once again, this is a matter of being prepared. 
Know your content and be ready. 

If you’re the call organizer, have an agenda 
and share it with others. If you want certain peo-
ple to give an update, ask them in advance with 
parameters of what you’re expecting. A one-min-
ute status report? A five-minute overview? Is 
this a call-in that’s voice only, or will it also include visuals? Make sure 
people have all the information they need so they can fully participate.

More often, you’re one of several participants on someone else’s 
call. Know why you’re on the line and what’s expected of you. If your 
boss suddenly asks you for an update or to answer a question, be pre-
pared to respond. And you can never be sure of who is listening—your 
boss’s boss or people whose roles and influence aren’t clear to you. 
Show up and be present!

At the same time, you need to be savvy. Most of the time, the 
agenda is unclear—or, more likely, there’s no agenda. Usually these calls 
are freeform and chaotic. In this weird ecosystem, you can’t wait to be 
called on. Be agile and go with the flow. Speak up when it matters. Don’t 
try to take over a call that’s not yours, but be a meaningful contributor. 
No matter how disorganized and chaotic others are, you can be the one 
who’s prepared, knows the message, and stays on target and on topic. 
That’s the way to rise above the rest.

One way to approach everyday presenting—on a conference call, 
in the next team meeting—is to think of yourself as the host. This is 

IF You’RE THE 
oRgANIzER,
HAvE AN
AgENDA AND
sHARE IT
WITH oTHERs.
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especially effective with unscripted events such as a team discussion. And 
it really applies to networking events or a meet-and-greet at a conference. 

Too bad no one ever told that to Bombastic Bart, who likes to hold 
court every chance he gets. At every industry event, you can find Bart at 
some table (usually near the free shrimp appetizers), bending the ear of 
two or three people who haven’t found a polite way to extricate themselves.

Or Pontificating Polly, whose favorite expression seems to be, “And 
another thing …” Whenever she’s got the floor, she’ll go on —and on—
thinking that this captive audience is hanging on her every word. Polly 
doesn’t notice the glazed and pained expressions from people who 
instantly tune her out but are too polite to leave.

Needless to say, they aren’t the role models you want to follow. When 
you’re a good host, you bring people together into meaningful dialogue. 
It’s like you’re giving a dinner party and you want to make sure every-
one feels welcome and involved. Ask engaging questions. Seek out oth-
ers’ viewpoints. You’ll make a lasting impression as someone who really 
knows how to bring them together and foster discussion.

And that’s the secret to success for making a presentation, whether 
you’re speaking to two people or two thousand.

202
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FoR MAKINg 
A suCCEssFuL 
PREsENTATIoN
Lose the PowerPoint. Your slides aren’t doing the 
presentation, you are. 

Know your audience: who they are, what they want 
to know, and how you can make your message 
meaningful to them.

Make a connection. The first seven seconds matter. 

Be organized. Have three main points and a few 
subpoints. Know your material. No tangents allowed.

Practice, record, review, and practice some more. And 
then do it again.
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“LET’s 
HAvE A 

MEETiNg”: 
Why 

They’re All 
Meaningless

Y ou can always tell when a 
company has become too bu- 
reaucratic. The rote response to 
almost everything is “let’s have 

a meeting.” It’s such an epidemic that 
people now mistake the meeting for the 
action. How about solving the problem 
today?

 ... BUT
iT’s NOT

ABOUT YOU

205

Chapter Ten
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It’s no secret that most people don’t like meetings: too long, too 
boring, too frequent, too many people, and too often not accomplishing 
much of anything. People check out—on mute during conference calls, 
doing email, catching up on the sports scores.

Think about it—how many times have you stopped by someone’s 
desk who's obviously on a call, but the person assures you “it’s OK, we can 
talk.” The call is on mute and he’s having a conversation with you, instead 
of paying attention to what’s being said on the line. If that isn’t a clear indi-
cation of too many unimportant meetings, I don’t know what is. Author 
and leadership expert Patrick Lencioni calls it “death by meeting.” 

It isn’t just a case of multitasking—it’s escapism. People obviously 
want to be somewhere else besides that meeting, so they are only nomi-
nally present. I was at a company recently where people on opposite sides 
of the conference table were obviously texting each other. One would 

 I attend so many meetings—most of them unpro-
ductive. I can’t get any real work done. What 

should I do?

 Meetings these days are the solution to every-
thing. If there’s a problem, you have a meeting. If 

there’s a new opportunity, you have a meeting. Sched-
ules get so crammed, you can’t get anything mean-
ingful done. Every meeting must pass a test: What’s  
the purpose? That will quickly eliminate a lot of them. 
And the meetings that remain will become much more 
impactful.
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look down and type furiously; a faint buzz would go off, and the other 
person would start typing. I doubted they were using their texts as a sort 
of teleprompter about what to say next. The exchange went on way too 
long for that. So why were they in that meeting? Why not just go out to 
the hallway and talk? 

Learning when and why to call a meeting is very important as you 
advance in your career. Bosses aren’t the only ones who arrange meetings—
team leaders do, too. Even if you’re tasked with a project, you may request 
to meet with your colleagues. But don’t mistake having a meeting as a sign 
of your authority or proof that you’re a good manager or project lead. Do 
that, and people will groan every time they get yet another meeting invita-
tion by email and start scrambling for excuses to get out of it.

The problem is so pervasive, everyone can relate. Someone posted 
a particularly insightful comment on my LinkedIn page recently in 
response to a column I wrote about unproductive meetings: “Too often 
the lack of preparation and clarity of action destroy morale and create a 
culture of resentment toward meetings. At a certain point in the organi-
zational hierarchy, many people believe that talking is the same as work, 
and meetings are products in themselves.” Too true.

I can guarantee that almost everyone has regularly scheduled calls 
they dread. You know those meetings—when that reminder pops up, you 
literally wince. Regularly scheduled calls are the worst. At first there are 
a dozen people on the call. After a while, the four “optional” people don’t 
show up. Then some of the “mandatory” people start dialing in late and 
leaving early (or they go mute and disappear). Suddenly, only a few die-
hards remain: the organizer and the two or three people who can’t afford 
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Meeting by Walking 
(and Calling) Around

Sometimes the most effective course is to skip the 
meet ing altogether and go straight to action. Management 
expert Tom Peters coined the term “management by 
walking around,” which, as the name implies, involves 
managers who wander at random to talk to people. I do 
my own updated version of that—in person and virtually.  
I call it “meeting by walking (and calling) around.”

Rather than scheduling a meeting to get an update or 
delve more deeply into a situation, I’ll have an impromptu 
discussion with someone. I’ll stop by an office in person 
or pick up the phone and call. I’ve been known to surprise 
people who are a few levels below the C-suite to draw 
out their input. I’ll also take a walk with my cell and call 
people to get the pulse of what’s going on. Ditto grabbing 
someone for lunch at a local deli. 

No formal agenda. No script. Just talk—that’s what 
makes this so productive.

to skip. These are sure signs of dead, unproductive calls with no purpose 
or meaning. 

So forget those weekly status meetings—they just aren’t realistic in 
today’s global business environment, in which things move quickly. If 
you’re the one scheduling those calls and meetings, be honest: Are peo-
ple enthused to participate? Is it a good use of their time? If not, find a 
better way to gather updates.

And if you’re a participant, don’t be passive-aggressive by muting 
your line or texting under the table thinking that no one knows (they 
do). Have the courage to speak up and ask whether this call or meeting 
is even necessary.
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THE REAL PROBLEM 
wiTH MEETiNgs

 

The problem with meetings, experts say, is timing—as if bet-
ter scheduling solves everything. There is an entire body of research 

dedicated to finding the best time to meet. The worst time, they say, is 
Monday morning. Some argue that people are their most productive 
on Monday morning as they get up to speed on the workweek. Having 
a meeting would only break that momentum and distract them from 
what needs to be done (the “urgent” things that require their immediate 
attention—more on that later). Plus, people may take Mondays off for the 
occasional three-day weekend, making it likely that there will be some 
no-shows for that Monday-morning meeting.

The optimal time for a meeting, behavioral scientists say, is 2:30 p.m. 
on Tuesdays. Some combination of after-lunch biorhythms and a sense 
of “not too early, not too late” supposedly makes this a magic time for 
meetings. (Others say that’s also a good time for going to the Depart-
ment of Motor Vehicles—go figure.)  

But all those scientists and behavioral experts neglect to address one 
important thing: In a global company, participants on that conference 
call may spread over three continents—it’s going to be morning some-
where. So with all due respect to the scientists, I don’t believe the real 
problem with meetings is the when. It’s the what—as in, what’s the pur-
pose of the meeting? To explain, think MEET:

M    Make it purposeful
E    Elicit collective genius
E    Embrace constructive conflict
T    Take action
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By following these four steps, you’ll make meetings more meaning-
ful and worth people’s time. 

M     MAkE iT 
PURPOsEfUL

Before i call any meeting, I start with the end in mind. This is the 
“M” in MEET—making it purposeful! What, specifically, are we 

trying to accomplish, and how will a meeting (as opposed to a phone call, a 
quick in-person conversation, an email, or even a text) move things along?

That’s why I always take the BLUF approach: bottom line up front. It 
focuses on what needs to be done, who is going to do it, and by when. Know 
what you want to get out of the meeting. Is it just informational, or are you 
making decisions? What action plan will result? If you leave any meeting 
without answers to those questions, you’ve just wasted your time!

Nix THE Big
fORMAL AgENdA
If you’ve got 12 topics on your agenda 
with two or three sub-bullets for each 
point, people will be exhausted just read-
ing it! They’ll be watching the clock, try-
ing to figure out how long this meeting is 
really going to take. It’s better to have two 
or three things you want to discuss. More 
items than that will cramp the discus-
sion and stifle creativity.
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fOUR TYPEs 
Of MEETiNgs

One way to make your meetings more purposeful is to know what 
kind of meeting you’re having. I put meetings into four categories: 

The 45-Minute Rule
A half hour is too short when you spend the first five to 
seven minutes with small talk—the weather, sports, fam-
ily, vacations … Meanwhile, an hour-long meeting tends 
to drag on (I subscribe to the theory that people will take 
all the time you give them). Forty-five minutes is usually 
the sweet spot. You’re looking for solutions that are 80 
percent right and 100 percent executable versus the other 
way around. With time management (and no long agenda, 
remember?), you’ll get to solutions and actions more 
quickly and efficiently.

iNfORMATiONAL: This is to 
get an update on what’s going 
on, but it still needs to be action-
able. We aren’t just talking about 
what’s been done, we’re going to 
set expectations for what needs to 
happen moving forward. 

dECisiON-TAkiNg: This is all 
about what action we are going 
to take. By definition, this type of 
meeting must involve a smaller 
group than other meetings. Once 
you have more than three to five 
people, it’s difficult to make deci-
sions. And at the end of this meet-
ing, a decision will result.

disCOvERY: This type of meet-
ing is for discussing problems and 
potential solutions. Once again, it 
isn’t just talk for talk’s sake—the 
focus is on action. 

BRAiNsTORMiNg: Here it’s all 
blue sky with no bad ideas. For 
these creative sessions, I suggest 
going off-site to get people out of 
their comfort zones. This depar-
ture from routines and habits, I’ve 
found, helps stir people’s think-
ing to really envision the new and 
different. 
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MATERiALs TO sHARE? 
THREE MiNUTEs 

is NOT “iN AdvANCE”

No matter which type of meeting you’re having, if there are 
materials to be reviewed, they must be distributed in advance—at 

least a day or two beforehand. Three minutes is not “in advance,” which 
is what happened to me recently. I kid you not: at 9:27 a.m., a PowerPoint 
file hit my email inbox for a 9:30 meeting. I couldn’t believe it when the 
person who called the meeting said, “You’ve received the materials,” as 
if we were all speed-readers. (That’s maddening for sure, but let’s not go 
there—see Chapter Nine, “Presenting Without Panic.”) Because no one 
had sufficient time to review the materials, we spent most of the meet-
ing flipping through the PowerPoint slides together like we were in a 
second-grade reading class and it was Johnny’s turn to read aloud. What 
a waste of time! 

Meetings are so much more productive when people get the materi-
als in advance with the expectation that they’ll read it all beforehand. With 
this background and context, the meeting discussion goes much deeper—
and that’s really important for an informational session that goes beyond 
reviewing what’s already occurred to setting a course for the next steps. 

sELf-REfLECTiON: A MEETiNg wiTH YOURsELf 
With the pace of business accelerating these days and technology keeping us 
plugged in 24-7, we can’t negate one of the most important meetings a person 
can have—alone time for self-reflection. It’s a great habit to get into early in your 
career and to develop as you advance to becoming a team leader, manager, and 
beyond. Find some time each day—often early morning or in the evening—to 
contemplate your day. What’s going well? What could be improved? What do 
you need to do next? 

My self-reflection time is very early in the morning. I devote an hour or two 
without interruptions to reading the news from a variety of international 
sources, catching up and responding to emails, and thinking. For me, this is 
the most productive way to start my day.
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E     ELiCiT 
COLLECTivE gENiUs 

Now we move to the first “E” in MEET—eliciting collective 
genius. You never know where the best ideas will come from. 

That’s why, with the exception of decision-taking meetings, you’ll want 
to include as many people as possible (within reason, of course). To get  
things rolling, I often start these sessions by going around the table (in- 
person or virtually) and asking each person, “What do you think?” (I’ll 
usually close in the same way.) This not only jump-starts the discussion, it  
also sends a clear message that everyone’s ideas and perspectives are wel-
come, and everyone is expected to contribute. I want open and honest dis-
cussion (and even some constructive conflict, as we’ll discuss next).

Here’s what I don’t want: a performance. This is really a pet peeve 
of mine. When people meet with senior leaders it often becomes a 
performance—scripted and rehearsed. There’s the meeting before the 
meeting, and the pre-meeting before that. And after the meeting, there’s 
the call to discuss how it went. That’s a lot of time invested before we even 
dig into the discussion.

URgENT vs. iMPORTANT
if you’ve got a crisis on your hands, then what you’re facing is both urgent 
and important. But those scenarios, thankfully, are few and far between. 
More likely, you’ll have urgent issues and you’ll have important ones. You 
need to know the difference. Urgent should be dealt with AsAP by the right 
people with the right resources. important is another matter. strategic and 
longer term in nature, important issues can be the subject of meetings to 
update information, discover problems and solutions, and determine an 
action plan. Never get so bogged down in urgent matters that you don’t 
have time for the important ones.
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I get it. People want to be prepared and make sure they’re deliver-
ing meaningful information, especially when meeting with senior lead-
ers. But when it feels like I’m sitting in the audience at a play, it’s just too 
much. There’s no spontaneity. Everything that everyone says has been 
planned out and rehearsed in advance.

Even more troubling, though—and one of the biggest frustrations 
for any CEO—is that people tend to say what they think you want to 
hear. Often, it takes a long time to establish any kind of trust and candor. 
In the meantime, it can be like pulling teeth to get at what’s really going 
on or to chip through the sugarcoating to uncover the problem. 

The irony, though, is that almost every meeting I participate in has 
to do with problems. It goes with the function. Problems escalate, and by 
the time they reach the CEO, it’s probably controversial or involves com-
peting interests. Or it may be that nobody will risk making a decision. 
But if that discussion is scripted or if people are holding back on what 
they say, it isn’t productive.

To increase the chances of convening collective genius, try these:

✔  iNviTE A divERsE TEAM. Research shows that the more diverse 
 the group, the more options they typically identify. Groups that are  
 more alike tend to come to decisions too quickly and often choose the  
 most likely scenario. 

✔  ENCOURAgE CONsTRUCTivE conflict by establishing ground rules.

✔  HAs THE TEAM gENERATEd at least two alternatives that make 
 the most sense? Research also illustrates that teams considering at  
 least two alternatives made decisions they consider successful about 
 two-thirds of the time—versus only half the time for teams 
 considering only one alternative.

✔  wHAT ARE THE PROs ANd CONs? On the upside, what can be 
 gained if you take a certain action? On the downside, what are   
 the risks if you act (or don’t act)?
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Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner 
What’s the real benefit to having a discussion over a 
meal—breakfast, lunch, or dinner? Too often, I’ve found, 
people don’t think this through. Maybe it’s their orga-
nizational culture to “eat in” frequently—so why not 
grab coffee and a bagel before that early-morning 
meeting or work late and order pizza? If that works for 
your team in your environment, then great. 

But what about when someone considers having 
a meeting at a restaurant in order to share a meal 
together? This can work, but there are limitations.

BREAkfAsT. Let me say this up front: I’m not a big 
fan of breakfast meetings. The early hour combined 
with the need to get to the office immediately after-
ward can distract people and make breakfast meet-
ings unproductive. 

diNNER. I’ve found these are usually far more social 
occasions than business meetings. That certainly 
isn’t a bad thing. Dinner meetings can be very effec-
tive for getting to know other people (clients, strategic 
partners, and other important contacts). But the com-
bination of a multicourse meal after a long day isn’t 
conducive to having an in-depth business discussion.

LUNCH. This is the best meal to share while hav-
ing a productive discussion. It may be the informal-
ity of the meal or the fact that it occurs during the 
workday. Whatever the reason, lunch meetings can 
be an extension of an in-office discussion, but with a 
change of venue that helps stir ideas.
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E     EMBRACE 
CONsTRUCTivE 

CONfLiCT 

The second “E” in MEET  is where things get really interesting. 
It’s all about embracing constructive conflict. That’s challenging for 

a lot of people. People don’t like conflict. If you’re honest, you may be one 
of those people—you want things to be harmonious. (Maybe you were 
even raised in a family where conflict was seen as a bad thing.) 

The problem with no conflict at all is that people end up nodding 
and yessing you to death—and all the while, they’re thinking the oppo-
site. But they don’t say what they think, which means important and even 
crucial information is withheld, all out of some well-intentioned but ulti-
mately misguided desire to make everybody else happy. 

The solution is constructive conflict. I’ve addressed this in Chap-
ter Five on coworkers, but it bears repeating here: conflict is not to be 
avoided. It takes some degree of conflict for the best ideas to emerge. 
When you get smart people together to discuss a problem or an oppor-
tunity, it’s only natural that there is some conflict. If you’re the meeting 
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facilitator, you need to be comfortable with conflict around you—and 
with conflict directed at you.

The conflict never gets personal, of course, and there’s no reason for 
anyone to raise his or her voice. The conflict is about the issue at hand. 
Even colleagues who have the utmost respect for each other can have 
intense conflicts at times because they view things differently. 

So the next time someone speaks up and says, “I completely dis-
agree,” don’t shut it down or try to gloss over it. Let all sides be heard, and 
chances are you’ll have more confidence in whatever solution you decide 
is the best of all possibilities.

T     TAkE 
ACTiON

Now we come to the “T” in MEET—the culmination of the 
previous three steps: take action. Just as you set expectations for 

what you want to accomplish at the beginning (the BLUF approach), you 
need to bring the meeting to a close with an action plan. If you began 
with the end in mind, you should come full circle: with the game plan of 
what comes next. 

Before they walk out that door or disconnect from the conference 
call, everyone must know what’s expected of them—and by when. Pur-
pose is what sets the stage for a meaningful meeting, and action is what 
differentiates it from being merely a group conversation. With purpose 
and action, even long meetings are engaging.
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fOR MEETiNgs  
THAT MATTER
Less is more. Is calling that next meeting 
absolutely necessary?

Begin any meeting with the end in mind: What’s 
the purpose? What’s the intended outcome?

Collective genius can only come from open and 
candid discussion, not a scripted performance. 

Constructive conflict enables productive 
disagreement to occur freely. It takes conflict 
for the best ideas, most effective solutions, and 
different thinking to be explored.

Close with action—make sure everyone knows 
what’s expected and by when.
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NETwoRkiNg 
wiTHiN:

Find 
Your 

Champion

Extroverts think they’re pros at 
it. Introverts dread it. Most peo-
ple end up somewhere in the 
middle. “It” is networking. Some 

people think it’s as easy as working a room 
and chatting up everyone they see. They’ll 
dive into a networking event like a hungry 
seal in a school of fish. Or they approach it 
like a 1950s door-to-door salesman trying to 
sell vacuum cleaners to everyone he meets. 
This is not networking; it’s stalking.

 ... BUT
iT’S NoT

ABoUT YoU

221
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The fact is, networking mystifies people—
and the reason, I’ve decided, is that they 
dread it so much. People feel awkward asking 
for help, and the idea of reaching out to some-
one has all the appeal of cold-calling to sell 
those handy slice-and-dice-it knives you see 
on late-night infomercials. This raises an even 
bigger point: networking poorly is worse than 
not networking at all.

You have to know how to do it—and not 
just to get your next job. Networking is also 
crucial for advancing in your current job. 

Within your company, you’re looking to connect with people who can 
open doors and teach you how things get done in the organization. Every 
organization has an informal network of “influencers” (see Chapter Six, 
“Building Political Capital”) who work largely behind the scenes. These 
are the people you definitely need in your internal network. 

Just remember: networking is all about building relationships. That’s 
why I call it a “contact sport.”

THE 
PoiNT of 
CoNTACT

if you haven’t thought about the care and nurturing of your net-
work until now, you’re behind the curve. Connecting with people for 

the sole purpose of asking for their help will put off many of them—
especially if they don’t know you well. And that applies to your internal 
and external networks.

NETwoRkiNg 
PooRLY iS

woRSE 
THAN NoT 

NETwoRkiNg
AT ALL.
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Many years ago, when I was working for a large consulting firm, I 
received a frantic call from someone I knew vaguely. “Sarah” and I had 
crossed paths a few times, but we certainly weren’t close colleagues. But 
to hear her on the phone, you’d think we worked closely together every 
day. The reason Sarah kept pushing this point was she was undergoing 
a 360-degree review and needed to come up with names of people who 
could speak to her accomplishments—by the next morning!

“I’d like to help,” I told her, “but I’m not sure what I can say.”
She insisted: “We worked together on the XYZ project, remember?”
“No, that wasn’t me,” I told her. “XYZ is not my account.”
“Well, you can think of something to say—do you want me to write 

it for you?”
The harder she pressed, the more I had to wonder: Just how far down 

the list was I, and how many people had she already contacted? 
Clearly, Sarah hadn’t built and maintained her internal network. 

Maybe she didn’t think it was a valuable exercise until she really needed 
something. That’s never a winning strategy.

You know what that feels like. You haven’t seen or heard from some-
one in years, then suddenly that person reaches out to you because he or 
she wants something—trying to get promoted or wanting an introduc-
tion to someone. You probably won’t be that inclined to help.

The same thing can happen when you’re networking externally. 
Reaching out to someone you haven’t had any contact with for years, 

 How can I increase my visibility within my 
company?

First, perform. Build relationships by leading 
with what you can do for others. You can 

increase your visibility from there by leveraging your 
internal network. 
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just because you suddenly need help, is another big turnoff. Here’s what 
happened to me: I hadn’t seen or heard from “Joe” in more than a dozen 
years. While we worked in the same industry, our paths seldom crossed, 
other than in the most tangential way at industry events. And we were 
not friends outside of work. What I did know about Joe was from the 
financial news: several years before, he had pleaded guilty to insider trad-
ing and spent a few months in jail. Never during that time did he reach 
out to me. Never in that time did anyone we knew in common reach out 
to me. He was a distant memory and a familiar name in a newspaper arti-
cle about an unfortunate incident.

So imagine my surprise when more than a decade after our last con-
tact, Joe emailed me, requesting we “get together for lunch.” He needed 
a job and was hoping I could give him some advice and introduce him to 
some of our recruiters. Really? My reaction had nothing to do with the 
fact that Joe spent time in prison for insider trading. From what I read, 
he took full responsibility for what happened. Rather, it was because his 
first contact with me after so many years—and given the fact that we 
weren’t more than nodding acquaintances—was for help getting a job. 

You may think I’m being harsh, but this is the reaction you’re going 
to get from other people if you approach them from out of the blue. You 
may find someone who, for whatever reason, will help. But, quite frankly, 
that will be the exception and not the norm.
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THE goLdEN RULE:
iT’S NoT ABoUT YoU

Networking is about building relationships—and rela-
tionships aren’t one-way streets. That’s why the golden rule about 

networking is: it’s not about you! Ideally, networking is grounded in what 
you can do for others. You can’t take out what you haven’t put in. 

Right now, make a list of all the things you can do for people in your 
network. Even small things—if they are done sincerely and are genuinely 
meaningful to the other people (and those are two significant ifs)—can 
jump-start your networking. You’re building goodwill with others for the 
day when you need help.

This is real networking, and it’s all about what you can give to oth-
ers. You may call that karma, paying it forward, or the reward for a job 
well done. I call it the fruits of networking: when you need their help, the 
people you’ve helped in the past will be more than happy to step up. Net-
working should be a natural behavior that comes from having a mind-
set of being genuinely interested in others and leading with your “give” 
before you seek to “get.”
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NETwoRkiNg 101 

Check the Boxes

✔ NETwoRkiNg REqUiRES AN oBjECTiVE.  
Have a goal in mind so that your discussions with people have 
a purpose. When people in your network understand your goals, 
they’ll gain clarity about where and how they can help you. 
Make sure your goals are focused on specific opportunities and 
positions—that promotion you want or that global assignment.

✔ MAkE A LiST.  
Write down the names of everyone in your network, internal 
and external. This includes current and former colleagues, 
business contacts, members of professional organizations, 
even family, friends, and people you know socially. As you go 
through the list, think about the people you see and interact 
with regularly.

✔ MATCH CoNTACTS ANd oPPoRTUNiTiES.  
As you categorize your contacts, think about the opportunities 
that are at the top of your wish list. Who in your network can 
help you? Who within your organization can make an introduc-
tion or connect you with someone? Who outside your organiza-
tion can help you brainstorm or provide you with perspective 
from their own career journeys?

✔ BE RESPECTfUL of oTHER PEoPLE’S TiME.  
When you reach out to people in your network—whether to pick 
their brains or to request an introduction—you’re asking them 
to do you a favor. Even if these contacts are close colleagues or 
friends, you can wear them out by constantly nagging for help. 
Chances are people will do what they can, but it’s up to you to 
do the heavy lifting.
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LEAd wiTH YoUR giVE. 
What information, insight, or 
assistance can you offer? Have 
you heard someone mention they 
needed help with a project or 
initiative? Company-sponsored 
charity events always need extra 
hands, and it’s a great way to lead 
with your “give” and develop a rep-
utation for going the extra mile.

REMEMBER YoUR ACT. 
Whether you’re networking, meet-
ing with someone for the first 
time, or interacting in any other 
context, remember your ACT: 
be authentic, make a connec-
tion, and give others a taste of 
who you are. Getting your ACT 
together will make networking 
more meaningful as people will 
come to know the real you, not 
some persona you’re trying to 
project to impress.

idENTifY wHo YoU wANT 
To MEET ANd wHY. 
Instead of blasting out LinkedIn 
invitations to your colleagues, 
take a targeted approach to net-
work in person. Know why you 
want to connect. Does this person 
have a lot of institutional knowl-
edge? Does someone who recently 
joined the firm have expertise in 
a different sector of the industry? 
Or does the person work in part of 
the firm that you don’t know any-
thing about and you’re eager to 
learn more?

kEEP YoUR fEET oN THE 
fLooR—NoT iN YoUR 
MoUTH. If you come on too 
strong, if you ask too much, if you 
try to “run into” senior people 
with stakeouts (in the kitchen, 
by the elevators, or near the 
restroom), you put yourself at 

TAPPiNg 
YoUR iNTERNAL 

NETwoRk

The bigger your internal network, the more opportunities 
you’ll have to grow. Having a broad network gives you access to 

more people so you can learn more about the company and what other 
departments do. Plus, as you establish connections with others, these 
contacts may hear of a job opportunity for you before it’s posted.

My advice is to know as many people as possible. Be deliberate in 
seeking people out, but be smart about it, too. Here are a few tips:
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risk of coming across as awk-
ward or acting strangely. You’ll 
not only be embarrassed in the 
moment; you’ll also end up cring-
ing for the next six months—
wanting to climb under your desk 
every time that person walks 
by. Be smart and professional in 
your approach. 

iT’S CoNNECTiNg— 
NoT VENTiNg. While you 
may bond over similarities like 
a mutual boss or alma mater, 
be mindful of what you share. 
You want to share enough to be 

connected, but not to the point of 
turning networking into griping. 

doN’T ExPECT iNSTANT 
MENToRiNg. 
The people you connect with may 
be incredibly helpful. They may 
even encourage you to contact 
them whenever you have ques-
tions. But that doesn’t mean you’re 
now mentor and mentee. The 
mentoring relationship involves 
a commitment to be an ongoing 
sounding board and advisor—and 
that may very well be beyond what 
your contacts are offering.
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MENToRS, 
SPoNSoRS, ANd  

CoACHES

Three specific types of people in your network 
can make a real difference in your advancement—
mentors, sponsors, and coaches. Each role is 
distinct, which is why they should be different 
people. Let’s take a look at each.

woRkiNg wiTH A MENToR

A mentor is best thought of as someone who takes you under 
his or her wing and helps you learn. In my own career, I purpose-

fully chose to work for four bosses because they were such invaluable 
mentors. Having the opportunity to work for and learn from them deter-
mined the moves I made.

You may also have a mentor outside your company—for example, a 
former boss. Mentors outside your workplace may particularly help with 
getting a broader view of your industry and position. The best situation 
would be to have mentors both inside and outside your company for mul-
tiple perspectives. 

While you should keep your eyes open for potential mentors, don’t 
try too hard, as if you’re trying to sell something. Don’t be desperate! 
Rather, if you stand out among your peers, doing the things you want to 
achieve, then a potential mentor could very well seek you out. 
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ExPLoRE YoUR oPTioNS. 
You can access mentoring pro-
grams in many ways—for example, 
university alumni networks and 
online mentoring groups.  
Plus, your employer may offer 
mentoring (nearly three-quarters 
of Fortune 500 companies offer 
some type of corporate mentorship 
programs). 

Look foR CoNNECTioNS. 
Don’t just default to the easiest to 
access or the most obvious choice 
for a mentor. Instead, find a mentor 
who has been on a similar career 
path to yours or who shares a sim-
ilar vision of success.  

YoUR MENToR iS NoT A 
MiRRoR. While you should have 
some similarities with your men-
tor, that doesn’t mean you need to 
be (or should be) mirror images 
of each other. In fact, some of the 
most productive mentor-mentee 
relationships can be more like 
sparring partners than best 
friends. Having a mentor who is 
unlike you also helps you access 
diverse viewpoints.

CHANgE THE ExPERiENCE. 
Nontraditional mentoring can be 
enriching. For example, in “reverse 
mentoring,” more mature workers 

engage with younger colleagues 
to upgrade their skills and keep 
pace with culture and the nature 
of work today. This can be very 
meaningful for both parties. The 
younger colleague also can learn 
from the broader perspective of 
the more experienced person.

SET ExPECTATioNS. Your 
mentor is a sounding board and 
advisor, not a personal job coach. 
Your mentor can help you under-
stand and navigate office cul-
ture and politics and give some 
perspective from his or her own 
career journey. But don’t expect 
this person to go to bat for you 
every time you want to get 
promoted.

ExPRESS RESPECT ANd 
gRATiTUdE. It’s shocking how 
many mentors complain about 
this one: a mentee who can-
cels meetings and calls—or just 
doesn’t show up! (In one extreme 
case I heard about, a mentee never 
showed up for any of the ses-
sions scheduled with an assigned 
mentor.) Unreturned phone calls, 
violations of confidentiality, and 
feeling entitled to access the men-
tor’s network are some of the more 
common derailers of the mentor- 
mentee relationship. 

Here are a few tips for making the most 
of a mentoring relationship: 
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HAViNg A SPoNSoR

in addition to having a mentor, you may also attract the atten-
tion of a sponsor—someone higher up in the organization who can 

champion you. While a mentor advises you, a sponsor advocates and can 
help make the case for why you should be the one to get that assignment 
or promotion. One of my colleagues describes a sponsor as the person 
who mentions your name to others when you’re not in the room. This is 
highly impactful—as research shows, people with sponsors are 23 per-
cent more likely to move up in their careers than those without.

A CoACH iN YoUR CoRNER

Your coach is almost by definition someone outside the com-
pany. This is crucial because a coach brings an outsider’s per-

spective with the objectivity that comes from knowledge across many 
companies and industries, and what others in similar situations have 
done. A coach is also someone you can be vulnerable with, admitting 
your fears and anxieties or venting frustrations (another reason for this 
person to be outside the company).

A coach will provide insight as to why you’re unhappy in your cur-
rent role or where you might be a better fit—for example, a large com-
pany over a small start-up. This will allow you to create specific goals and 
develop a plan with your coach on how to achieve them. Your personal 
coach is there to be a sounding board for your big ideas, empower your 
career growth, and help you make a change. (KFAdvance.com has more 
information on personal job coaching, what makes this relationship 
impactful, and how to find the best coach for your needs.)
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gETTiNg 
VALidATioN

As you nurture your network, you are building relationships 
with people who will validate you, especially inside your company. 

These contacts are usually bosses and colleagues, as they know you from 
working and interacting with you. When they attest to your skills, your 
accomplishments, and your contributions as a team member or team 
leader, their words carry weight. 

Maybe you know someone directly or have contact with “some-
one who knows someone.” But when your path is indirect, 

you need to have someone vouch for you. And no one will 
vouch for you unless he or she knows you. When you 

find a person who is willing to put in a good word for 
you, you will be so much further ahead than if you try 
to go it alone.

Validation is not only good for you, it’s also valu-
able to the company. Organizations today are trying 

to retain talent. While the reality of the career nomad 
isn’t changing any time soon, getting people to stay four years 

instead of leaving after two (and turning those four years into eight) can 
be good for all involved. 

To reduce the risk of a bad fit or advancing someone too soon, com-
panies want to know if a person is ready for the challenge. That’s where 
validation comes in. For instance, do you have a proven track record of 
quantifiable successes? This gives your next boss confidence that you are 
who you say you are, and that your career trajectory is real. Your orga-
nization wants to see that you can manage more people, generate more 
business, and take on more responsibilities. These are the signs of some-
one who is an outlier of achievement, with a winning track record.
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fiNdiNg AN oPPoRTUNiTY  
wHERE THERE iSN’T oNE

one of the best possible outcomes of networking is 
getting a promotion or an assignment that didn’t exist 
before you pursued it. 

Maybe you want to work overseas, but there wasn’t a position 
for you—that is, until you networked your way to meet the 
manager who runs the business in that part of the world, who 
then became convinced that you’d make a significant impact. 
or maybe your willingness always to help others captured the 
attention of someone who decided you should be part of a team 
that’s launching a key initiative. in both situations, people are 
willing to make a position for you. it does happen!

Companies want to hire and retain great talent. if you’re 
motivated and you’ve got a great reputation and track record, 
it can all come together for you.

kEEPiNg SCoRE: 
 giVE VS. gET

As a final note—and this can’t be emphasized too much—be 
mindful of how much you’re “giving” and how much you’re “get-

ting.” Your mentor or others in your network may not keep score, but you 
should! You don’t want to deplete your goodwill or make others groan 
every time they get another request from you. 

Here are 10 things you can do to build your network—internally 
and externally—by focusing on others first.



234

CHAPTER ELEVEN      Networking Within

c11 234 September 25, 2019 5:03 PM

10 THiNgS
YoU CAN do 
foR YoUR NETwoRk 
(which You Should Have Been doing Already)

1 whom can you help? Do you know someone else who is looking 
for a job? If so, reach out and offer to help, from brainstorming 

ideas to introducing him or her to someone you know.

2which people in your network have similar interests—
professionally or personally—and would benefit from meeting? 

If you’re all local, arrange to have coffee together. Or suggest that 
you connect them by email (with each party’s permission). 

3whose child can you offer to help? Maybe you’ve heard that 
the son or daughter of someone you know is thinking of 

applying to your alma mater, or is looking to enter a field similar 
to yours. 

4 who has written a blog that you can share within your social 
media network? Or can you leave a meaningful reply to the 

post? (This one is especially helpful if you are networking up the 
line with someone a few levels above you.)

5 if you blog, whom can you interview to gain his or her 
perspective on a topic? If your blog is well followed, this can 

help establish your contacts as subject-matter experts.

6what skill do you have to offer someone? Are you good at 
social media? Can you help set up a simple website? Can you 

be a sounding board for someone who is launching a business or 
a new project? 
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7 whom should you congratulate? Think of someone with 
a particular accomplishment or life event—a new job, an 

engagement or marriage, a new house.

8 Can you recommend a new restaurant, art gallery, or even 
a good book to someone in your network? Don’t make your 

recommendation seem random. Let the person know why you 
thought of him or her.

9 whom can you invite to a professional or cultural event? 
This is a great way to reconnect with former colleagues or 

other people you haven’t seen in a while. 

10 do you know someone who is involved in a charity or 
community event and needs a volunteer? Giving your 

time, even for a few hours, is an excellent way to nurture your 
network and meet new people in a different context.
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foR BUiLdiNg YoUR
iNTERNAL NETwoRk
Networking is a contact sport—it’s all about 
building relationships. Lead with what you 
can give.

Think of it like hygiene—a daily habit.

Networking establishes connections with 
people who can offer validation when you 
need someone to put in a good word for you.

Seek out those who can positively guide you 
as a mentor, sponsor, or coach.

Even the best athletes have trainers—you 
should, too.
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To 
Earn MorE 
You nEEd 
To LEarn 

MorE 
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To 
Earn MorE 
You nEEd 
To LEarn 

MorE 

Part Three

It isn’t like microwaving 
popcorn on high. Advancing 
your career takes time, effort, 

and insatiable curiosity. 
Learning agility is the number 

one predictor of success.
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TaPPing 
Your rigHT 

Brain:
Don’t Be a

Know-It-All

It’s a fatal flaw—thinking that you’re so 
intelligent nothing else matters, not 
even how you treat others. One of the 
worst cases I’ve witnessed was a guy I 

worked with years ago. Yet in “Larry’s” case, 
he really was the smartest guy in the room! 
He was brilliant and could discuss any 
subject—current events, politics, history, 
sports—with remarkable depth and insight. 
And when it came to job performance, Larry 
was amazing. 

Chapter Twelve

To Earn

M
orE You

nEEd To

LEarn
M

orE
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But Larry wielded his intelligence like a weapon. While I wouldn’t 
be surprised if he had an IQ of 150, when it came to emotional intelli-
gence, he was a 0. In other words, he was all “left brain”—he had skills 
that made him an amazing individual performer but was completely 
lacking in “right brain” people skills.

Now, before you dismiss this right-brain stuff as psychobabble 
or some kind of fancy way of saying you need to think creatively, hear 
me out. Skills that relate to your right brain include empathy, curios-
ity, adaptability, and the all-important people skills of influencing and 
motivating others. These are the skills that will distinguish you as you 
move through the six stages of your career, from individual contributor 
to manager and, one day, leader. (See Chapter One, “Taking Control.”)

Larry, however, put no stock in his right brain. To say he was arro-
gant is an understatement. Since he was so much smarter than anyone 
else (as he’d be quick to tell you), Larry decided he didn’t have to fol-
low the rules that applied to everyone else. He routinely blew off meet-
ings, and when he did show up, he talked over people, crushed anyone 
who disagreed with him, and was completely uninterested in anything 
anyone else had to say. After waltzing into a meeting late, Larry thought 
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I’m very good at what I do. I’m the best performer 
on the team—and smarter than everybody else, 

too. But I’m not getting promoted as fast as I think I 
should be. Why can’t they see how valuable I am?

Assuming you really are as smart and talented 
as you think you are, you’re probably relying too 

much on your technical left-brain skills. That will take 
you only so far, however. You need to develop your right 
brain, which is all about connecting with, influenc-
ing, and motivating others. So, if you want to get ahead, 
especially in a position to lead and motivate others, 
you need a strong right brain.
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nothing of flipping through a magazine while his colleagues made a pre-
sentation or discussed their latest win.

Larry was also tough to pin down on anything, from where he was to 
what he was doing. (Later, we discovered Larry was also a liar. Recently, 
I interviewed someone who probably knew him. When I inquired, the 
person replied, “Oh, of course I know him. The thing about Larry is he 
only lies when his lips are moving.”) I can remember calling Larry on his 
cell, and he swore he was in one of our offices—except I could hear the 
road noise and the “ping-ping-ping” of the gas pump. (He loved driving 
his sports car.) His performance was so stellar, though, that people made 
excuses for him: “Oh, that’s just Larry being Larry.” 

Over time, though, Larry’s arrogance, intellectual superiority, and 
downright rudeness became highly toxic to the group. Let’s just say he 
got voted off the island. Losing his performance was hard, but making 
the decision to ask him to leave was easy.

Most people have a little “Larryness” in them—only in their case, 
they overestimate how smart they are. They’re so good at what they do 
(in their own minds, at least), they think it buys them a pass on every-
thing else. To put it in the terms we use in this chapter, they’re all about 

Which Brain
Are You?

You need both sides to advance in your career. But at 
some point, left-brain capabilities are assumed. As you 
advance, it’s all about the right brain.

LEfT-BrainEd 
You’re logical, analytical, and 

objective. Practical and pragmatic, 
you are more detail- and fact-

oriented, and prefer to think in 
words and numbers.

rigHT-BrainEd 
A relationship builder, you 

collaborate and connect easily 
with others. You’re intuitive, 

creative, and free thinking, and 
tend to think in terms of visuals. 
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the left brain—their smarts and their technical skills (financial acumen, 
digital expertise, engineering background, etc.). But they are seriously 
lacking in the right-brain department.

It’s a simple fact of life: what got you here won’t get you there. If you 
really want to take control and advance in your career (and I’m not just 
talking about the next job), and especially if you want to become a leader 
one day, you’ll need to develop another skill set. And the higher up you 
go, the more the right brain rules!

THE LEfT-Brain TraP

it isn’t that your left-brain skills don’t matter. Both sides 
of your brain need to be developed so you can bring the best of your-

self and your capabilities to everything you do. But even if you have 
deep and valuable technical expertise in a particular area—a left-brain 

If you’re naturally left-brained, you can develop
right-brain capabilities. Here are a few suggestions:

BE oPEn To 
nEW idEas and 

aPProaCHEs. 
Instead of defaulting 
to the tried-and-true 

(which appeals to 
your pragmatic side), 

be open to trying 
varied approaches 

and new ideas.

EMBraCE
aMBiguiTY.
Practice coping 

with uncertainty 
and making deci-

sions without having 
all the information 

beforehand.

TEsT Your 
soCiaL 

LEadErsHiP 
skiLLs. Motivate, 
influence, and con-

nect more deeply 
with others. You 

might find you enjoy 
it—and even that 
you’re good at it! 

Becoming a
Right-Brain Thinker
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specialization, say, in engineering, laboratory medicine, finance, or the 
Internet of Things—you still need people skills to collaborate with others.  

Let’s put this in perspective. Early in your career, you were hired for 
your left-brain skills, which made you a good individual contributor who 
could get the job done. But once you reach a certain level, it’s a given 
that you possess left-brain skills—they’re the table stakes. To advance, 
you also need right-brain skills that are anchored in social leadership—
influencing, motivating, and inspiring others. 

I discovered this early in my career. With 
an accounting background, I went to work right 
out of college for what is now KPMG and spent 
many years in consulting. As I interacted with 
clients and colleagues, I quickly saw that while 
my left-brain skills in finance and accounting 
were a great foundation, I needed to hone my 
people skills. Years later, when I joined Korn 
Ferry and became an operating officer and then 
CFO, I still needed my left-brain skills, such as 
thinking strategically and managing risk. Then 
I became the CEO, and I needed to draw more 
than ever on my right-brain skills to motivate 
and inspire others, display optimism in the face of challenges, and be 
highly attuned to others. I even altered my communication style, shift-
ing away from the PowerPoints I once relied on as CFO to focus much 
more on my tone, my attitude, and the energy I convey. It isn’t only what 
I say but how I say it that matters.

Don’t get caught in the left-brain trap of relying too much on your 
technical skills. From your first professional job out of college through 
your next positions and beyond, you should pursue jobs and assignments 
in which you can develop a full slate of holistic talents—drawing on the 
left brain and right brain.  

To adVanCE, 
You aLso  
nEEd rigHT-
Brain skiLLs 
THaT arE 
anCHorEd 
in soCiaL 
LEadErsHiP.
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THE rigHT-Brain TEaM 

Everybody today is trying to be a maxi-me in a mini world. 
They’re trying to make their presence so much larger in a world that 

is increasingly smaller. You see this in the strangest ways—such as peo-
ple taking selfies at their grandmother’s wake (I kid you not). Despite this 
perception of the Insta-ME-gram world, it isn’t really about you. 

Success today is all about the team. And even if you are the epitome 
of the individual contributor—you spend hours by yourself in a research 
laboratory—you are still part of a team at some point. Everyone is, 
whether entry-level employee, mid-level manager, or senior leader. Com-
panies spend an enormous amount of time, energy, money, and other 
resources on devising and building the best teams. Beyond that, there is a 
tremendous amount of research into what brings teams together. Need-
less to say, opinions vary broadly.

One of the most interesting studies focused on how personalities 
impact team effectiveness. It showed that the poorest-performing teams 
were 100 percent “pragmatic”—meaning they relied largely on their left-
brain technical skills—and 0 percent focused on relationship building 
and other right-brain capabilities. In terms of team effectiveness, this 
was as bad as it gets.

To be fair, if you’re left-brain oriented, you are valuable to your 
team. Pragmatism isn’t a bad thing, either, although it can lead to linear 
thinking. But by developing your right brain you become a more effec-
tive team member—and that’s a win-win. Plus, you’ll be able to encour-
age partnership within your team, and between your team and others 
in the organization. Trust is established, which encourages growth and 
helps each person become his or her best self. 
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iT sTarTs WiTH
sELf-aWarEnEss

so how do you know what you need to do to become more right-
brained? Like any skill development, you need to see yourself 

accurately—or, as I described it earlier, take a good look in the mirror. Its 
importance can’t be overstated.

The difference between whether you advance in your career or get 
stuck (or worse, get fired) often comes down to self-awareness. In our 
research into why leaders derail, we’ve found that, all things being equal, 
self-awareness usually explains why some leaders succeed and others 
don’t. Raising your self-awareness can keep you from derailing, as well. 

✔ Ended up in conflict with someone?

✔ Felt overwhelmed with stress?

✔ Realized that a strong emotion is driving your reaction?

✔ Been surprised by someone’s reaction to you?

✔ Felt that you just don’t understand someone you work with?

No matter how bright you are, you can find 
yourself grappling with these issues because 
they require more than IQ—they demand 
emotional intelligence (EI).

HaVE You EVEr:

What EI Means for You
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Self-awareness is also at the heart of emotional intelligence (EI) 
and influences your ability to develop other competencies. A common 
problem among people who aren’t self-aware is they overestimate their 
strengths and underestimate their weaknesses. (And underestimating 
your problem areas is just self-deception—see Chapter Two, “Uncover-
ing Your Blind Spots.”) You need accurate self-knowledge to clearly see 
your strengths and weaknesses, abilities and competencies, and passion 
and purpose, as well as the drivers that motivate you. 

Engage in self-reflection by asking yourself probing questions: 
What old behaviors are holding you back? Where do you feel you need to 
improve? What do you do well and with confidence? Are you relying too 
much on your left-brain technical skills? Do you really possess the right-
brain capabilities to influence and inspire others?

And don’t just take your own word for it—
seek out informal feedback from others. What 
does your boss say about your work perfor-
mance? What feedback are you getting from 
your mentor and coach? By combining feed-
back from others with the fruits of your self- 
reflection, you’ll deepen your self-awareness. 

But it doesn’t stop there. Daniel Goleman, 
who is an expert in emotional intelligence, takes 
self-awareness a step further—adding emotion 
into the mix for emotional self-awareness.

When you’re emotionally self-aware, you understand your own emo-
tions and their effects on your performance. As Goleman explains, “You 
know what you are feeling and why—and how it helps or hurts what you 
are trying to do. You sense how others see you and so align your self-image 
with a larger reality. You have an accurate sense of your strengths and lim-
itations, which gives you a realistic self-confidence.”

Emotional self-awareness isn’t something that you achieve once and 

“You knoW
WHaT You

arE fEELing
and WHY.”
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Are You Emotionally 
Self-Aware?
Pay attention. That’s the key to developing 
emotional self-awareness. 

 
 You know you’re emotionally self-aware if:

✔ You are aware of your own feelings.

✔ You know why these feelings occur.

✔ You understand the implications of your emotions.

✔ You are aware of your strengths and limits.

✔ You are open to feedback.

 You know you struggle with emotional self-awareness if:

✔ You easily get irritated with others.

✔ You treat people in an abrasive way without realizing 
 the impact.

✔ You feel an imbalance between your work and personal 
 or family life.

✔ You rarely seek feedback and find it hard to accept.

then you’re done with it, Goleman explains. Rather, you are constantly pre-
sented with opportunities to be self-aware, and in each moment you must 
choose. By drawing on your emotional intelligence and your self-awareness 
every time you can, you will make it an ingrained habit. You will be known 
for being emotionally self-aware—with strong right-brain capabilities.
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dEVELoPing Ei 
and Your rigHT Brain

Building and exercising your right-brain skills is a discipline 
like any other—you need new habits, practice, and feedback. Here 

are some ways you can develop and exercise your EI and other right-
brain skills:

EMoTionaL sELf-
aWarEnEss: Pay attention to 
situations that cause a physical 
reaction—a blush when you’re 
embarrassed, your heart racing 
when you’re excited or frightened, 
or sweaty palms when you’re 
nervous or stressed. Become aware 
of what triggers these reactions 
and why. Notice the links between 
the physical signs, how you react 
to them, and the feelings that 
result. Consider keeping a log 
of your feelings and physical 
responses to help you become 
more emotionally self-aware.

EMoTionaL sELf-ConTroL: 
Develop strategies to help you stay 
in control and keep your cool in 
difficult situations. A few simple 
steps can make a difference—
counting to 10 really does help! Or 
step outside for a breath of fresh 
air, change rooms, get coffee or 
water. Think the opposite of the 
emotion that’s being triggered; 
if you’re feeling angry, think of 
something funny or silly, or sing 
a song in your head. These pauses 
can help you gain perspective 
and keep you from making a rash 
response.
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By developing these skills and behaviors, you’ll improve your abil-
ity to manage yourself and interact with others. As a result, you’ll distin-
guish yourself as someone with a well-developed right brain.

a PosiTiVE ouTLook: 
See the good in others and in 
situations. Challenges are viewed 
as opportunities to grow, learn, 
do things differently, and achieve 
better outcomes. That doesn’t 
mean you won’t feel stressed or 
worried at times, but a positive 
outlook can help you navigate 
those feelings and stay positive. 
For example, when you feel 
worried, afraid, or anxious, ask 
yourself: “What’s really the worst 
thing that could happen? How 
could I deal with that?” Then 
consider, “What’s the best that 
could happen? What if all goes 
well?” Focus on what the outcome 
will look like and feel like. 
Then channel your energy and 
enthusiasm toward making things 
go the way you want.

EMPaTHY: To understand 
others—to walk in their shoes—is 
to truly hear and understand their 
thoughts, feelings, and concerns, 
whether spoken or unspoken. Ask 
yourself these questions to help 

gauge your level of empathy and 
see how you can improve in this 
EI competency:

   WHEn You LisTEn, do you  
truly pay attention to what the  
other person is saying? Do you  
lose focus? Are you thinking  
about what you can say next?

   do You PaY attention to cues 
that are verbal (tone of voice, 
speed, loudness, word choice) 
and nonverbal (hand gestures, 
facial expression, posture, eye 
gaze) to understand what’s really 
being said?

   do You MakE assumptions?

   do You ask questions to better 
understand what the person is 
saying, feeling, or needing?

   do You ProVidE feedback—
verbal and nonverbal—so that 
others know you are listening and 
interested?
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rigHT-Brain LEadErsHiP:
WHaT grEaT Looks LikE

if you wanted to be a great golfer, you’d probably study how a 
PGA champion swings—or for basketball, one of the all-time NBA 

greats. If tennis is your passion, you’d watch every Wimbledon match. 
Even in our wildest dreams, of course, few of us could probably attain 
that level of greatness (no matter how much we might wish). But who else 
would you want to emulate? 

We take the same approach when it comes to career advancement. 
Our researchers have spent years figuring out the skills and traits that have 
gotten people ahead. Drawing from assessments of nearly 30,000 people 
at the entry level, mid level, and C level, we compiled high-performance 
profiles that define what it takes to be great at each of these levels. 

Here, we’ll look at how greatness is defined in two areas: First, how 
great leaders handle novel and uncertain situations (Figure 1). And sec-
ond, how great leaders relate to or interact with others (Figure 2). 

Starting with Figure 1, we can see how the following key traits (most 
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of them right-brain capabilities) relate to performance in the context of 
handling novel and uncertain situations.

Focusing on the middle of the graph, we can see that being detail- 
oriented is a trait that makes an entry-level person great (remember, 
it’s a left-brain skill). Here, the expectation is that employees will carry 
out their assigned tasks and responsibilities as instructed. The greater 
the focus on detail at the entry level, the more coworkers and bosses 
can count on assignments being completed thoroughly and accu-
rately. In fact, detail orientation is so important, it is the peak for the 
high-performing entry-level employee. 

For the middle manager and especially for the C-level leader, detail 
orientation appears less pronounced (a lower target to hit), but it remains 
an important aspect of being an effective leader. These executives are still 
concerned with the details, knowing that they can make or break any plan 
or strategy. However, at the mid level and especially at the C level, high 

adaPTaBiLiTY: Being 
comfortable with unanticipated 
changes and diverse situations; 
being able to adjust to constraints 
and rebound from adversity.

CuriosiTY: Approaching 
problems in novel ways; seeing 
patterns and understanding 
how to synthesize complex 
information; having the desire to 
achieve deep understanding. 

dETaiL-oriEnTEd: Having the 
ability to systematically carry out 
tasks as assigned. This left-brain 

skill helps you understand pro-
cedures and the importance of 
exactitude. 

CoMforT Taking risks: 
Ability to take on and handle risk. 
(Higher-level positions typically 
involve more high-risk and high-
profile situations.)

ToLEranCE of aMBiguiTY: 
Being comfortable with 
uncertainty and willing to make 
decisions and plans in the face of 
incomplete information.

Key Leadership Traits
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performance means successfully delegating to others. A mid-level or senior 
leader who personally gets bogged down in the details, in fact, is ineffective 
and will not have the necessary mental bandwidth to focus on strategy. 

From entry level to mid level, we see that excellence means ramping 
up in adaptability and tolerance of ambiguity, both of which come with 
experience, particularly involving decision-making and taking on greater 
responsibility. These two traits are developed even further at the C level, 
where high-performing leaders must be extremely adaptable and highly 
tolerant of ambiguity, so they not only react to change but also initiate it.

Finally, at all three levels, curiosity is a distinguishing trait. For the 
high-performing entry-level person, curiosity goes beyond the normal 
learning curve and includes taking the initiative to soak up new expe-
riences and build new skills. For mid-level managers who distinguish 
themselves, curiosity leads to competencies in new areas, such as tak-
ing on stretch assignments that are almost beyond their capabilities, or 
immersing themselves in the unfamiliar, such as working in a different 
country or region. For the C-level leader, curiosity prompts engagement 
in lifelong learning, which is a prerequisite to greatness. 

In Figure 2, we move to the emotional qualities that define high per-
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formance in how people interact with others. As the graph shows, the 
entry-level person is the mirror opposite of the mid-level manager and 
the C-level executive in both assertiveness and influence. While some 
people are naturally more assertive than others, it is a quality that can 
be developed with time and experience. For example, you can take on 
assignments to lead projects and, eventually, to lead people. 

Influence, not surprisingly, is a low point for the inexperienced 
entry-level person, but far more developed for the high-performing mid-
dle manager—and a key strength for great leaders. Highly adept C-level 
leaders leverage their influence and their network to align the team 
behind unifying goals and a sense of mission. 

The two ends of the emotional spectrum as depicted here—empathy 
and sociability—show comparatively little difference at all levels. The 
high-performing entry-level person who must rely on others for coach-
ing and mentoring is very focused on the needs of others—more so than 
mid-level and C-level leaders. Sociability is nearly equal at the mid level 
and C level, given the need for these high-performing leaders to interact 
easily with others. But entry-level people who distinguish themselves are 
not far behind, displaying people skills that ingratiate them with others 
and enable them to interact with peers and with colleagues in positions 
several levels above their own.

EMPaTHY: Having concern for 
and awareness of others’ feelings, 
problems, and motivations.

assErTiVEnEss: Enjoying 
taking charge and directing 
others; being decisive. 

infLuEnCE: Motivating and 
persuading others; being adept at 
interpersonal relationships. 

soCiaBiLiTY: Enjoying interac-
tions with others; being energized 
by the presence of others and eas-
ily initiating social interactions.

right-Brain Emotional skills
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THE 
rigHT-Brain 

HaBiT

Just as you improve your health and wellness by adopting bet-
ter nutrition and exercise habits—daily, weekly, and monthly rou-

tines—you need a similar approach for your right-brain skill develop-
ment. The following are prompts for self-reflection on a daily, weekly, 
and monthly basis. Choose the questions that resonate with you—and 
change it up or add your own later. 

Your daiLY dosE 

Each day, reflect on questions that can put your 
work life into perspective, while building the 
self-awareness, adaptability, and empathy that 
comprise right-brain skills.

   How have I contributed positivity or negativity to my team and   
  others around me?
   What could I do differently to make someone feel better after an   
  interaction they had with me versus how they felt before?
   How many times did I say thank you?
   How many times did I complain about something or someone?
   How did I maintain composure under stress?
   How many new people did I interact with and make a positive   
  impression on today?
   Did I listen more—or talk more?
   What did I learn today?
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Your WEEkLY WorkouT

Just as you might devote one day a week to cross-
training as part of your fitness routine, pick from the 
following list of questions to help you exercise your 
right-brain skills.

  What situations could I have handled differently—not just 
 through my words, but also my nonverbal cues (facial expression,  
 tone, and body language)?

  Which two people will I do something specific for this week?
  What was the best conversation (at work or outside of work) 

 I had this week?
  Whom can I ask for perspective about a challenge or problem 

 I’m facing?
  Whom have I neglected to appreciate out loud?
  What efforts of others have I overlooked?
  Am I more often sharing criticism or praise?
  Have I shared credit with others?
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MonTHLY 
MiLEsTonEs

Since habits develop over time, monthly check-ins will 
show you how you’re progressing.

 What motivated me the most this month and what will keep me   
 motivated next month?

 What is the one achievement I can point to for the month?
 How am I “trending”—what feedback am I receiving?
 What new experience did I try—a new activity, unfamiliar cuisine,   

 different music style, etc.?
 How do my strengths meet the needs of the people around me?
 What examples from life, literature, sports, or entertainment 

 inspire me or can help me through any challenges I’m facing?

 How am I celebrating others?

By becoming more self-reflective and self-aware, you’ll understand 
your true strengths, have the clarity to identify and work on your weak-
nesses, and achieve a better balance between left brain and right brain.
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for TaPPing 
Your rigHT Brain
Your left brain got you here; your right brain will 
take you there.

An IQ of 150 is pointless if your EI is 0. 

Self-awareness is the starting point for any skill 
development and will keep you from derailing.

Developing right-brain skills will help you connect 
with, influence, and motivate others. 

Develop and exercise your right brain with 
practice and feedback.
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GoING 
GlobAl:

The Learning 
Adventure 

Begins 

So there you are—finally, incred-
ibly, standing in a conference 
room with “Bon Voyage” scrawled 
on the whiteboard as your col-

leagues celebrate your first transfer to an 
overseas post. You’re touched by the thought-
ful and expensive bottle of Moutai a friend  
got you to please your new Chinese clients. 
Somebody yells out “Speech!” and your mind 
scrambles for Gettysburg Address–worthy 
remarks. Suddenly, this voice in your head 
starts yelling, “What have I done? Why am I 
uprooting my whole life? 

Chapter Thirteen

To EARN

M
oRE You

NEEd To

lEARN
M

oRE
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Not to worry. Being nervous over any job transfer is, of course, 
normal—and it only magnifies when you’re shipping yourself and your 
family 3,000 miles away. Just know that you will hear this voice again, 
perhaps a lot. Sure, others may brag how they stepped off the plane and 
never looked back. But the vast majority of people do look back, espe-
cially in the first few months. For some, it happens the entire time.

By following the steps in this and every chapter in this book, you 
understand that you’re on a very long-term mission here—to take con-
trol of your career and make strong and strategic moves in a way that few 
people do. Going global is one of those bold moves.

First of all, congratulate yourself. Even getting to this point is quite 
an accomplishment; it took a lot of work that got you noticed by people 
above you. Now, those same people are demonstrating a lot of confidence 
in you by investing in your future and offering an overseas role. No doubt 
this is a big stage in your career. It’s time to flex some new muscles to 
show how well you can adapt.

I’ve just been given my first expatriate assign-
ment. How can I improve my chances of success?  

Prepare for the learning experience of a lifetime. 
This is full immersion into the new and differ-

ent—with a full measure of challenges (personal and 
professional), frustrations, and adventures. It’s a given: 
learn all you can before you leave. But that’s only base-
line knowledge. Keep your mind open, drop your biases 
and preferences for how things should be done, and 
learn the nuances of the culture, customs, and norms 
of doing business. Be gracious and respectful—because 
you’re going to make mistakes. 
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THE 
PRElAuNCH 

MovEs

let’s go back in time before your going-away party, before you 
got all pumped (as you should be!) about this amazing next step. 

It makes sense to pause and engage in research and reflection. That’s all 
part of being the master of your future.

Taking an overseas assignment is, without a doubt, a risky move, 
whether it’s a one-city tour or the first of a series of moves from one 
country to another. This may be the start of a professional odyssey that 
takes you from, say, New York to London to Sydney to Dubai and then to 
Washington, DC. You won’t be the same person when it is over, profes-
sionally or personally, and neither will many of your colleagues when you 
return, not to mention the entire company.

Naturally, one of the first things you want to find out when an offer 
arrives is how long you will be away. Incredibly, this gets lost in the shuf-
fle a lot of times. Is it two years in Europe and back, or unknown? What 
happens if the company’s fortunes change—will it bring you back or 
keep you in Serbia? Obviously, you can’t get a lot of these answers for-
mally in writing, but spelling some of it out in emails with your manager 
or HR department may be possible. Then there’s the issue of what hap-
pens when you get back—What position will you get?

Some companies are good at giving out expatriate assignments but 
not so good at repatriating employees. This can be a major pitfall, espe-
cially for younger professionals who fear losing their career momen-
tum. People who have strong client relationships, a well-developed sales 
territory, or a deep network of internal and external contacts are often 
afraid of having to start from scratch in a different country where they 
know only a few people. And what happens to those contacts back home? 
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Someone else will have to handle that territory and serve those clients. 
It’s all quite head spinning—and you haven’t even gone through 

the turbulent plane ride across continents to start the new job! My sug-
gestion is to compose a long list of considerations before accepting the 
offer. Half that list probably centers around personal issues; you may 
have a spouse or partner who can’t move or young children who can’t 
be uprooted from school, which can be deal breakers your company will 
have to understand. But then there’s the professional side; here are sev-
eral questions to ask:

1Where will you go? 
This isn’t as obvious as you 

think, because the opportunity that 
arises for you may be in a different 
city or country than you’d hoped. 
For example, if you work in invest-
ment banking in London, your 
obvious target is probably to get to 
New York. But what if the opportu-
nity is in Dallas? Should you take 
it? Yes! First of all, it accomplishes 
your main goal of going abroad as 
an expatriate. Second, once you get 
to Dallas, it will be far easier to be 
transferred to New York (after a time 
and once you’ve proven yourself) 
than to wait for a New York expa-
triate assignment that may not 
materialize.

2How is the money? 
As you know by now, money is 

important, but it should never be 
the sole driving force behind any 
work decision. That said, cost-of-
living differences abroad can be 
numbing, and even the best HR 
departments can fail to adjust pay 
levels fairly. As you might expect, 

tax laws are totally different and 
full of quirks, and healthcare 
costs (not to mention quality) can 
vary a lot, too. Research remains 
your all-important friend and can 
inform you about any “sticker 
shock” before it happens.

3What if the move is 
lateral? Even if the money 

sets you back a bit or leaves you 
even, and by that measure your 
international assignment isn’t 
considered a promotion, don’t be 
discouraged. The very fact that 
you’ll be living and working in a 
different country and global region 
will make it an enriching experi-
ence far beyond your title or scope 
of duties. Plus, as an expatriate 
you’ll probably have many more 
opportunities to connect with 
company executives overseas who 
are many levels above. The fact 
is, the ranks are smaller, and your 
exposure will be greater. These 
connections will be extremely 
valuable in the long term as you 
move around and they do too.
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4How long will you stay? 
Your assignment may be spec-

ified for one or two years. What 
if you (or the company) want to 
extend it? Will the expatriate 
package, which usually includes 
allowances for housing, educa-
tion, and travel back home, extend 
beyond two years? Or will you 
be considered a local employee, 
which could greatly impact your 
compensation?

5What happens next? 
As I’ve said, companies can 

be weak when it comes to wel-
coming expats back and finding 

proper roles for them. You want 
to ask: Will the company reassign 
you after your first tour or bring 
you back home? Or will you be on 
your own to find the next oppor-
tunity? It’s a conversation that 
should start while you decide and 
continue while you are away, as 
you and your boss assess your 
contribution and career goals and 
plans. In some cases, you may be 
able to devise a plan—but don’t be 
surprised if someday you end up 
feeling like Tom Hanks in Cast-
away, wondering if you’re going to 
have to build a raft to get back to 
headquarters.

As you prepare your checklist, always try to keep a larger perspec-
tive. An expat assignment really is an amazing experience, but it’s not 
like the rest of the company, including your old department, will be 
waiting for you. It’s akin to when you moved out of your parents’ house 
to go to college and suddenly your old bedroom was converted into the 
guest room. The point is, your departure for an expat assignment will 
make room for others back home to move and grow. So don’t expect the 
status quo—for them or yourself—when you return.
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CulTuRE sHoCk

Even with all the research you’ve done, once you are abroad 
you’ll probably struggle to fit in. It isn’t that others won’t be friendly 

and welcoming, but they have their bonds and habits that connect them. 
You’re bound to be an outsider in the beginning.

A few years ago, when one of my European colleagues was first trans-
ferred to the United States with a consulting job in New York, he encoun-
tered the Monday-morning office ritual of discussing weekend sports. For 
my colleague, who associated football with soccer, it was totally foreign—
what was a “down” in football? Then came spring and baseball—how long 
was an “inning,” anyway?

Wanting to bond with the group, he listened and asked questions. He 
watched the games on the weekend so he could participate in the Mon-
day-morning banter. He knew these social rituals were part of the immer-
sion that would change him from outsider to insider and make him one 
of the team. It was all part of the complexity of fitting in with the culture, 
by relying on his intellectual curiosity and genuine desire to know others. 

Above all, learn to laugh about yourself. Words and expressions that 
you misunderstand or that don’t translate will create some embarrass-
ment but also offer more opportunities to share a laugh and bond with 
your colleagues. It’s all part of your expatriate learning curve.

THE ulTIMATE lEARNING 
ExPERIENCE

Maybe the best way to approach your international assign-
ment is to view it as a day-by-day learning experience, the kind 

that can greatly increase your chances of success. This will keep your 
guard down and your mind open.
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But as we can recall from our college days, the best way to learn 
quickly is to be mindful of the approach. I can’t cover them all, but here 
are several ways to increase the pace and scope of what you learn to help 
you assimilate and achieve success faster in an unfamiliar environment. 

In the end, going global is exciting but will probably never cease to 
be a challenge. And that’s the whole point. You’ve chosen to go far out-
side your comfort zone so you can learn more about the world—and 
about yourself. That can only happen with full immersion into the new 
and different that confronts you every day.

You’ll never be done learning about a place or a culture and its cus-
toms, no matter how long you live there. Embrace the journey!

1Embrace your new normal. 
The faster you can assimilate 

yourself to the new normal, 
professionally and personally, the 
better you’ll do. Change is constant 
everywhere—now you’ve got 
change on steroids as you adapt to 
a new country and culture. Expect 
things to be different. Move away 
from what you see as the tried-
and-true ways things are done 
back home.

2 learn to navigate. 
Awareness is a key survival 

skill in an international 

assignment. There will 
be a lot going on around 
you, and the speed and 
complexity of situations 
will be made further 
complicated by uncertainty. 
You need to be able to read what 
is going on around you and figure 
out how to navigate it. If you are 
looking through your own personal 
lens, you will miss a lot and will 
likely get caught off guard. 

3know what to forget. To 
succeed, you need to know 

what to forget—and it’s probably 
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quite a lot. You know things are 
going to be different in the way 
you interact with others and 
conduct business. You’ll probably 
struggle with this more than you 
think (most people do—letting go 
of the familiar can create anxiety). 
But the faster you can break 
through your mental barriers, 
the more easily you’ll form fresh 
connections and gain insights. 

4 Focus on both individuals 
and groups. Colleagues, 

clients, and neighbors are 
just a few of the people you 
will encounter on your expat 
assignment. They will be both 
different from you and different 

from each other. It is best 
to regard these people 

as unique individuals 
who are motivated by 
different things. Focus 

on the micro and macro 
and look for patterns 

and themes to give you 
insight into how you should 
interact and relate to others. The 
bottom line for most interpersonal 
relationships is the desire to be 
seen and understood. 

5Adjust, adjust, and adjust 
some more. You need to stay 

on pace with—and ideally ahead 
of—the changes that confront 
you. At times, you’ll probably feel 
exhausted by it all. That only 
means you need more capacity 
to stretch, since the change isn’t 
going to slow anytime soon. The 
more effort you put into your 

mental preparation before you go 
and while you’re there, the better 
you’ll adapt. 

6deal with ambiguity. 
International assignments 

are by their very nature exercises 
in ambiguity. The farther your 
situation takes you from what is 
familiar and understood, 
the more ambiguous 
things will get. As you 
confront near-constant 
change in an unfamiliar 
environment, you need 
to be comfortable with 
an almost constant lack 
of clarity. Welcome to ambiguity. 
Our research reveals that 
dealing with ambiguity is a very 
rare competency in the talent 
marketplace, even though it is one 
of the most coveted.

7 Embrace diversity. 
Diversity is valued 

everywhere. Almost every global 
company’s greatest opportunities 
are in cultures that are different 
and more diverse than its home 
country. The organizations that 
best embrace diversity and 
inclusion will be the winners. 
As you embrace diversity and 
inclusion, you’ll become more 
emotionally intelligent with a 
fuller appreciation of how people 
(individually and in groups) are 
similar and how they are different. 
Most importantly, you’ll look for 
ways to leverage these differences 
to uncover and tap opportunities 
and problem-solve together.
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GoING GlobAl
FRoM WHERE 

You ARE

While our focus in this chapter has been on international 
assignments, be aware that most large companies have many 

opportunities to gain global exposure while in your current job. If your 
employer has offices and operations in other countries, that’s an invitation 
to work with and get to know colleagues in other parts of the world. You 
may never meet them in person, but you can still work closely on assign-
ments and task forces.

For example, your company may be rolling out a product in a new 
overseas market. If it’s part of your job to support that rollout, then great—
you have the perfect entrée to increase your understanding of how to serve 
customers and do business in a different (and geographically distant) mar-
ket. If it isn’t part of what you do every day, you can still be involved, but 
as something extra to your day-to-day responsibilities. In other words, you 
volunteer to support a global task force or initiative during off-hours when 
you aren’t doing your regular job. 

Yes, you’ll be working harder and going well beyond your job descrip-
tion, not to mention losing some sleep and personal or family time because 
of evening and weekend calls (which you have to assume will never be 
scheduled with your time zone and sleep in mind). But that’s the point of 
taking control to advance in your career—making selectively important 
sacrifices for a far greater future for you and your family. You need to find 
every way possible to learn and stretch in your current role so that you can 
position yourself for the next opportunity, whether internally or externally. 
By thinking globally, you’ll demonstrate your insights into overseas mar-
kets and different ways of conducting business, as well as gleaning broader 
global knowledge—even though you’ve never left the home office.
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With that, here are four tips for making those virtual global assign-
ments happen:

 

1Raise your hand. The best 
way to get assigned to partic-

ipate in or support a global ini-
tiative is to tell your boss that 
you’re interested. Let your boss 
know you’re willing to take this 
on in addition to your regular 
duties and responsibilities. This 
is also a tangible way of letting 
your boss know that, one day, 
you’d like to work abroad. The 
more you keep this interest top 
of mind with your boss—even to 
the point of making it part of your 
development goals—the greater 
your chances of getting an inter-
national assignment one day. 
But if you don’t get on and stay 
on your boss’s radar for interna-
tional exposure (and it could take 
a while), it won’t happen.

2don’t be shy. When your 
colleagues are also aware of 

your interest in gaining interna-
tional exposure, they will be more 
inclined to tell you about projects 
or a task force that needs volun-
teers. And you’ll let them know, 
too, if you hear something that 
could benefit them. This is part of 
building your internal network, 
with give-and-take that helps 
everyone. 

3Make it good for the 
company. While working 

abroad should be a real passion 

for you, it can’t be all about you. 
Thinking—and one day, going—
global is all about expanding your 
knowledge, skills, and experience 
so you become a more valuable 
contributor. You can demonstrate 
how that global project you’re part 
of makes you even better at deliv-
ering on your boss’s priorities, 
especially to connect the dots 
from team goals to the organiza-
tion’s overarching goals.

4broaden your 
international horizons. 

The more you interact with your 
colleagues around the world, the 
broader your network becomes 
until it’s truly a global network. 
Now you’ve broadened your reach 
both inside and outside the com-
pany. To build that network, you 
lead with what you can give to 
your international colleagues: 
your time, expertise, knowledge, 
and willingness to help. This will 
require odd hours—early-morning 
and late-night calls to accommo-
date their time zones. But if you’re 
passionate about this and you’re 
good at what you do, your input 
will be welcome. And remember, 
don’t build your professional net-
work in the dark—you can’t blind-
side your boss.
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TRAvElING AbRoAd

When there are opportunities to travel abroad, you’ll prob-
ably be one of the few candidates your boss considers sending, 

because you were the one who participated in all those global assign-
ments and task forces—even when it was on your own time. You’ve not 
only proven your interest but earned your way by establishing contacts 
overseas. That means you can hit the ground running. 

Your opportunity to travel abroad may be a weeklong industry con-
ference or sales meeting, which your boss thinks you should attend in 
person. Or you could be on temporary loan to an international opera-
tion for several weeks or even months. The decision to send you prob-
ably will have a lot to do with the benefit of having you forge closer ties 
with colleagues in a different region, share and learn best practices, meet 
with global customers, and expand your global mindset even more with 
a boots-on-the-ground experience. 
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This is an exciting next step in the global adventure, because for a 
period of time—whether measured in days, weeks, or months—you’ll 
no longer be on your own turf. But it’s also another one of those moments 
when the odds of totally messing up are astronomically high, especially 
if you are unprepared. Overseas travel is challenging at best, and no one 
has patience with people who miss their flight for a stupid reason like 
forgetting to update their passport, or miss a meeting by an entire day 
because they miscalculated the time zone in Beijing. (This happens a lot 
more than you think!) 

Jet lag isn’t just a nuisance on overseas trips, it can ruin your career if 
you zonk out in your hotel room and never make it to see the president of 
the division who just shelled out five grand to bring you over (again, not 
so rare). So the alarms need to go off—both literally and in your head—
to avoid some of the pitfalls. If you get these logistics down, I promise the 
payoffs will be worth it. You’ll be getting a chance to connect in person 
with colleagues and customers who have gotten to know you by name and 
voice but never had a chance to meet you until now. Indeed, there’s noth-
ing like business travel for building and reinforcing your global network.

Overcommunicate 
with Your Boss 
If you’ve been assigned to work for several weeks 
(or longer) on an assignment overseas, it’s hard 
to know when your boss back home wants to 
hear from you or receive updates. When in doubt, 
overcommunicate. That way, there’s no question as 
to what you’re doing, what’s being accomplished, 
what challenges you’re encountering, and how you 
should react in specific situations. 
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HARd-WoN
WIsdoM 
(usually from less-Than-
Pleasant Experiences)

NEvER, EvER 
CHECk YouR bAGs.
You want your stuff with you at 
all times. I was en route to Madrid 
with a connection in London’s 
Heathrow Airport. Except the 
flight was diverted because of 
a snowstorm and we landed 
somewhere in Ireland. The airline 
told us we’d be stuck there for 14 
hours because the pilot and crew 
had exceeded their legal flying 
time. While everyone waited in 
the tiniest airport terminal with 
their bags still on board the plane, I 
grabbed my carry-ons, rented a car, 
and drove through Ireland along 
country roads to the city of Cork. 
I got a seat on a cheap regional 
airline (back row, middle seat—of 
course), and landed at Heathrow 
around midnight. I stayed at an 
airport hotel with all the ambience 
of a minimum-security prison 
and got up at 4:30 in the morning 

to catch the flight to Madrid. But I 
made it on time, and all because I 
had my bags with me.

IT IsN’T 
NEW YEAR’s EvE. 
Just because you’re stuck on an 
airplane for six or eight hours (or 
more), you can’t decide that it’s New 
Year’s Eve. Crossing the Atlantic 
is not the time for five gin and 
tonics. Instead, drink water. Flying 
dehydrates you, so you can’t drink 
enough water. And speaking of 
water, when you’re on the ground, 
it’s bottled water all the way, even 
when you brush your teeth.

NEvER TAkE A NAP. 
The jet lag will kill you (London is 
eight hours ahead of Los Angeles—
brutal). No matter how tired you 
are, don’t nap. If you do, you’ll 
wake up in the middle of the 
night and stare at the ceiling until 
daybreak. Better to force yourself 

C o N T I N u E d
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to adjust to the new time. Stay 
up until midnight, even if by that 
point you’re slurring your words 
and starting to drool.

doN’T EAT Food 
THAT’s WAvING 
AT You. 
It isn’t that the food is bad, you’re 
just not used to it. So while you 
might like to try that delicacy 
that’s all tentacles waving at 
you, think twice. Stick with 
what’s cooked and familiar—
your stomach will thank you. 
And never eat food from a street 
vendor. If you do, prepare to 
“revisit” that decision (again and 
again) at 38,000 feet on the flight 
home.

TAkE THE MEdICINE 
CAbINET WITH You. 
This is one I learned the hard 
way. I was in China, giving a 
speech, when I began to feel ill. 
As soon as I finished the speech, 
I ran from the stage, sure I was 
going to vomit. What followed 
was days of being in my hotel 
room, seen by three sets of 
doctors who didn’t speak English 
(I had to show them pictures 
on the internet to try to explain 
my various gastrointestinal 
problems.) I ended up on an IV in 
my hotel room. Finally, I was able 
to convince the airline to let me 
fly (I was so sick they had refused 
me at first), and it was a rough 
flight home. After that, I made it 
a rule: fly with a bag of medicine. 
And if your company offers 
international travel insurance, 

use it—just in case you need to be 
evacuated after a serious illness 
or accident.

bE NICE 
To CusToMs. 
And while we’re on the topic of 
unpleasantness while traveling, 
let me share that I’ve been strip-
searched a few times. The last 
time was in Canada, after I had 
made three trips in three weeks 
while our firm was making an 
acquisition. When customs asked 
about it, though, they may not 
have liked my answer. Or maybe I 
had a little attitude. What followed 
was about six hours by myself 
in a room and a strip search. Not 
fun. Be nice to customs. Follow all 
the rules, answer the questions, 
and don’t put duty-free in your 
suitcase.
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FoR GoING GlobAl
Before leaving, know exactly what you’re getting 
into, how long it will last, and how you will get 
home again. In other words, negotiate your way 
out of your expat assignment as you negotiate 
your way in.

Lead with both your intellectual and emotional 
curiosity, along with self-confidence in your 
ability to be flexible and adapt. 

Know that no matter how much you study and 
prepare, you will make countless mistakes, 
especially at first.

Rely on your colleagues to coach and guide you. 
They’re your lifeline.

Immerse yourself in local social rituals.
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LEARNiNg
iT ALL: 

Do 
Rabbits 

Scream?

It’s the secret to sustainable success: 
if you’re happy, you’re motivated, and 
if you’re motivated, you’re going to out- 
perform. And a large driver of being 

happy and motivated can be learning. If 
you’re learning, you’re probably growing.

This may come as a surprise, but think 
about it—learning is the pathway to bigger 
and better opportunities, and that translates 
into greater engagement and having the 
satisfaction that you’re making a difference.

Chapter Fourteen

TO EARN

M
ORE YOU

NEEd TO

LEARN
M

ORE
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In my mind, the people who aren’t trying to learn on the job are 
actually at the most risk of being miserable. They hate their work, but 
the problem is more than the usual suspects—a boorish boss, a horri-
ble commute, a dysfunctional department. The root cause of their sad-
ness is the rut they’ve created. Research bears this out: according to Korn 
Ferry’s global employee opinion database, 76 percent of employees who 
feel intrinsically motivated exceed their performance expectations, com-
pared to 60 percent for those who feel extrinsically motivated.

And there are extrinsic benefits, too. Learning is the number one 
determinant of how much you’ll earn over your career. That’s why every 
job you take should come with ample learning opportunities, so that 
you’re better positioned for the next move and the one after that. People 
who are curious and take risks are often the best learners. Until you expe-
rience challenging job tasks where you must perform and face a real risk 
of failing, you will not develop significantly.

This is the essence of learning from experience. And by learning, 
we’re talking about advancing your skill sets, grasping whole new concepts 

My company doesn’t offer much in terms of 
formal training. How can I learn more?

Keep in mind the 70-20-10 rule of thumb. For-
mal training accounts for only about 10 percent 

of development; 70 percent is from on-the-job expe-
riences, and 20 percent is from other people, such as 
your boss. Learning and development occur in first-
time situations and difficult challenges. Look for ways 
to stretch and grow by volunteering for new assign-
ments and going outside your comfort zone. There’s 
nothing like a complex problem or a good crisis to 
accelerate your learning.
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about business, and moving up the emotional intelligence ladder.
In today’s world, you should be having multiple learning experiences—

some you get by nagging your boss or pushing your company, others by 
driving yourself. Think of it as a mini degree. Sure, it won’t have a “summa 
cum laude” or university logo on it. But it will signal to you that you put 
the time and effort into every gig and came away each time just a little bit 
smarter and more prepared for whatever lies ahead.

Not that learning on the job didn’t matter in previous generations, 
but schooling yourself at work is all the more important since you proba-
bly won’t be staying at one company more than a few years in the nomad 
economy we’ve discussed. Plus, no matter how hard you work, no matter 
how great your performance reviews are, companies in the global econ-
omy may downsize entire departments—and their staffs—with little 
warning. If you haven’t advanced your skill set, you could be dead in the 
water if that happens. 

So if you take away nothing else from this chapter, here’s the big 
message: the main considerations for any job you take, more than your 
title and even your salary, are what you are learning and who you are 
learning from. That could be your current boss, your future boss, or even 
your colleagues. 

Too bad “Steve” didn’t realize this until it was too late. By the time he 
reached out to me through a mutual friend for some advice, there wasn’t 
much I could tell him other than the painful truth. The job opportunity 
he had just turned down was “the one that got away.”
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Here’s what happened: Steve started getting calls from an in-house 
recruiter at a company he knew about a big job with room to grow, but 
with only a modest salary increase. He was interested, at least at first, 
but after thinking about it, he decided he was comfortable with where 
he was. Steve knew this new job would require longer hours, more travel, 
and worst of all, he would be the new guy and have to prove himself all 
over again.

The recruiter called one last time, but Steve basically said, “Thanks, 
but no thanks.” His decision to stay wasn’t because of his analysis of 

opportunities based on where he could stretch 
himself, learn more, and reset his career trajec-
tory. Rather, Steve’s fear of failure led him to 
inflate the potential risks that come with trying 
something new. In the end, his complacency 
and fear made him call off this promising job 
opportunity.  

Flash-forward six months: Steve’s feelings 
of being comfortable in his old job morphed into 
boredom. Every day felt the same, and regret 
nagged him as he thought back on that lost job 
opportunity. Worse yet, after another three 
months passed, the unthinkable happened: 

Steve was “downsized.” When he contacted that internal recruiter to say 
his circumstances had changed and he was interested in pursuing a job, 
he received a rather cool response about “no opportunities at the pres-
ent time.” That’s when Steve reached out to me, but there wasn’t much I 
could do other than tell him what he already knew: he clearly had burned 
a bridge. If only he had grasped the opportunity to take control. 

Complacency killed Steve’s chances—as it can kill all careers. Know 
this: you may be well paid now and comfortable in your position, but if 

STEvE’S FEAR
OF FAiLURE
LEd HiM TO 

iNFLATE THE 
POTENTiAL 

RiSkS.
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you aren’t being challenged to learn and grow, you aren’t doing yourself 
any favors. If you aren’t learning, it’s time to take control.

A great tool for making this determination is what I call the “Learn 
It or Leave It” checklist. It’s a real litmus test for judging whether you 
should stay in your current job or seek another opportunity to be better 
positioned for the future:

Is your work meaningful? 
Are you engaged in what you’re doing? 
Does the organization you work for have 
a mission/vision/purpose that you can 
support and feel aligned with?

Who are you working for?
Are you working for a boss who champions 
you, who wants to help you grow and develop 
with challenging assignments?

Are you learning?
What new skills are you gaining? While it’s 
impossible to predict the skills that will be 
needed in the future, one thing is certain: if 
you don’t learn, you won’t grow, and if you 
don’t grow, you’ll never progress.
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LiFELONg 
LEARNiNg

As you grasp the concept of learning while working, you will 
hear about the idea of “lifelong learning.” This takes a lot of focus 

and stamina; learning is hard. For generation after generation, most peo-
ple figured they were done learning when they finished college or maybe 
business school. But the goal now is to learn continuously with a lifetime 
of new challenges, direct feedback, and self-reflection. 

Once again, we meet the 70-20-10 formula of career advancement. 
To review, 70 percent of your learning will happen on the job, including 
stretch assignments and challenging tasks; 20 percent will come from 
other people, including your boss; and only 10 percent will come from 
formal training. Given this proportion, it’s clear you must get out of your 
comfort zone.  

Lifelong learning is a process, and given the changing demograph-
ics of today’s multigenerational workforce, no one can say how that 
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process works for any one person. To be sure, 
we know that how long people can or should 
work is no longer determined by the views of 
the past. Those ideas and assumptions are less 
relevant, especially as life expectancy expands 
to the triple digits. One day, age 50 or 60 could 
very well be the midpoint for one’s career or 
the opportune time to switch from one pro-
fessional discipline to another. Imagine career 
longevity as the norm and not the exception. 
The workplace of the future will take age diversity to another level, with 
potentially five generations working side by side.

Exponentially expanding careers pose an even greater need for con-
tinuous learning in order for workers to be relevant for a longer period 
of time. More and more, people will have careers that evolve with 
changes in the global marketplace and the rapid explosion of technol-
ogy. This means keeping pace by expanding one’s skills, competencies, 
and experiences. 

Being adaptable means not only being able to swipe left and swipe 
right, but also learning and applying lessons from the past to the present 
(otherwise known as learning agility, which we’ll discuss in more depth 
later in this chapter). “Evolve or become professionally extinct” is the 
Darwinian rule of today’s workforce. 

EvOLvE 
OR bECOME 
PROFESSiONALLY 
ExTiNCT.
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WHAT LEARNERS 
LOOk LikE 

We’ve all meet the Steves of the world, so we know what 
people who are not learning look and act like. Now, let’s look at 

the people who do want to learn. 

✔ Learners are willing 
to feel and look stupid. 
This is the only way to learn and 
perform well in new situations. 
Admit what you don’t know. You 
know you’re not an expert, but 
you want to develop expertise and 
become known for something. 

✔ Learners are world-class 
observers of themselves, 
others, and situations. 
You know that wise voice we all 
have that sits on our shoulder 
and gives advice to us all the 
time? With learners, that voice 
is objective and dispassionate: 
What’s going on here? How are 
people reacting? Why? What’s 
working? What isn’t? Is there 
anything I can take away that is 
repeatable? 

✔ Learners know that 
more is better. Learners have 
more ways to handle situations 
because they have more conscious 
learning tactics. They will try 
anything; they’ll keep a journal, 
write down a plan, or engage in a 
visioning exercise. 

✔ Learners make 
comparisons. Learners will 
search the past for parallels, 
whether that means asking 
others in the company or reading 
a biography. They know there 
is nothing new and that history 
repeats itself, if only in broad 
themes. 

✔ Learners make sense 
through rules of thumb. 
Many learners keep lists, mental 
or written, of things that might be 
true most of the time. These are 
guiding principles and trends they 
use to view situations.

✔ Learners are likely to 
have a plan and measures 
of success and failure. 
Learners evaluate what they 
did, decide what worked, and 
understand why it worked. With 
this information, they try again 
and again. The more tries they 
have, the more chances there are 
to learn to get it right.
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LEARNiNg 
AgiLiTY

O ur focus on learning highlights a very important trait: 
learning agility, which Korn Ferry considers to be the key deter-

minant of professional success. This trait speaks to your willingness and 
ability to apply lessons learned from past experiences to new situations 
and challenges. As I said, I think of it as knowing what to do when you 
don’t know what to do. 

Highly learning-agile people tend to have desirable qualities for 
tomorrow’s economy: dealing well with (and actually enjoying) ambi-
guity and complexity; being reflective and insightful; embracing new 
things and different approaches; and willingly assuming accountabil-
ity and ultimate responsibility, particularly when things fail. They move 
beyond the status quo and focus on reinvention.

SELF-AWARENESS: 
You are reflective, understand 
your strengths and blind spots, 
and seek feedback and personal 
insight. This is “knowing thyself,” 
which is the prerequisite to any 
learning and advancement (see 
Chapter Twelve, “Tapping Your 
Right Brain”).

MENTAL AgiLiTY: 
You embrace complexity, exam-
ine problems in unique ways, 
make fresh connections, and stay 
inquisitive. If you’re high in men-
tal agility, you’re not only capable 

of working through uncertainty, 
you actually embrace and get 
excited by it. With mental agility, 
you’re curious, have a wide range 
of interests, and read broadly 
across a wide range of topics. 
You’re comfortable with ambiguity 
and can easily identify parallels 
and contrasts. 

PEOPLE AgiLiTY: 
You listen first and are open 
to diverse viewpoints. You 
challenge preconceived 
notions and use your emotional 
intelligence to uncover your 

LEARNiNg AgiLiTY 
ENCOMPASSES FOUR ASPECTS:
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Four 
Signs 
You’re

Learning
Agile

1 You know yourself.
2 You are curious about the world.
3 You listen first and ask why second.
4 You are willing to fail.

unconscious biases and address 
them. When meeting someone 
for the first time, you refrain from 
making snap decisions during 
those crucial first seven seconds. 
Instead, you suspend judgment 
and keep an open mind.

CHANgE AgiLiTY: 
With change agility, you continu-
ously explore new options. It’s never 
“this is the way we’ve always done 
things.” You’re good at devising 
what-if scenarios. You can go from 
idea to implementation.

By becoming more agile in every dimension, you’ll be better prepared 
and more confident when challenging the status quo. 

One of the best examples of knowing what to do when you don’t 
know what to do happened on a flight not so long ago from Hawaii back 
to Los Angeles. We were already in our seats when the pilot boarded the 
plane. He wore a short-sleeve shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, and his hair 
was a little on the longer side. Strapped to his flight bags was a guitar. 
“What are you going to play?” I asked him.

“Dylan,” he replied with a smile. 
“Oh, I love Dylan,” I told him. A moment later I turned to my daugh-

ter: “This is going to be an interesting flight.” 
In the middle of this routine flight, with clear skies and no turbu-

lence, our plane made an emergency evasive move—a 600-foot dive 
in a matter of seconds. Those gut-churning seconds felt like an hour 
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on a runaway roller coaster, with a sharp drop that put my stomach in 
my mouth. During the dive, some of the passengers screamed. When 
the plane stabilized, the fear was visible on the faces of passengers and 
flight attendants alike. Then came the eerie silence as we waited for 
what came next. 

After what felt like hours, the copilot made an announcement on 
the PA system in that police/military speak—something about another 
aircraft being in our airspace. I told my daughter, “You know what that 
means—we almost had a head-on collision.”

Then out came the beverage carts and it was free-booze time. The 
woman in front of me threw back two mini bottles of Jack Daniel’s. 
By the time the plane landed, most people had forgotten all about the 
Pacific Ocean.

Flash forward a week: While I was watching the news, a segment 
came on about a heroic pilot who averted what could have been the 
deadliest midair collision in history over the Pacific Ocean. I sat there, 
stunned. That was our plane!

The hero was that laid-back, Dylan-playing pilot, who navigated in 
the moment because of his training, which had honed his skills to the 
point of becoming instinctive. 

1 You know yourself.
2 You are curious about the world.
3 You listen first and ask why second.
4 You are willing to fail.

Adversity: 
The best Teacher

If you want to develop your agility, nothing 
is a better teacher than adversity or discom-

fort. Add in some failure—failing fast and 
learning faster—and you’ll greatly improve 

your ability to see things in a new light and 
search for different answers and solutions.



288

CHAPTER FOURTEEN      Learning It All

c14 288 September 25, 2019 5:00 PM

How Learning Agile Are You?
To get an indication of how learning agile you
are, take the following quiz. At the end, add up 
the points for each response and compare to the
scoring key. 

1 it’s important that i attend to
 every detail.

2 i accept nothing less than
 perfection.

3 The work isn’t finished until every  
 detail has been worked out with
 due diligence. 

4 Rules are not meant to be broken.

5 i work best when goals and solutions  
 are clear.

6 Stability and clarity are key to a
 successful career.

7 Flexibility leads to mistakes.

8 i always strive to achieve certainty so  
 that work is done correctly.

9 Making decisions without full
 information is bad for the company. 

10 it’s important to achieve a stable
 and reliable work environment.

2 POiNTS
disagree

1 POiNT
Strongly disagree

3 POiNTS
Agree

10–20 points
Your pattern of scores 

indicates a predisposition 
toward “learning agility”—

especially change agility 
and mental agility. 

The ability to deal with 
uncertainty and change, 

while having the capacity 
to tolerate a lack of details, 

is a hallmark of the agile 
approach to work.

21–30 points
Your pattern of scores 

indicates a predisposition 
toward diligence and 

dutifulness. detail 
orientation and a need for 

certainty are hallmarks 
of a strong contributing 
employee, but they can 

impede promotion and are 
in many ways the opposite 

of an agile approach
to work.
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WHO iS 
TEACHiNg YOU?

You are the company you keep. Unfortunately, it’s easy to 
slip to the lowest common denominator. The only way to get bet-

ter is to surround yourself with people who will challenge you. It’s like 
in sports—when you’re up against better players, you’ll lose at first; but 
in time, you’ll up your game. It’s the same thing in the workplace: seek 
to learn from and model the high performers—people who are better at 
what they do than you are.

Ideally this means your boss, who is often the best person to learn 
from. Think about it: Who but your boss has the context of your cur-
rent job responsibilities, your strengths and weaknesses, and how you 
need to stretch and grow to expand your contribution? So when you 
choose the boss you’ll be working for, choose wisely. Remember, your 
boss has control over 90 percent of your learning in the 70-20-10 for-
mula (the 70 percent from on-the-job experiences and 20 percent from 
other people). 

The unfortunate reality, though, is that even if you have a good boss, 
he or she may not be a great mentor. If that’s the case, you need to find a 
mentor elsewhere. This is a person who understands your day-to-day job, 
your career development, and your ambitions. Don’t confuse this per-
son with a coach, who is outside the company and can give you objective 
feedback on yourself and your strategy (see Chapter Eleven, “Network-
ing Within”). Rather, a mentor can show you the ropes inside the orga-
nization, offer advice for getting stretch assignments and development 
opportunities, and help you network. 

No matter whom you learn from, the best teacher is your experiences. 
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Embracing new experiences 
highlights the importance of learning 
and development opportunities. 
Whether these experiences occur in the world, on the 
job, or in formal programs, they provide opportunities for 
enrichment, exploration, and engagement. Continuously 
responding to novel experiences also builds your 
capacity for agility. 

Adopting deliberate practice and reflection 
will help you acquire complex skills. 
Deliberate practice involves setting specific goals 
and making small changes in behavior based on 
feedback and monitoring your outcomes. 

Learning from others reflects the 
70-20-10 rule and the importance of 
learning through relationships. 
Having a mentor or a supportive boss who champions 
you will help you gain more learning.

Fostering a growth mindset reminds you 
of the change that occurs only when you let go 
of what you followed or valued in the past and 
redefine yourself in some new ways. 
A growth mindset will help you overcome resistance 
to change and an unconscious addiction to the familiar. 

EigHT CAREER-
bUiLdER 

iMPERATivES
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Leveraging emotion speaks to the importance 
of emotion in helping you learn. 
As studies show, we remember not only facts but the 
feelings associated with them. Emotion also facilitates 
development by fueling motivation. The more you 
understand your own emotions, the better you can 
recognize and understand others.

Optimizing stress encourages opportunities 
to move out of your comfort zone and into 
learning opportunities. 
Constructive stress can help you stretch and 
grow in response to challenges. 

Practicing mindfulness taps an inner state 
in which you can observe yourself in action. 
Instead of reacting automatically, you use mindfulness 
to create a space between a stimulus and your reaction. 
Mindfulness can empower you and allow you to 
as sume greater responsibility in your life.

Enacting behavioral commitments allows you 
to tap powerful drivers of personal change. 
Behavioral commitments set expectations for how 
you will act, react, and interact with others. With each 
commitment, you can change the dynamic in the 
moment and reinforce productive behavior.

By using these eight imperatives 
systematically, consistently, and in 
combination, you will increase your chances 
of creating and sustaining the kind of 
change that will increase your development 
and help secure your career trajectory.

291
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THE 
AWAkENiNg

One final story—a tale of changing faulty assumptions, learning 
from experience, and knowing what to do when you don’t know 

what to do. 
It was 1:35 in the morning and I was sound asleep when my wife, Les-

lie, woke me up. “There’s something outside, and it’s stuck in our fence.”
Fully awake, I got dressed and grabbed a flashlight. Charlie, our 

golden retriever puppy, was going crazy. When I opened the door, I knew 
why. A high-pitched scream, like nothing I’d ever heard, sent a chill right 
through me. Any coyotes in the area were surely on the alert for a trapped 
animal—but what?

I followed that awful sound to the fence around our property, where 
I discovered the source of that penetrating shriek. 

A rabbit.
This was the last thing I expected. I’d always thought of rabbits as 

timid and docile … and silent. If someone told me that rabbits could 
scream, I wouldn’t have believed it. For $1,000 in the Jeopardy! category 
of “Animals Making Loud Noises,” I would guess lions, tigers, and ele-
phants. Rabbits? Not a chance.

But firsthand experience (the 70 in the 70-20-10) is always the best 
teacher. It takes an open mind and a willingness to reexamine biases to 
overcome assumptions. 

After my awakening realization, I still had a stuck bunny to deal 
with. Wearing heavy gloves, I tried to untangle the rabbit, but it kept 
squirming and screaming. After a few attempts to free its leg, I went to 
the garage for some tools and came back with cutters. I cut the fencing 
and that rabbit shot out of there. All was quiet again.
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FOR bECOMiNg 
A LEARN-iT-ALL
Learning determines your earnings for life—
and learning can be as simple as following 
good old-fashioned curiosity. 

Lifelong learning means failing fast (and 
learning faster).

Learning generally only happens when you’re 
outside your comfort zone.

Learning agility—applying past lessons and 
experiences to new and first-time challenges 
and situations—will help you handle ambiguity 
and complexity and find new and innovative 
solutions.

Purposefully surround yourself with people 
who are better than you. 
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The
90-Day 

Career
DieT

IN ThiS era Of The Career NOmaD, 
you won’t be in just one job for life. 
Every few years you’ll look to make a 
move, whether inside or outside your 

company. The 90-Day Career Diet takes you 
through the essential steps to land that 
next job. This three-month plan will help 
you recharge professionally and adopt new 
lifelong habits.

295

Bonus
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STep 1
LearN aBOUT yOUrSeLf

When undertaking any major change, you need to start by 

assessing where you are now. For dieters who want to get health-

ier that means body mass index (BMI), cholesterol, blood pressure, etc. 

Careers, too, have their own health statistics, which come together in your 

CMI—Career Momentum Index. Here are a few questions to consider for 

measuring your CMI:

are yOU eNgageD iN yOUr 
CUrreNT jOB? Do you wake up 
every morning ready to go, or do 
you hit the snooze button—literally 
and figuratively?

DOeS yOUr BOSS 
reCOgNize yOUr 
CONTriBUTiONS? When 
was the last time your boss 
acknowledged what you do? 
How well did you do on your 
last performance review—have 
you even had one in the last 12 
months?

are yOU CONSiDereD 
iNDiSpeNSaBLe? Are you the 
go-to person for your boss and the 
team, who does whatever it takes 
to get things done?

WheN WaS The LaST Time 
yOU Were prOmOTeD? Two 
years ago? Five years ago? Longer?

WheN WaS The LaST Time 
yOU LearNeD SOmeThiNg 
NeW iN yOUr jOB? Are you 
stretching and growing, or is it the 
same old, same old every day?
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If you’re honest with yourself, the answers to these questions may be 
quite sobering. Maybe you’ve settled into complacency, which can creep 
up on you without warning just like those 15 pounds you gained without 
really knowing when. Same thing for your career: you’re in the same job, 
passed over for promotion. You become sluggish and unmotivated.

But it doesn’t have to stay that way.
Whether you’re trying to get healthier or get your career in shape, 

the parallels are unmistakable: you need discipline and new habits. And 
just like you have a gym membership to get your body into shape, you 
need a plan and coaching to get your career into shape.

your homework

a gOOD LOOk iN The mirrOr

To begin, you must be self-aware and gain perspective about 

yourself: your strengths and weaknesses, your skills and experiences, 

what you’re passionate about, your sense of purpose, what motivates you, and 

how you can make a greater difference to your current or future employer.

An assessment of who you are and what you bring to your job can 
be viewed through four lenses: traits, drivers, competencies, and expe-
riences. Here’s a quick look at each and how you can gain deeper insight 
into who you are and what you do.
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WhO yOU are

TraiTS: 
hardwired parts of your makeup that are mostly inborn 
and define who you are:  
    Are you more assertive or passive? 
    Do you embrace or avoid risk-taking? 
    How confident are you in what you know and what you can do?

DriverS: 
What motivates you—your purpose and passion. your drivers will tell you 
what kind of company culture and environment and what type of boss fit 
you best. for example, which of these are you motivated by?

    Challenge: Overcoming obstacles and taking on tough    
  assignments 
    power: Achieving work-related status and influence, with greater   
  visibility in the organization 
    independence: Taking an entrepreneurial approach, with greater   
  freedom from organizational constraints to pursue your own vision 
    Collaboration: Working interdependently to pursue goals in a   
  group to achieve work-related success 

WhaT yOU DO

COmpeTeNCieS: 
The skills and abilities you possess that are essential to your success:

    Would you describe yourself as resourceful, courageous,    
  innovative, and/or adaptable? 
    Can you manage ambiguity, dealing with the unforeseen and   
  moving forward when the way is not clear? 
    Are you a lifelong learner who is insatiably curious and open to   
  new situations and challenges?

experieNCe: 
The story you tell based on what you’ve accomplished. Not only will this 
help you write a resume, it will also help you become more fluent in com-
municating your accomplishments.

    Can you identify accomplishments in your current job? 
    What results do you achieve or contribute meaningfully to?
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your Stretch assignment

kNOW ThySeLf eveN BeTTer

in addition to self-assessing, you can take the next step into greater 

self-knowledge by completing a formal assessment. A career coach can 

administer this to you, or you can find resources online.

Another way is to get 360-degree feedback on how people see you. 
Ask your current and past bosses, colleagues, and 
others who work with you. Tell them you want hon-
est input on your strengths and areas where you 
need development. A good question to ask a former 
boss is, “If I were working for you now, what posi-
tion would you see me in?”

SeLf-kNOWLeDge 
TO SUCCeSS

With better self-knowledge through honest self-assessment, 

you’ll be on your way to getting your career in shape. But don’t mis-

take the assessment for the end goal: it isn’t just the insight you gain, but 

what you do with it—just like having a gym membership and buying new 

running shoes won’t guarantee that you’ll reach your fitness goals unless you 

use them! The key to the 90-Day Career Diet is becoming disciplined and 

developing new habits that empower you to attain and sustain greater 

career success.
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STep 2
SeT yOUr TargeTS 

you haven’t had a raise in two years—nor a promotion. Most 

telling, nobody has said thank you for the work you’ve done. All of 

this adds up to a negative Career Momentum Index. Just like you need new 

nutrition and exercise habits to improve your BMI, you must work to opti-

mize your CMI.

The sad reality is, most people don’t know how. All of those plans to 
find a new job, and the Post-its stuck all over the house as reminders, will 
be fruitless. Why? Because people default to sending out resumes blindly 
and clicking to apply for any and all job openings—oblivious to the fact 
that 98 percent of resumes submitted online go nowhere.

You need to take control. But you have to do it within the context of 
a “career nomad” strategy—taking control as you go from one opportu-
nity to the next, whether inside or outside your current company.

your homework

TargeTiNg QUeSTiONS

To target your next opportunity, you need to start with the basics. 

But believe me, these aren’t just “check the box” questions. You need to 

do some real research.
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WhaT are yOUr SkiLLS aND COmpeTeNCieS? 
Your skills and competencies are a significant part of what you bring to your 
next position—whether inside or outside your current workplace. What has 
made you successful thus far? Do you have strong financial acumen? Are 
you naturally creative? Can you motivate others? How do you drive results?

WhaT rOLeS aND reSpONSiBiLiTieS fiT yOU BeST? 
Your search is like a spiral. If you’re looking to do the same job for a sim-
ilar company—maybe with a little more responsibility or a bigger team—
it’s just one turn on the spiral. If you want to make a bigger leap, perhaps 
changing industries, that will take you farther out on the spiral. Whatever 
your plan, you need to translate your experiences and accomplishments to 
the roles you’re seeking.

Where DO yOU WaNT TO Live aND WOrk? 
Don’t tell a prospective employer that you can go anywhere unless that’s 
really the truth. The company isn’t going to move—you are. Have a geo-
graphic region in mind: Do you need to be in or near a specific city? That 
two-hour commute each way will get old really fast. Be honest with yourself.

WhaT COmpaNieS iNTereST yOU? 
Your wish list starts with companies you admire for their purpose and 
mission—places where you could really see yourself working. Average job 
tenure is about four years, and a lot less for young professionals. You need to 
think in short-term increments.

your Stretch assignment

The Deeper Dive

The next step is taking a deeper dive into your targeted companies—

although, quite frankly, most people won’t, because it takes time and 

effort. Do yourself a favor and don’t shortchange your research.

CheCk OUT The peOpLe LaNDSCape. Go on LinkedIn and check 
out people at your target company. Are you connected to any of them? How 
long have they been there? Whom do they report to? Does it appear to be a 
small or a large department? Where did the people come from—what are 
their qualifications? Do their profiles indicate that they’ve been promoted 
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SharpeNiNg 
yOUr fOCUS ON 

The TargeT

as you target companies, think about what’s most important to 

you. Be honest with yourself about your desires and your limitations. 

The clearer you are about what you need, the better you’ll be able to target 

your next advancement opportunity.

along the way? You won’t get a complete org chart by any means, but you’ll 
get a good view of the landscape within the company and department and 
around the specific role(s) you’re interested in.

DO The DUe DiLigeNCe. Read the latest news stories about the com-
pany. Check out their social media. Read the annual report. Listen to the 
latest earnings-call recording. Here are some things to consider:

    What’s the health of the company? Is it growing, stagnant,   
  shrinking? What’s the industry like?

    What’s the company’s reputation? You’re looking for an    
  employer that’s known for its brands, its products/services, and 
  the way it does business. Look at websites dedicated to company 
  reputations. What are current and former employees saying? Is   
  the company known for treating employees well? What are the   
  compensation and benefits like? Has the employer been 
  recognized on any lists as a best place to work? Is it known for   
  corporate social responsibility?

    What’s the culture? Talk to people who currently work at the   
  company or were there recently. It’s all about finding where you   
  can do your best work, make an impact, and prove your value fast.

    how’s the fit? Is it a yoga-pants-and-hoodies kind of place, or is   
  it more buttoned down? Consider that most people are hired for   
  what they know but fired for who they are. Make sure who you are   
  fits where you want to go.
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STep 3
NUrTUre yOUr NeTWOrk

Somebody knows someone who knows somebody who knows you.

That’s the power of networking as you continue on your 90-Day 
Career Diet. In previous steps, we’ve covered the importance of know-
ing yourself (strengths and weaknesses, passion and purpose) and of tar-
geting opportunities by identifying the industries, companies, and roles 
that most interest you. Now it’s time for the next step—networking your 
way to a warm introduction.
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Most people are terrible at networking. Some are shy about asking 
for help, but more people ask for help inappropriately. If you haven’t seen 
or spoken to someone for five or 10 years and you suddenly bombard 
them with requests for help getting a job, that’s not networking—it’s an 
ambush!

I’ve been the recipient of guerrilla networking once from an anes-
thesiologist while I was undergoing a very minor procedure and once 
from a dry cleaner who slipped her son’s resume into my shirts. Another 
time, a person I barely knew more than two decades earlier demanded 
that I help him get a job on his release from prison after doing time for a 
white-collar crime. Needless to say, this isn’t effective.

Most of us need to network to be validated by another person—
unlike the select few whose background is all the entrée they need: the 
Harvard graduate, the West Point graduate, the Navy SEAL, the profes-
sional athlete, etc.

Keep in mind that no one is going to vouch for you unless he or she 
knows you. But when you find someone who is willing to put in a good 
word for you with the HR department or the hiring manager, you’ll be 
so much further ahead than the other candidates seeking the same posi-
tion. In the best possible scenario, your contact is so enthusiastic about 
you that a prospective employer is willing to create a position just to have 
you join the team.

It goes without saying that you must have a robust network, built 
and nurtured on the basis of what you can do for others. Let’s assume 
you’ve done that—although if not, be aware: you can’t take out what you 
haven’t put in. Now is a perfect time to start reaching out to people—not 
with any agenda, just to reconnect. With a healthy network, you’re well 
positioned to tap your network and to navigate the six degrees of separa-
tion between you and the somebody who knows somebody at your tar-
get companies.
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STarT By LiSTiNg everyONe yOU kNOW: 
family members, friends, current and former colleagues, busi-
ness contacts, members of professional organizations, and 
people you know socially or through groups you belong to. 
Think about people you see regularly.

    former bosses and former colleagues know you from 
working and interacting with you. Former bosses, in 
particular, can attest to your skills, accomplishments, 
and contributions as a team member or team leader. 
Where are they now? Where have their career paths 
taken them? Are any working at companies that you 
wish to target in your job search? And who knows—
they may even be looking to fill a position that would 
be perfect for you.

    peers and former classmates are great sources of infor-
mation about different industries, companies, and 
roles. These contacts have great insights based on their 
own experiences at different companies (e.g., how work 
gets done). And those who know you well can probably 
provide meaningful feedback on where you’d be a good 
fit.

    family and friends may be the most inclined to help, 
especially to reach others within their networks. 
Younger professionals, in particular, can engage in 
what I call vertical networking by tapping into their 
parents’ networks. Yet beware: don’t ask to connect 
with more senior people without knowing exactly what 
you’re looking for. Are you seeking insights into a com-
pany or industry? Do you want to know about some-
one’s career path? People will be far more interested in 
sharing this information than in suddenly being asked 
to help you get a job.

WhOm DO yOU
kNOW?
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your Stretch assignment

NeTWOrkiNg 
TO fiND refereNCeS

it’s one thing to find people who can help make an introduction for 

you and quite another to identify people who can vouch for you. Com-

panies often engage in deep due diligence (especially for senior positions) 

when it comes to checking references, both listed and unlisted. Long before 

you’re asked to provide references, know who they are.

your homework

TappiNg The NeTWOrk

To make your networking count, you need to do your homework:

SeT a gOaL 
so your discussions 
with people have a 
purpose. The more 
that people under-

stand what you need 
and what you’re ask-
ing, the better they 

can help you.

CaTegOrize 
yOUr CONTaCTS 
while thinking about 
the companies at the 

top of your wish list of 
future employers. Who 

in your network can 
connect you to those 

organizations?

Be reSpeCTfUL 
of other people’s time. 
Whether you’re reach-
ing out to pick some-

one’s brain or request-
ing an introduction, 
that person is doing 

you a favor.

   Who can comment substantively about you? Don’t choose 
 references just because they’re likely to say good things about   
 you. Identify people who can comment substantively about you,   
 how you work, and how you interact with and lead others.

   What would former bosses say? Do you have former bosses or    
 supervisors in your network? (It helps if you’ve been actively 
 networking with them all along.) Let your former boss or supervisor  
 know you’re engaging in some career exploration. Given your 
 experience and skill set, what does your former boss think is a 
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If you’ve taken the time to build and nurture your network, you have 
a great asset at your disposal: people who are ready and willing to put in a 
good word for you. Then it’s up to you to make the next step.

 logical next step for you? This type of networking contributes to  
 your ongoing self-assessment while also helping you identify 
 references who can speak meaningfully about your strengths 
 and weaknesses.

STep 4
refreSh yOUr reSUme

your resume isn’t an epitaph for what you’ve done in the past. It’s 

a living document that, when coupled with your LinkedIn profile, can 

generate real enthusiasm.

There’s a reason why I’m addressing the resume now, in this fourth 
step of the 90-Day Career Diet. Your resume alone is not the gateway 
to a new job. People think it accounts for 90 percent, but it’s really only  
10 percent. Far more important are targeting your next opportunities 
and networking your way to a warm introduction. That said, having a 
fresh and relevant resume will help keep your momentum.

Taking a living-document approach achieves two important goals:
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your homework

DeLviNg 
iNTO The DeTaiLS 

Updating your resume or LinkedIn profile is time-consuming, 

so you may be tempted to procrastinate. Or you get paralyzed in the 

details—should you use Times New Roman or Calibri? Is “can-do attitude” 

a noun or an adjective? And all of a sudden you think you’re the Heming-

way of resumes. Don’t do this to yourself! The first new overhaul will involve 

some work, but with a living-document approach it becomes far less painful 

going forward.

If you ask five people for resume advice, you’ll get 15 different 
answers. My top advice for writing a resume is keep it concise, focus on 
accomplishments, and leave room for white space to make it attractive 
to the eye.

reaL-Time reSUme.  
First, you capture an expanded role or new accomplishments while they’re 
still fresh in your mind. Did you finish the past year 12 percent above 
plan? Update your resume with that fact. In the new year, have you been 
assigned to a team launching a new marketing campaign to expand from 
B2B to B2C? Capture that in a few sentences on your resume. Recording 
your accomplishments as you achieve them is far easier than trying to 
remember everything five years later.

LiNkeDiN UpDaTeS.  
Second, your living-document approach translates into another important 
platform: your LinkedIn profile or other professional social media pres-
ence. The fact is, the resume has lost a lot of its weight over the years to 
the LinkedIn profile. Recruiters and hiring managers will check you out 
online; typically, it’s one of the first things they do. Leveraging the living- 
document strategy will keep both your resume and your professional 
social media up to date. Importantly, this will also ensure there are no sig-
nificant differences between your resume and your LinkedIn profile. Any 
discrepancies can be a major red flag. 
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Take The Tv-iNTervieW apprOaCh. 
In a TV interview, a person typically gets no more than 20 to 40 seconds to 
make a point. That’s the goal here: capture the most salient information 
about your recent accomplishments, quickly and concisely.

DO SOme TimeD BraiNSTOrmiNg. 
Give yourself a series of timed exercises that help you get to the most 
important material. Set a timer for two minutes and write five bullet 
points. These points should include things about yourself, what you have 
done, a time when you overcame a challenge or exceeded your goals, 
your five biggest accomplishments, and two biggest failures.

SearCh aND DeSTrOy fOr meaNiNgLeSS phraSeS. 
As you review and revise your resume, scan for those meaningless words. 
Never ever describe yourself as “innovative,” “energetic,” “a team player,” 
“a self-starter,” or “a good communicator.” These are so overused that they 
have become meaningless.

UpDaTe yOUr reSUme aND LiNkeDiN prOfiLe. 
Using this script, update your resume and your LinkedIn profile. Proofread 
carefully by reading aloud. You don’t want a typo to knock you out of con-
sideration.

NO ShOTgUNNiNg aLLOWeD. 
You may love your shiny new resume, but resist sending it out blindly 
to everyone and anyone. Trust me, it will be deleted. Your resume is best 
viewed as a calling card after you’ve targeted and networked to a warm 
introduction.

More important is the story you tell, and keeping it fresh:

Those who dive into this homework distinguish themselves far more 
convincingly than the rest. You’d be surprised how many people get this 
wrong. I have seen resumes of CEOs from large companies that are not 
much more than one job description listed after another. Nowhere do 
these documents list the leadership qualities and accomplishments that 
give perspective to a 20-plus-year career.
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your Stretch assignment

TeST-Drive yOUr reSUme

ask for feedback from a mentor or trusted advisor. Don’t rely on a 

spouse/partner, friend, or family member—it’s hard to get unbiased 

feedback from them, and criticism can make the relationship awkward. Ask 

someone who knows you professionally, whose opinion you value, whether 

your resume reflects who you are and what you bring to an organization.

In an ideal world, you’ll never have to pull your resume out of moth-
balls: you continually review, revise, and refresh this document on an 
ongoing basis whether or not you’re on the market.
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STep 5
prep fOr The iNTervieW 

you aren’t auditioning for Annie. But when it comes to interview 

preparation, most candidates put all their focus on scripting and 

rehearsing what they’re going to say. While you should know your lines, 

learning them is not the first thing you should do. You need to focus first on 

your ACT: being authentic, making a connection, and giving others a taste 

of who you are and what it’s like to work with you.

iT’S NOT aN
iNTerrOgaTiON, eiTher

focusing on your aCT will also help you control your emotions, 

which are bound to be mixed and intense—it happens to everyone 

regardless of level. This was clearly happening with a man I saw recently at a 

Starbucks: his leg pumped up and down as he shuffled anxiously through his 

notecards. On top of his table I could clearly see his resume.

“Job interview, huh?” I asked as I approached him.
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His eyes bulged from caffeine and desperation. “Yeah, and I really 
need this job.”

“Well, you’re not doing yourself any favors.” I pointed to his triple red 
eye (coffee with three shots of espresso). “Take some deep breaths and 
relax. If you go into the interview looking like this, you’re going to blow it.”

Now I had his attention. “This is not an interrogation,” I told him. “Your 
goal is to have a conversation with your interviewer—pure and simple.”

Conquering the interviewing mental game is crucial now that you’re 
finally at this phase of the 90-Day Career Diet. You’re ready—so stop 
psyching yourself out!

your homework

The meNTaL game

perfect your mental game so you can be at your best at the inter-

view. Otherwise, all your targeting, networking, and resume revising 

are going to go to waste.

The DeNTiST aND DiSNeyLaND. 
Most people view interviews as a cross between a trip to Disneyland and 
a visit to the dentist to have a tooth extracted: while you look forward to it, 
you also dread it. If you let your imagination run wild, you’ll amp up your 
panic until you can’t put two coherent sentences together, or you overcom-
pensate by talking nonstop.

The OLD STaNDarDS. 
While you never know what you might be asked, you can count on some 
version of these old standards as the most likely questions:

    Tell me about yourself. Start with something personal—where   
  you were raised, where you went to school, your family, when you  
  moved to your current city, or why you went into the career 
  you’ve chosen. Invest a minute in making a connection.
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    Tell me about your most recent position. Be prepared to discuss   
  what you’re doing in a way that’s relevant to the position you’re   
  seeking. Use brief stories to illustrate key points: challenge, action,   
  result, and lessons learned.

    What’s your greatest career accomplishment? Tell a 30-second  
  story, highlighting key details. Talk about a problem you  
  overcame or an opportunity you realized.

    What are your strengths? Identify two or three strengths and 
  discuss each with a specific example.

 
avOiD The DeaDLy SiNS Of iNTervieWiNg.  
Your preparation should focus on you as well: your appearance, your logis-
tics, how you present yourself. The more you prepare, the better you’ll 
avoid committing one of these deadly sins:

    Dressing like Dancing with the Stars. Not every job interview   
  requires a suit, but you still should present yourself as well   
  groomed and professional. Know the difference between 
  business professional and business casual, and when in doubt,   
  dress one step up.

    arriving late. You’d think this one is obvious, but it isn’t. Do a   
  practice run so you know where you’re going. Arrive well in   
  advance—an hour ahead is fine. Sit in a coffee shop or in your car   
  to relax, then walk into the building 10 to 15 minutes before 
  your appointment.

    Being clueless. Do your homework and check out the bios and   
  LinkedIn profiles of your interviewers. Read everything you can   
  about the company, its mission, and its values.

    Winging it. You don’t want to overrehearse, but you do have to   
  prepare. Have sound bites of your three top accomplishments 
  to tell the interviewer.

    Lying, inflating, and exaggerating. If you misrepresent yourself   
  in something small, suddenly everything you say is suspect.

    No questions, thank you. You must ask questions—for example,   
  about job responsibilities or how the department functions. Being   
  able to insert your questions into the interview will turn an 
  interview into a conversation.
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your Stretch assignment

The firST 
SeveN SeCONDS

During the first seven seconds or so, the interviewer will make 

crucial determinations about you, including your likability, your trust-

worthiness, how assertive or passive you seem, and how well you would fit 

in with others on the team. Based on this initial determination (which is 

typically unconscious), your interviewer will decide (probably also uncon-

sciously) whether to help you in the interview by rephrasing questions, giv-

ing helpful feedback, or assuring you with verbal and nonverbal cues.

Your ACT can help you make the most of those seven seconds. Do 
some sleuthing on LinkedIn to see if you share a commonality with your 
interviewer—maybe the same college, or a passion for a sport or pas-
time (don’t fake this or you’ll quickly trip yourself up). Scan for some-
thing interesting in the person’s office that you can talk about. Don’t be a 
snoop, but if you can see it in the open, it’s fair game. This small talk will 
help forge a connection as you relax and allow the interviewer to get to 
know you.

Interview prep is crucial. You’ll never present your best self if you’re 
jittering with every response. So skip the Annie audition, forget the inter-
rogation, and enter into the conversation.
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STep 6
The faCe-TO-faCe

Now it’s go time. All of your hard work on the 90-Day Career Diet—

knowing yourself, targeting opportunities, networking, revising your 

resume, and conquering the mental game of interview prep—is about to pay 

off. Sure, you need to bring your A game: Did your homework? Check. Pol-

ished up your appearance? Check. Arrived in plenty of time? Check.

But as much as you prepare, you’re going into the unknown.

Be The perfeCT gUeST

from the moment you arrive for the interview, you’re on with 

everyone you meet, from the parking-lot attendant to the receptionist 

to the interviewer. You’re friendly and smiling, respectful and hyperaware 

(which may feel like an odd mix between going to a wedding and attend-

ing a funeral). You’re on high alert for commonalities—a picture, a piece of 

art on the wall, sports or collegiate mementos—anything that can help you 

break the ice with “getting to know you” small talk. If you’re in sync with the 
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interviewer, the exchange of information will feel much more relaxed, like a 

conversation rather than an interrogation.

Some things, however, remain completely out of your control. Some 
hiring managers are very skilled interviewers, some do OK, and some are 
just downright awful. Some people stand by a standard Q&A script; oth-
ers throw in oddball questions. Some do most of the talking. No matter 
who you wind up getting as an interviewer, you can still come out on top 
if you follow the playbook.

your homework

yOUr pLayBOOk—The five 
iNTervieWer TypeS

i nterviewers fall into five categories based on their style and approach. 

Knowing how to make the most of your interaction with them will go a 

long way toward success.

The general. This no-nonsense interviewer will probably sit across 
from you, keeping the desk or conference table between the two of you. 
The General is more interested in what you would bring to the job than in 
your personality and will likely ask short questions and expect concise 
answers. But you should still look around the General’s neat and well- 
organized office for possible connecting points, such as a photograph, a 
piece of art, or even the view out the window. Be prepared to relate brief 
anecdotes and examples that effectively translate how your experience 
meets the company’s needs. And don’t forget to ask the General questions.

The Talk-Show host. This personable interviewer will most likely 
meet you in an office that reveals his or her style and personality with 
photos, art, and other glimpses into his or her personal life. The Talk-Show 
Host will probably sit next to you, which means you’ll probably let your 
guard down—which is the whole point! The Talk-Show Host is less con-
cerned with the details of your experience and focuses more on how well 
you fit the company’s culture and environment. The Talk-Show Host will 
speak of “us” and emphasize commitment to the company. Respond in 
kind, and emphasize your people skills.
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your Stretch assignment

Be memOraBLe

Take the extra step by standing out in ways that people might not 

expect. Pick up on perceptions (positive, not negative) or assumptions 

that people may have about you because of your profession or background. 

A perfect example is military leaders, who are known for being disciplined, 

loyal, and mission oriented—all great traits valued by organizations. The 

“value add” would be for a veteran to showcase these expected qualities plus 

discuss being a creative, out-of-the-box thinker. That would really stand out. 

Or a Harvard MBA might balance that very impressive credential with a 

show of genuine humility and a willingness to learn from everyone. Ask 

yourself: What would make you appear well-rounded and more memorable?

An interview is like going to a party where you don’t know anyone. You  
never know who’s going to show up. So be prepared, be aware, and be flexible.

The Scientist. This analytical interviewer wants to know how you 
intend to contribute and is less interested in what you’re doing now or 
have done. The Scientist appreciates lengthy, detailed answers, and will 
probably be frustrated by answers that are too short or lacking specifics. 
It’s all about how well you would do in the job, the skills and experiences 
you would apply to problems, and the kind of results you can deliver.

The Bumbler. This incompetent interviewer will likely ramble, appear 
disorganized, and perhaps be unclear about the position you’re interview-
ing for. Be the gracious visitor and share more of the hosting duties by vol-
unteering information and directing the questions as best you can. Proac-
tively summarize your skills and accomplishments so the Bumbler learns 
the necessary information about you and your skill set.

The Clueless. This befuddled interviewer may not even know what posi-
tion you’re interviewing for. Don’t be frustrated by this—just go with it. Stay 
grounded in your ACT: be authentic, make a connection, and give the inter-
viewer a taste of who you are and what it would be like to work with you. With 
this approach, even an interview with a clueless manager can be a success.
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STep 7
ON TO The NexT ONe

Congratulations, you got the job! Now it’s time to think about 

your next one.

This might strike you as odd, since you haven’t even finished your 
first week yet. But the 90-Day Career Diet isn’t a “one and done” exer-
cise, like losing 15 pounds before the next college reunion. It’s a lifestyle 
change, such as committing to a better diet and regular exercise.

Even as you distinguish yourself in your brand-new job, you need to 
continue the Career Diet. Statistically speaking, you probably won’t be 
in your new job for long. Job tenure keeps shrinking—about four years 
on average and only one to two years for younger workers. That isn’t a 
sign of dissatisfaction; it’s the path of the “career nomad,” who is looking 
to make an impact quickly and then move on. And the best time to get a 
new job is when you already have one.

LearN aLL 
yOU CaN

The most important rewards from your new job—far more than 

salary, bonus, or title—are the lessons you learn. One of the main rea-

sons to take a new job is to gain skills and expand your experiences.

Consider the 70-20-10 rule: about 70 percent of your learning and 
development comes from assignments that stretch you and allow you to 
learn new skills; 20 percent will be from other people, especially your 
boss; and 10 percent will be from training and courses. So let your curi-
osity lead you to commit to continuous learning.
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your homework

NeTWOrk, NeTWOrk, 
NeTWOrk

Six degrees of separation—the idea that anyone can be connected 

to any other person through a chain of acquaintances with no more 

than five intermediaries—isn’t just a theory. It’s reality! Over my career, I’ve 

seen this played out thousands of times. Now, as you start your new job, your 

networking should kick up a notch, especially internally as you get to know 

others across the company and explore the next opportunity.

yOUr NeW COmpaNy 
iS a NeTWOrk.

Companies have formal organizational charts, 
policies, and procedures. But the reality is that in 
almost every company, there’s an informal way that 
things get done. I call this “the informal network.” 
Talk to your peers to figure out this network: Who are 
the influencers who carry the most weight? How can 
you best work with them? What do they appreciate or 
dislike? In every interaction, remember your ACT!

heLp OTherS 
fOLLOW yOUr paTh.

Your job change will probably spread through your 
network like a news flash, especially when you 
update your LinkedIn profile. This will prompt people 
to wish you well and also to reach out to you for help 
and advice. Be a sounding board and a helpful hand. 
Others helped you; now it’s time for some karmic 
reciprocation.
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your Stretch assignment

Be aN OUTLier 
iN aN UNCerTaiN WOrLD

The one thing we can be sure about is that tomorrow won’t 

look like today. In what’s being called the Fourth Industrial Revolu-

tion, technological forces of progress are putting stress on how and where 

we work. Some jobs that exist today will go the way of the blacksmith and 

the retail clerk. You need to be learning and stretching constantly so you 

become an outlier in terms of performance.

Your new job isn’t an end, it’s the beginning. As a career nomad, 
you’re constantly on the move and evolving with every step.

✔ DOUBLe DOWN ON iNDiSpeNSaBiLiTy. No one has a crystal   
 ball on their desk. You don’t know what’s going to happen, whether   
 you’re going to receive a surprise promotion or the unwelcome news   
 of downsizing in your department. You cannot prevent things beyond   
 your control. But if you become indispensable, especially to your boss,   
 by being the go-to person who gets things done, you’ll come out on top.

✔ fiND yOUr pLaCe iN The TaLeNT mOSaiC. Companies   
 everywhere will still need to attract, develop, and align people who   
 represent a mosaic of talents and abilities—diverse by every 
 definition. Inclusive organizations embrace the multiplicity of 
 differences as a competitive edge for understanding and serving   
 global customers. You want to be part of that mosaic.

✔ riNSe aND repeaT. Go back to the first step of the 90-Day  
 Career Diet—knowing yourself—and do it all again: identifying  
 strengths and weaknesses, connecting with your passion and  
 purpose, targeting opportunities, and networking internally and  
 externally. And always, in every interaction—from a job interview  
 to a colleague conversation—put your ACT in action.
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this is not “the end.”
Even if you applied every single lesson 
in this book—every practical step and 
motivating principle—you would still not 
be done. Nor should you be. And if you 
think you are, then it’s game over: you’re 
not advancing.

At every phase and stage of your career, 
you are going to face new challenges. Some 
of them will relate to people. The names 
and faces will change, but you’ll have 
difficult bosses and annoying coworkers. 
You will always need to uncover blind 
spots. You’ll need to learn constantly and 
hone your right-brain skills, particularly 
as you work and lead others. 

this is really 
 “the Beginning.”
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For more resources, coaching, and other help in advancing 
your career, go to kFAdvance.com. Use the code 
AdVAnce360 at checkout to receive a 25 percent discount 
on a Premium membership to Korn Ferry Advance, where you 
can work with the best to achieve your career goals. 

At korn Ferry, we have 
shown eight million execu
tives how to achieve their 
career goals. Now, drawing 
on five decades of expertise, 
we’re offering a new solution to 

help people who wants to realize their potential: Korn Ferry 
Advance. Korn Ferry Advance offers a 360degree approach 
to professional advancement. We leverage decades of exper
tise in executive search, assessment, learning and leadership 
development, and salary negotiation to help people pursue 
rewarding professional opportunities. Our program is cus
tomized to you and your goals, while giving you access to 
the collective knowledge of Korn Ferry’s 8,500 experts. Your 
Korn Ferry Advance membership includes:

one-on-one cAreer AdVAncement    Work with 
the best in the business. Korn Ferry consultants place a candi
date in a new role every three minutes and develop thousands 
of executives and professionals every month. We know exactly 
what organizations want. You’ll work with a personal advisor 
who provides customized strategies to advance your career.

selF-ImproVement    Korn Ferry Advance offers an 
indepth look at your traits, skills, and blind spots. In addi
tion, by applying insights from your assessment, we create 
development beyond your current career trajectory.

A 360-degree 
ApproAcH 

to AdVAncIng 
yoUr cAreer


