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T H R E E

A CULTURE OF EMPOWERMENT

In addition to the individual choice we make for caution or courage
at a specific moment, we are impacted by both the norms and
practices of our organization and the set of beliefs and values we
bring to the job. We need to understand the nature of the bridge
we cross before we can begin to walk it.
Four elements are critical in understanding organizational politics:

(1) the contract between the individual and the organization,
(2) how each of us defines our self-interest, (3) the tactics we use
in generating support for our activities, and (4) the basic autonomy,
interdependence, or dependency that each cycle fosters. These
elements form a self-reinforcing cycle that results in either an
entrepreneurial or a bureaucratic way of operating.
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Ultimately, it is by moving toward the entrepreneurial cycle that
our approach toward positive politics is realized. With an
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understanding of the bureaucratic and entrepreneurial cycles, we can
look at ways in which we, as managers, can be advocates for our
function in a positive way.

THE BUREAUCRATIC CYCLE

In many ways, organizations unintentionally encourage people to
choose to maintain what they have, to be cautious and dependent.
Every organization was started by someone who bet the farm to offer a
new product or service––an entrepreneur. It doesn’t matter whether
the organization was a hospital, a government agency, a church, or a
business. The organization you are a part of now was started by an
instinctive act of greatness, courage, and autonomy. As the organiza-
tion grew, it decided that more structure and control were needed.
Roles and responsibilities needed clearer definition. People demanded
consistency and uniform treatment. The second or third generation of
“professional management” was brought in, and the seeds of bureauc-
racy were sown. How does the spirit that creates an organization get
diluted? A self-reinforcing cycle gets triggered with size and success
and results in encouraging bureaucratic and political behavior.
To create an entrepreneurial approach, we must break this cycle.
The bureaucratic cycle has four parts:
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1. The Entrepreneurial Contract. The entrepreneurial cycle begins
with a contract that is based on the belief that the most
trustworthy source of authority comes from within the person.
The primary task of supervision is to help people trust their own
instincts and take responsibility for the success of the business.
The contract demands that people make a serious commitment
to the organization but do so because they want to, not because
they have to. The expectation is that people at each level will
treat the business as their own.

2. Enlightened Self-Interest. Rather than defining success as mov-
ing up in the organization, we define success in terms of
contribution and service to customers and other departments.
What we offer people as rewards are jobs that have meaning,
the opportunity to learn and create something special, and the
chance to grow in a business through their own efforts.
Advancement and pay are still important but are given a
secondary focus.

3. Authentic Tactics. An entrepreneurial contract encourages us
to be direct and authentic in our management style. If we begin
to believe that it is our business, then we will feel empowered to
act on our own values. For most of us this will mean letting

Politics in the Workplace—Rekindling the Entrepreneurial Spirit 25
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purpose is, but to be empowered, we have to believe it is in there
somewhere.

• Committing ourselves to achieving that purpose, now. Knowing
what we want to do and committing to do it are two separate
acts. The act of commitment is to decide to fulfill the purpose of
this job and not wait until conditions are more supportive. The
commitment needs to be made regardless of who our boss is, or
how the business is going, or how alone we seem to be in our
purpose.

• Acknowledging and acting on our interdependence with others at our
level. Taking the attention we might have given to those above
us, and building partnerships with those at our level, within and
outside our own unit. Focusing on our common interests, even
if we have concerns about the others.

As managers, our task is to empower ourselves and to create
conditions under which others can do the same. The entrepreneurial
cycle serves us in this effort. If we don’t restructure our contract
with the organization, our definition of self-interest, and our way of
being political, our chances of finding our way out of the bureaucracy
are slim.
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1. If we want to begin with a radical act, show the organization with the
pyramid turned upside down. Put the people at the lowest level
of your unit at the top; put yourself at the bottom. The concept
expresses the intent that management’s primary purpose is to
support the people who support the customer.

Worker

Supervisor Supervisor

Section head

Worker Worker Worker

Inverted Pyramid

2. If turning the organization upside down is too big a leap, flatten it out.
The extreme example of a bureaucratic organization would be to
have a series of levels with each person having one subordinate.

Department
manager

Section head

Supervisor

Project leader

Worker

Top-Heavy Structure
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A way to communicate that the success of the organization
rests on each person’s shoulders is to create a flat structure.
Instead of a pyramid, use a pancake as the model for the unit.

Manager

2 0 – 3 0 W o r k e r s

Pancake Structure

Returning for a moment to the effort at First National Stores,
we finally decided that no amount of training or job redefinition
would get the district manager off the store manager’s back.
Instead, the company gave each district manager 40 stores rather
than the usual 13. With 13 stores, the district manager was
physically able to visit each store one or two times a week. With
40 stores, the district manager could visit 15 stores a week. That
left at least 25 stores free to manage themselves each week.

Each organization has its own mythology about how many
subordinates one supervisor can manage. Generally, 15 to 18 is
thought to be too many subordinates.Most sources estimate that
5 to 8 may be about right. Limiting the number of subordinates
makes sense only if the job of the supervisor is primarily to
maintain control.When the job of the superior is to push control
down so that people become their own authority, who knows
what the limits of span of control are?

There is, of course, a limit to how flat the pancake can be. The
nature of the task being performed does make a big difference.
More complex, technical, and volatile jobs need the support and
teaching that a smaller group and greater supervisory involve-
ment can provide. Also, when supervision is taken away, a
greater investment in the development of the subordinates
needs to be made. The point, however, is to let the organization
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Creating a vision of greatness
for our unit

Identifying and managing our
allies, adversaries, and fence sitters

Understanding and letting go
of our own wish for dependency

Discovering the courage
required to live out our vision

The Empowerment Path
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THE CRITICAL SKILLS: NEGOTIATING AGREEMENT
AND NEGOTIATING TRUST

Those whom we need to influence become our adversaries or allies
depending on two factors: agreement and trust. We either agree or
disagree about where we are headed, and we either trust or distrust
each other about the way we operate in pursuit of that future.
Agreement or conflict can take place over the rather abstract
statement of our vision or, more frequently, over project purpose,
goals, and requirements. Trust is almost universally built or destroyed
on the basis of issues of mutuality and integrity. Mutuality means
that there is validity in others’ positions, even though they may be
opposed to ours. Integrity means that we keep our promises and
operate aboveboard. The trick is to figure out where our stakeholders
stand and then to influence them in a way that aligns with our vision
and goals. Using the two dimensions of agreement and trust, we can
create a matrix on which to place them.
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Adversaries

Bedfellows

Opponents

Allies

Fence sitters

First we identify whom among our customers, partners, bosses,
subordinates, and other units we need for the success of our project.
Each of these people can then be placed somewhere on the matrix.
Depending on our level of agreement and the level of trust, we can
develop an approach for each person. The approach for most
encounters is to work through three steps:
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Allies not only share the vision but also are people in whom we
have a great deal of trust. To trust individuals in the organization is
to believe they tell us the truth and are totally honest about what
they see happening, including our own actions. Allies are those
people to whom we feel we can tell the whole story without any
concern that the knowledge will in some way come back to haunt us.
Allies are in the upper right-hand corner of the matrix: high

agreement on purpose, goals, and vision, and high trust. The basic
strategy with allies is to bring them into our circle and treat them as
members.
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Allies

Our allies may come from several groups. They may be among our
customers or users who are the most successful in using the product or
services that our group offers. We also have allies in those people
above us who are very supportive of what we are doing and whom
we trust to talk honestly with us about what’s happening in the
organization. High-level allies give us inside information to help us
avoid mistakes. The third group, we hope, comprises the people who
work for us. It’s very difficult to have somebody in a subordinate
position who has a conflicting vision; if we also do not trust that
person, the situation is intolerable.
There are four steps in actually managing the relationship with

our allies. Each step is important in every encounter with an ally.

1. Affirm agreement on the project or the vision. It’s important to be
able to communicate the vision to all those around us,
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The allies most critical to us and potentially most helpful are
customers who value what we’re doing and share our goal of how
we want to operate. It is productive to have our customers talk about
the kind of service we are giving them and how to expand it. Many
groups have begun to have regular meetings with their internal
customers to get feedback on how they do business, what they are
doing that is appreciated, and what the customers want from them in
the future. It is the equivalent of doing internally what market
research has done for years in the external marketplace. One mecha-
nism for this is called a search conference. A department meets for a
couple of days with a group composed of key customers and certain
other managers who have an interest in the department. The focus is
on how the department is seen by outsiders, how customers feel about
the direction in which the department is headed, and what problems
the customers and other outsiders will be strugglingwith over the next
three to five years. All of this becomes vital input to understanding the
nature of present and future services/products. The conference pro-
vides feedback that is hard to get any other way and also strengthens
the relationship with the customer.

OPPONENTS: HIGH TRUST/LOW AGREEMENT If we move to the
lower right-hand corner of our matrix we find people whomwe trust a
great deal but who disagree with our purpose, direction, or goals.
People with whomwe enjoy an honest, high-trusting relationship but
who have conflicting visions, goals, or methods are our opponents.
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let us know what is needed and valuable in our product or service.
It is easy for the creators of a service or product to make up their own
mind about what is valuable in what they are offering and to do this
in a vacuum. The essence of being customer-focused in the fulfill-
ment of our vision is to allow customers to teach us how to do
business. This takes place through a dialogue, and the most useful
dialogues are with people who value and trust us but are dissatisfied
with how we are serving them. It is the trusted but dissatisfied user or
customer who gives us a clue to the marketplace that we do not have
access to. It is very hard for us to know why people do not use our
service or product and do not value what we do. It is difficult to get
that information when we have ambivalence about wanting to
know. In many ways, our opponents, in the form of frustrated
customers, offer us a clue as to what we need to do to build more
support for our function.

BEDFELLOWS: HIGH AGREEMENT/LOW TRUST In the upper left-
hand quadrant of our matrix we have bedfellows, people who are in
agreement with us on how to proceed but in whom we have a low to
moderate amount of trust. These are people who are aligned with our
vision and our goals and objectives but when we have contact with
them, they don’t give us the whole story. Or when we ask something
of them there is a slow or reluctant response. When we meet, we are
strategic and careful about how much information we share. These
are issues of trust, not issues of agreement.
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FENCE SITTERS: LOW TRUST/UNKNOWN AGREEMENT The fence
sitter is someone who simply will not take a stand for or against us.
To meet with a fence sitter is to find a person who epitomizes order in
the midst of chaos.
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Fence sitters

Fence sitters are easy to talk to and have acquired all of the moves
of interpersonal excellence. Their edges have been rounded by a
series of training courses teaching the importance of good eye
contact and positive reinforcement. They are good listeners, smile
easily, and know how to frame issues so that apparent conflicts
disappear in the understanding of alternative points of view and the
need for better and more accurate data. To a fence sitter, patience
and caution are next to godliness. At the end of a meeting you are
never quite sure whether a decision has been made. It seemed clear
when the conversation ended, but as soon as you walk out of the
room, the clarity evaporates.
At the heart of the fence sitter is doubt. Risks and uncertainty

dominate the discussion with them. Fence-sitting is basically an
editorial function. It is a triumph of form over substance. Bosses who
are fence sitters like to review and perhaps sign off on all written
correspondence leaving the unit. Commitments made are essentially
soft and filled with contingency. They talk about rules and regula-
tions and give great attention to the positions and feelings of people
not in the room. The timing is never right.
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Adversaries are those people in the organization with whom
negotiation has not worked. If we call someone an adversary, it is
a position of last resort. People are bedfellows or opponents until
we’ve tried unsuccessfully either to negotiate the relationship or to
negotiate a plan of action. People become adversaries only when our
attempts at negotiating agreement and negotiating trust have failed.Many
times we identify others as adversaries when, in fact, we’ve had very
little conversation with them and very little contact. Never let third-
party opinions about a person influence us. Gossip is gossip is gossip.
It is fun and completely unreliable. All we are hearing is third parties’
projections onto the person in question.
The first step in dealing with adversaries is to find out if, in fact,

they deserve that title. The only way to know is to make direct
contact with them; communicate our vision, purpose, and goals; ask
for their support; and listen for their answer. The hardest thing about
doing this is that the people we are predisposed to call adversaries
are, in fact, those whom we do not trust. There is reluctance on our
part to be disclosing with people we don’t trust.
We create an emotional investment in our adversaries partly

because, like fence sitters, they represent a side of ourselves that we
are not comfortable with. Our adversaries act out of the shadow sides
of our own nature. As a result, we have an investment in some
people serving as adversaries almost despite the way they behave.
Often, when people who are adversaries make moves to improve the
relationship with us, we’re skeptical and doubtful. We rationalize
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