
 Manage Up to Improve 
Performance  
 Cultural shift to a positive workplace is possible 
 By Quint Studer  

 A critical task in getting organizations aligned 
is teaching leaders how to quit playing the 
“blame game” and start positioning others—

individuals, departments, and so forth—in a positive 
light. That’s managing up. We all need to learn to 
manage up ourselves, as well as managing up our 
employees, our leaders, and our organizations.  

 Managing up eliminates the we/they phenom-
enon, which is the primary reason employees and 
customers lose confidence in the organization. It’s 
an easy trap to fall into. Often, the we/they game 
has been going on inside an organization for so long 
that its leaders don’t even recognize it.  

 Leaders Need Training, Too 
 Few of us were educated to be leaders. Rather, we 

have leadership thrust upon us. Instead of choosing 
our first management position, many of us literally 
fall into it or have it fall on us. Go to a construction 
site and ask somebody why he’s laying brick. Chances 
are he or she won’t say, “Well, I’m just doing brick-
work so someday I can be a foreman.”  

 Common sense tells us that most of us start out 
looking for jobs that involve tasks that we enjoy. 
Then, somewhere along the line, we end up in 
a leadership position. More times than not, it’s 
because our boss quit. The organization needs to fill 
the position quickly, so we get the call.  

 This lack of training means many leaders don’t 
know how to explain and carry messages to employ-
ees. It’s a shortcoming that can be disastrous. Why? 
Because the way messages are communicated within 
an organization is critical to that organization’s 
 culture. 

 There are two types of corporate cultures: those 
divided by blame and finger-pointing, and those 
united by teamwork and shared responsibility.  

 The We/They Phenomenon  
 Playing the we/they card hurts an organiza-

tion and its leadership. What is the we/they card? 
Basically, it’s making oneself look better at the 
expense of others. For example:  

  Let’s say I am an untrained (or inadequately 
trained) leader. The pay raises in my organi-
zation have been in the 3 percent range 
because that’s what was approved for this 
year. Oh, I may have had some 3.1 percent 
and 2.8 percent increases, but most were 
right at 3 percent.       

  A member of my staff, Rick, comes up to 
me and says, “You know, Quint, I’m really 
upset. I’ve worked harder this year than ever 
before, but I got the same pay raise as every-
one else. I thought I deserved more.”       

  My response is something like this: “Rick, 
I can understand how you feel.” (After all, 
I want to show empathy, right?) “If it were 
up to me, it wouldn’t have been like that,” 
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I  continue. “But you know pay raises are 
really out of my hands. That’s something 
that human resources dictates.” (Or, same 
tune, different lyrics, “That’s something that 
comes from corporate headquarters.”)       

 See what I’ve done? I’ve just made the employee 
feel better. He may even see me as his friend. 
Unfortunately, I’ve done it at the expense of another 
department or my boss. I didn’t respond this way 
because I wanted to put down human resources. I 
did this because I didn’t know how not to do it.  

 I firmly believe leaders want to do a good job. 
However, most of us don’t get the training we need 
to make it happen. It’s quite possible to play the we/
they card subconsciously. We don’t intend to subtly 
shift the blame, but we do so anyway, and for the most 
human of reasons: to make other people like us.  

 The we/they phenomenon, however, is destruc-
tive and divisive. Good leadership can keep it in 
check. The key is providing managers with the train-
ing required to drive results. It is about values. A 
value-driven organization trains its leaders.  

 The Art of Managing Up  
 So, how do we prevent we/they? The answer is 

that we look for ways to manage up. Essentially, 
 managing up is positioning something or someone 
in a positive light. For example:  

  When you’re talking to your boss, be sure 
to tell her about an employee who has done 
a good job. By relaying an employee’s posi-
tive efforts, the boss can come out and say, 
“Kathy, I was talking to Mike, and I asked 
which employees are doing a particularly 
good job. He specifically mentioned you, 
Kathy. He mentioned the fact that you had 
a tight timeline on a project and you turned 
it around quickly. Kathy, I would just like to 
thank you for your dedication!”      

 What has happened? Well, by getting Kathy’s 
name from Mike, the boss has reinforced positive 
behavior—and reinforced and recognized behavior 
gets repeated. She not only managed up Kathy, but 
she also managed up Mike in the eyes of Kathy and 
the rest of the staff.  

 A big part of managing up is refraining from 
managing down. Now, obviously, few leaders would 
deliberately manage down a person or an event at 
their organizations. Often, we take the “no com-
ment” approach. But human nature being what it is, 
people often take the liberty of assuming the worst. 

Leaders need to find ways to position positively and 
we need to be proactive about it.  

 Managing up is a conscious, ongoing effort. 
Whether you realize it or not, you see managing 
up all the time. Take the restaurant industry. When 
a server waits on you, instead of just pointing to a 
blackboard with the daily specials, he or she says, 
“I tried today’s pasta special before my shift and it’s 
fabulous.” You walk away feeling positive about the 
restaurant. Why? Because the server did a good job 
of managing up and positioning the restaurant, the 
chef, and the food.  

 According to research, it takes a ratio of three 
positives to one criticism for one human being in 
the workplace to feel good about another human 
being. The truth is, managing up—positioning 
people in a positive light—is somewhat counter-
cultural. It may not come naturally, but it is worth 
the effort. It makes everyone feel better about 
themselves, their bosses, their co-workers, and the 
organization.  

 Creating the Cultural Shift  
 You may be wondering how you’ll ever get your 

employees and colleagues (and maybe yourself) to 
reject we/they and embrace managing up. Don’t 
worry. It’s definitely doable. You can create a cultural 
shift in your organization that will change every-
thing. Here’s how:  

1.     Conduct employee attitude surveys . These management 
tools give you a good idea of how strong a hold 
the we/they has on your organization. Plus, taking 
a survey will allow you to get some benchmarks by 
which you can measure your progress in changing 
your corporate culture from one of blame to one 
of shared accountability and teamwork.   

2.    Send scouting reports to your boss.  A scouting report out-
lines department accomplishments, cites involved 
employees by name and suggests a good time for 
the boss to stop by. A scouting report eases the 
boss’s anxiety, makes his or her visits more produc-
tive, and generally facilitates managing up in your 
organization. Instead of telling the boss just what’s 
wrong in your areas, give the boss the good news, 
too. A scouting report detailing what your people 
are doing is likely to motivate the boss to visit more 
often and become more visible.   

3.    Send regular notes to the bosses . Bosses want to know 
whom to reward and recognize. Don’t be afraid 
to drop your boss a note. Tell the boss the name 
of an employee to whom you would like him 
or her to send a note and include the specific 
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 behavior or accomplishment you would like the 
boss to write about. And suggest that he or she 
send it to the employee’s home. You’ve just man-
aged up the employee to the boss, who, when he 
or she writes the note, will say the information 
was received from you.   

4.    Help employees develop key words . You want your 
front-line employees to tell the customer that 
your service is the best and that the people 
behind the scenes are doing a great job. Even if 
it’s uncomfortable at first, you will find that the 
customer appreciates it.    

 Meet with your front-line employees and make 
sure they understand the services your organization 
provides, as well as the roles and qualifications of 
those who help provide the service. Teach them how 
to communicate this to the customer in a way that 
feels comfortable and natural.  

5     Continually emphasize honest, open communication 
between employees . The reality is we’ve got to be 
able to have adult conversations in the work-
place. If there is a problem or issue, it is best that 
the two affected parties discuss it first between 
themselves. If they can’t reach resolution, then 
it’s time to bring in the boss. Otherwise, the prob-
lem gets caught up in the organizational chart 
and never handled.   

6.    Develop written department feedback systems, to open 
dialogue and move the organization forward . Written 

feedback systems allow all employees to know 
each other’s departmental goals and objectives. 
Such feedback also helps eliminate passive-
aggressive behavior between departments.   

 When two departments have to evaluate each 
other on a weekly basis, they are forced to talk out 
the issues and modify their operational goals. As a 
department head, I have to write my name on the 
evaluation. My boss sees it and so do you. Now, if I 
rank you too high, then I can’t use you as an excuse 
to my boss anymore. So, I’m probably going to rank 
you accurately. The first time I give you that 3 when 
you think you’re a 5, we’ll have a talk. It may not be 
pleasant, but it’s best to get difficult conversations 
out of the way early on.  ■

Reader’s Resource
  This article is excerpted with permission 

from Quint Studer’s new book,  Results that Last: 
Hardwiring Behaviors That Will Take Your Company 
to the Top . Studer is founder and president of the 
Studer Group, an outcomes firm that implements 
evidence-based leadership systems that help cli-
ents attain and sustain outstanding results. Results 
that Last is available at bookstores nationwide, at 
major online booksellers, and at the firm’s Web 
site, www.studergroup.com.  
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