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People are definitely a 
company’s greatest asset.

M a r y  K a y  A s h



5Understanding and managing Office Politics for managers

Preface
Office politics, or work politics, are the strategies and procedures that 

employees use to function and advance in a work setting. It is important 

for managers to learn and understand the office environment and the 

employees that make it tick. Since the manager interacts with several 

aspects of the workplace, one should learn how to effectively work with 

colleagues, supervisors, and upper management in order to help keep 

the department functioning as a whole.



Hire character.  
Train skill.

P e t e r  S c h u l t z
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C h a p t e r  On  e

New Hires
Once new employees are brought onboard, they are often given vital 

information and skills needed to succeed in the group. While this 

information can help them get started, the new hire will need to learn 

the inner workings of the office and the environment they are now a part 

of in order to thrive and be successful. As a manager, you can help new 

employees realize how the office functions and what they can do to fit 

right in.

Company Core Values

Learning a company’s core values is a common first step during an 

employee’s first orientation. Having this information allows the employee 

to build a base knowledge of the company and how it works. Some 

important points to include are:

•	 What the core values are.

•	 How these values are enacted.

•	 What kind of results and productivity are valued.
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Building Relationships

Building key relationships with new hires ensures they will feel confident 

in what they do in the office and that they can come to you if they need 

assistance. Establishing a connection from the beginning and throughout 

the duration of the person’s stay with the company helps them to establish 

their own ground while learning the politics of their environment.

Keys to building better relationships among employees:

•	 Create self-awareness: Identify how you appear to others.

•	 Establish roles as manager and employee.

•	 Encourage communication between colleagues as well as 

management (i.e. open door policy).

Encourage Respect

As a manager, it is important to encourage respect and etiquette among 

employees. Not only should you respect your workers, but respect from 

them is just as crucial. Any new hire is especially encouraged to respect 

their new coworkers and managers and establish a relationship from 

the beginning. An equal amount of respect should be shown to each 

employee and etiquette guidelines should be established.

Respect includes consideration for:

•	 Other people’s privacy

•	 Employee’s physical space and belongings
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•	 Different viewpoints

•	 Philosophies and beliefs

•	 Personality

Setting Ground Rules

When a new employee is hired, they are expected to come into the 

workplace and learn to work with peers and contribute to the team. 

Setting ground rules before they are released to the group is a key step 

to ensuring they can work with others while knowing what is, or isn’t, 

expected of them. While most of this information can be found in an 

employee manual or handbook, a review from the manager can make the 

information easily accepted and allows for any questions that may arise.

Ground rules should touch on various topics of the office, including:

•	 Dress code and attire

•	 Behavior and tolerance

•	 Chain of command (i.e. for complaints, questions, etc.)

•	 Productivity guidelines (i.e. deadlines, processes, quotas)

Practical Illustration

James recently hired an accountant, Jenny, to join their busy team during 

a peak of the season. Within the first week, Jenny’s productivity was low 

and she was often seen working alone in her office. Some of the other 
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workers in the office started to complain that she wasn’t working well with 

the group. James approached Jenny and discovered that she had been 

unaware of the office’s productivity guidelines and did not know who to 

turn to wither questions. In turn, she wasn’t building a good working 

relationship with her peers or the manager. James took time to review 

the office rules and guidelines with her personally and encouraged more 

team meetings to help improve colleague relations. He also made it a 

point to add these topics to employee orientation.



Strength lies in differences, 
not similarities.

S t e p h e n  C o v e y
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C h a p t e r  Tw  o

It’s About 
Interacting and 
Influencing
As stated before, office politics exist in every office environment. Offices 

are normally made up of a wide range of people and personality types. 

They key to maintaining good politics is to know how to interact with 

each other and influence the employees under your management.

Dealing with Different Personalities

Good relationships among employees can build the base for a better 

team. Different personalities have different strengths and weaknesses, 

which can be paired together to complement each other. Knowing the 

different types of personalities and how to deal with them can make 

any office situation easy to manage. You’ll learn more about types of 

personalities in modules five and six.

Common office personality types:

•	 Complainer

•	 Gossiper

•	 Bully
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•	 Negative Ned/Nancy

•	 Information Keeper

•	 Know-it-all

•	 The Apple Polisher

•	 Nosey Neighbor

Build a Culture of Collaboration

When companies grow, the group culture grows and cliques can begin 

to form. With so many conflicting visions, a company can lose sight of its 

original purpose. The goal for a manager is to form a collaboration that 

features every person’s talents and visions.

Tips:

•	 Listen and observe your employees

•	 Be diplomatic

•	 Keep private matters private

•	 Don’t get emotional – keep a professional standing

Be Nice to Everyone (Not Just Those Who Can Help You)

It’s important to be nice to everyone in the office. As a manager, people 

should feel free to approach you with their problems or concerns. If they 

feel as though you’ve picked favorites or excluded others, it could not only 

affect their performance on the job, but yours as well. Treating everyone 
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equally is the best way to help prevent cliques and out casting in the 

office.

Useful Tips:

•	 Stay neutral

•	 Don’t get involved in office gossip or hype

•	 Watch for red flags among employees

•	 Monitor how you approach employees and delegate tasks

Be a Team Player

A team player believes that they can (or the group can) get ahead by 

working hard and participating toward advancing the goals of the team. 

They know to put the team’s needs ahead of their personal needs and 

usually follow the path needed to get the job done right the first time. As 

a manager, you are an important part of the team and an influential team 

member. Following our previous exercises, we’ve learned it’s important to 

identify your team’s differences and similarities in order to have the team 

run not only smoothly, but successfully.

Characteristics of being a team player:

•	 Do not make pre-judgments about your team members. Base 

your observations on their current work habits and behaviors.

•	 Provide encouragement and motivation to your employees.

•	 Show empathy for another worker’s problems or needs.
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•	 Keep an open mind about every member. Respect their values 

and opinions.

•	 If problems should arise with an employee or among the team, 

take care of it right away. Allowing them to go unsettled can cause 

problems among the team.

Practical Illustration

Everett gathered a new team of employees together to design a new 

company logo. He held several meetings to explain the tasks and ordered 

that the employees work together to pull it off, although he delegated most 

of the work to his top two performers. Soon, the group’s personalities 

clashed and many of them began to argue. The project fell behind and 

they were past due on their deadlines. Everett realized he was favoring 

some employees and not giving enough attention to others. In turn, the 

group wasn’t sure how to act together, and failed to work as a team. He 

made sure to re-delegate the task equally among the group and listen 

to each employee’s input. Once everyone felt equal to one another, they 

were able to think together and complete the project as planned.



Trying to squash  
a rumor is like trying  

to un-ring a bell.
S h a n a  A l e x a n d e r
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

Dealing with 
Rumors, Gossip, and 
Half - Truths
While every manager likes to believe everyone in their office gets along, 

unfortunately, this is not always the case. When people come together, 

problems such as rumors and gossip can arise and spread quickly. If 

these issues are not addressed and resolved from the start, they can 

grow larger and cause disruptions among coworkers. You have the ability 

to instill confidence and trust with your employees.

Its Effects on Morale

Although office conflicts are normal, frequent gossip, rumors or even 

informal comments can demoralize any employee. Negative comments 

that spread throughout the office cannot only be hurtful, but can cause 

doubt and fear among employees and affect their job performance. 

Employees can start to fear coming to work, question their job security, 

or simply make them withdraw from the group. In turn, the morale of the 

group drops and the team no longer works together.



21Understanding and managing Office Politics for managers

Reinforce the Truth with Facts

When a piece of gossip or a rumor is heard in the office, our first instinct 

should be to stop it from spreading any further. One of the best ways to 

accomplish this is by discrediting the information and reinforcing the truth 

with the facts. Since gossip is often started through a lack of communication 

or a lack of knowledge, a little education or open communication can go 

a long way in helping it stop.

Example methods:

•	 Pull groups together to talk about the incident.

•	 Open the door for communication. Speak with your employees 

and answer any questions employees may have.

•	 Hold weekly meetings to address any recent “word around the 

office”. Address any concerns or problems employees may have. 

Also use this time to offer facts and information that can stop the 

gossip and alleviate any doubts or negativity.

Do Not Participate

One of the best ways to end gossip or rumors is to simply not share it with 

others. Gossip feeds on those willing to send it down the grapevine and 

has trouble moving on when it hits a brick wall. Participating in the rumor 

mill not only perpetuates it, but you discredit and even belittle yourself. 

As a person in a management position, any participation in office gossip 
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can portray you in a negative way and may you appear to be a non-team 

player.

Deal With it Swiftly

Refusing to pass on a rumor or piece of gossip won’t end its cycle 

through the office. When something like this approaches you, speak 

openly with the person who told it to you and let them know you don’t 

intend to share the information with anyone else. Also tell them why you 

believe the information could be hurtful if passed along any further. This 

shows you will not participate in that kind of behavior and help shed 

some light for the other person to see how negative their actions are as 

well. Follow up with other employees and have the same discussion with 

them. If needed, have a meeting with the office and address a group of 

employees at once. The quicker these problems are approached, the 

sooner the grapevine will stop and work can continue.

Practical Illustration

Rachel recently promoted one of her senior employees, Anna, after her 

annual review. Anna scored highly on her review and had excelled in many 

of her previous tasks. Soon after Anna moved offices, Rachel started to 

notice odd behavior among the other employees. She began to hear 

rumors and tidbits of gossip about Anna and why she was promoted. 

Rachel spoke with a few employees directly, although they were unclear 

of what others were talking about. Soon after, Rachel held an office 

meeting with all of her employees and directly addressed the rumors 
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she had heard among the office. A couple of employees came forward 

and expressed concerns of favoritism and even inadequacy because of 

another employee’s promotion. This gave Rachel the chance to briefly 

address why she was qualified to be promoted and assure the rest of 

the group that they are an important part of the team as well. After this 

incident, Rachel made it a point to have frequent meetings with her staff 

to let them know how they are doing and discussing promotions that 

arise and reiterate that her door is always open for them.



Personality has power  
to uplift, power to depress, 

power to curse, and  
power to bless.
P a u l  H a r r i s
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C h a p t e r  F o u r

Office  
Personalities (I)
Every employee is unique in their job skills and office presence. That also 

means every employee has their own office personality. While many are 

tolerable and even upbeat, some can have negative effects on other 

employees. Managers should understand these different types and know 

how to handle them in the workplace.

Complainer

The complainer in the office is typically the employee who always finds 

something to complain about on the job, whether it includes the amount 

of hours they work, the assignments they get, or simply the type of 

coffee in the break room. They love to circulate bad news and feed off 

of the misery of others. They were most likely a model employee, but 

then probably had too many confrontations with coworkers or negative 

comments from upper management.

Tips when handling a complainer personality:

•	 Try to keep their views in perspective.

•	 Direct their negativity toward more positive views.
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•	 Instead of listening to their opinions, form your own.

•	 Don’t let their cynical views blur your vision of the office.

Gossiper

The primary mission of the office gossiper is to know and share the latest 

scoop of the office; and if they don’t know it, they’ll simply make it up. 

They have a need to feel important and think that since they hold the key 

to the best information, this puts them on top. A gossip will purposely 

seek those who are willing to listen and feed on the attention. While they 

believe this type of behavior makes them more likable and popular, it 

can actually have the opposite effect, making them untrustworthy and 

undependable.

Tips when handling a gossiper personality:

•	 Avoid engaging in their gossip or rumors.

•	 State that you are not interested in what they may have to offer.

•	 Do not pass on information they may have passed onto you.

•	 Avoid discussing any personal matters near them, unless you 

want the entire office to know.

Bully

There are several types of office bullies with several different characteristics, 

but their behavior is generally the same. Bullies look to dominate and 

control their work area. They often insult or downplay their coworkers or 
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their performance in order to distract from theirs. Bullies have their own 

‘growl’ that they use to make employees fear them and comply with what 

they say. Only when they feel like they have control and power will they 

feel happy.

Tips when handling a bully personality:

•	 Don’t try to challenge them. This only feeds their bully persona.

•	 Don’t take their remarks personally. Chances are it’s really not 

about you.

•	 Avoid trying to please them. They can normally not be satisfied so 

easily.

•	 When addressing their behavior, do it privately and calmly.

Negative Ned / Nancy

Negative Ned and Nancy typically do not trust anyone with authority or 

power. They have the “they’re out to get me” attitude. While they believe 

that they are always right, they hold back on answers but are quick to let 

out ‘‘told you so” when things go wrong. This personality always sees the 

down side of any situation.

Tips when handling a negative Ned/Nancy personality:

•	 Stay positive, but stay realistic.

•	 Avoid trying to simply find a solution since they will dismiss them.

•	 Stick with the facts.



29Understanding and managing Office Politics for managers

•	 Avoid arguing with them or trying to correct them.

Practical Illustration

Matthew has just partnered with his co-manager Zach and has started 

handing out assignments that need to be completed. Matthew started 

to notice that Zach was very rigid on the job and made little effort to 

become friendly with their team members. He was quick to downplay the 

employees but not to offer any solutions that may help. A few months 

later Zach approached Matthew and revealed that he wanted to look for 

another job. He didn’t feel welcome in the office and felt the rest of the 

team was too unfriendly. Matthew began to feel as though Zach was a 

Negative Ned personality type and it was hurting his performance in the 

office.

He spoke with Zach personally about what he would like to see and went 

over the facts of how the office could benefit from him. He addressed 

Zach’s concerns but stayed realistic. Zach stayed with the department 

for a few months longer, but eventually transferred out. Matthew sent a 

request to human resources to add a simple personality quiz to applicants 

that apply for his department, whether for team member or management.



One’s personality can be 
understood from the people 

they mingle with.
K a z i  S h a m s
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C h a p t e r  F i v e

Office  
Personalities (II)
As we’ve stated, every employee is unique and brings his own personality 

to the office. Some of these personalities can have negative effects not 

only on fellow coworkers and management, but even the whole office. 

Here we discuss more personality types a manager could encounter and 

ways to handle them in the workplace.

Information Keeper

Information keepers are similar to know-it-alls, except that they tend to 

keep the information to themselves, rather than blasting it all over the 

office. Their power comes from within, in which they know the information 

needed and wait for others to seek them out. They thrive on gathering 

information on all subjects and departments, even if they are not an active 

part of it.

Tips when handling an information keeper personality:

•	 Realize it’s alright to ask for their help, but don’t let them control 

the situation.

•	 Don’t try to correct them or get them to change their mind.
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•	 Stick to the topic at hand – don’t wander into other categories.

•	 Don’t try to compete with them.

Know-It-All

The know-it-all is the person in the office that is very skilled in their area 

and makes a great expert on the subject, but makes a poor coworker. 

Whether you’ve asked for their help or not, they are more than willing to 

show off what they know and what they can do. Their arrogance can 

make them hard to work with, but their expertise is a key asset to the 

office.

Tips when handling a know-it-all personality:

•	 Keep them focused on the task or information needed.

•	 Don’t be afraid to ask for their help, but keep it work related.

•	 Avoid trying to compete with them.

•	 Don’t argue or correct them if something is incorrect. Offer to 

speak with them privately.

The Apple - Polisher

There are often many names for the apple-polisher type – such as boss’s 

pet, brown-noser, or frankly just the office ‘suck up’. Since they fear 

rejection, an apple polisher will be overly nice and polite to feel accepted. 

They love to give praise since they think it gets them ahead. They always 

volunteer for projects, even if it hasn’t been asked yet. They usually put 
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their relationship with the manager above their relationship with their 

peers, which can make then unlikable in the workplace. In extreme cases, 

the apple-polisher can become a ‘snitch’ if they feel it would put them on 

the good side of management.

Tips when handling an apple-polisher personality:

•	 Always speak with this person in private.

•	 Find what the employee really needs – not just what they are 

willing to take.

•	 Avoid giving flat out rejection.

•	 Thank them for their effort and willingness to help, but remind 

them they don’t have to do it all to be a great team member.

Nosey Neighbor

The nosey neighbor type is the one in the office that always wants to 

know everyone else’s business. They constantly ask personal questions 

and can appear in your office several times a day. While this employee 

can be annoying, they often believe they are just being helpful or even 

friendly. It is not easy to deflect this type of person since if they are not 

handled with care, they can intensify and try harder to become closer.

Tips when handling a nosey neighbor personality:

•	 Answer their prying questions with as few facts as needed.

•	 Remain friendly but don’t feed into their need for information.
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•	 Avoid talking about your personal life at work.

•	 When asked personal questions, try to shift their focus back to 

work related matters.

Practical Illustration

Jeremy has been recently assigned to the marketing department of his 

firm. His first few weeks on the job, he was greeted by Stephanie, one 

of his employees. She followed him around the office, offered to pitch 

in on numerous projects, and she praised him on every subject, from 

his choice of suits to the lunch he brought that day. He noticed that she 

wasn’t very popular with some of the other employees and was often on 

the outside of the loop. Jeremy became concerned and spoke with some 

of the other managers. She was the manager’s pet and usually did what 

she could to get in their good graces. Her behavior wasn’t anything new.

Jeremy then made it a point to thank Stephanie for volunteering to help, 

but told her he wanted her committed to just a few projects rather than a 

number of them. He didn’t turn her down for helping or other advances, 

but tried to keep her comments and suggestions work related. He also 

held more team meeting to help Stephanie work more with her other 

team members, rather than doing it all solo. Stephanie’s performance 

improved some, but she was still stretched over several projects at a 

time. While she made more friends in the office, her main objective still 

seemed to only please her managers.



Believe in yourself and 
there will come a day when 
others will have no choice 
but to believe with you.

C y n t h i a  K e r s e y
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C h a p t e r  S i x

Getting Support 
for Your Projects
Sometimes it can seem hard to gain support behind your office projects, 

but don’t throw in the towel so early. Some of the key aspects of gaining 

support are building relationships with the staff, making allies that can 

give you a boost, and not being afraid to show others what you have to 

offer. Using honest and ‘good’ politics cannot only gain support for any 

project you may be carrying, but will propel your career forward without 

burning bridges behind you.

Gain Trust Through Honesty

A manager that instills confidence and mutual trust creates an office 

environment that holds to high standards and clear ethics. Although 

office politics can make some people think of terms like deception and 

trickery. Keep in mind that honesty and trust will provide a more powerful 

and lasting benefit to the employee and propel their career further. Don’t 

lie or cover up recent mistakes you might have made. Be open about 

steps you’ve had to take to correct situations. When asked for statistics 

or reports for your project, offer them freely. It’s important to build trusting 

relationships that people can depend on to gain support over time. 

Relationships built on dishonesty and misguidances do not hold up.
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Helpful tips:

•	 Be polite an honest with coworkers.

•	 Be open with others and don’t be afraid to ‘tell it like it is” rather 

than beat around the bush.

•	 Don’t use deception and lies, or ‘bad’ politics to get ahead.

Be Assertive

Being assertive can often be misconstrued as being mean or just being 

a jerk. But belittling, intimidating or trying to control those that could very 

well help you will cause trouble in the office and will cause you to lose 

others’ respect. Being assertive requires one to be confident without 

being aggressive. Don’t be afraid to say what you want or need, and as 

long you do it tactfully and respectfully. If your answer is no, don’t give up 

right away. Regroup and rethink what you need to do in order to go for 

your goal.

Helpful tips:

•	 Be confident, but not arrogant.

•	 Don’t be afraid of rejection or criticism.

•	 State what you want or intend to gain. Don’t beat around the 

bush or use smoke and mirrors.
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Blow Your Own Horn

One of the best ways to gain support for your cause is to let others 

know what you have accomplished or what you can bring to the table 

in the future. Be cautious of the fine line between blowing your horn and 

downright bragging or being boastful. When speaking with those who 

can potentially give the support you need, subtly add in some of your 

recent successes or a good comment made on your last evaluation. 

Once they see your value and potential, you will have more people on 

your side next time you present your case in a staff meeting. Keep your 

comments truthful and realistic. Be sure not to just make up great things 

to say – those that want to back you will most likely check their facts first.

Make Allies

Don’t underestimate the power and value of having allies not only in your 

department, but other departments as well. To win them over, take time 

to learn how you can help and contribute with your time. Staying on good 

terms with different department heads can put you right in the middle 

of the networking movement in the company, and allow you to tap into 

every department when needed. This also allows you to not only build 

credibility, but strong office alliances that will prove very helpful.

Helpful tips:

•	 Alliances are not built overnight. Be committed.

•	 Offer your time to help other departments and managers. If you 

want them to do it for you, be willing to do it for them.
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•	 Don’t underestimate the little guys. Many alliances start small.

Practical Illustration

Cheryl recently started the hospital benefit card membership drive, which 

requires a lot of incoming and outgoing mail, as well as data entry. She 

realizes she will need three more employees to keep up with the demand 

during this busy time. She went to her immediate supervisor, George, 

whom she has recently completed several other projects with. When she 

spoke with him, she didn’t inflate any of her numbers and told him flat out 

what she needed. Cheryl told him the facts of the drive and presented a 

list of statistics. When he was initially skeptic, Cheryl was assertive and 

stated how not only she, but the department needed the help. George 

finally agreed and granted Cheryl three temporary employees to aide in 

the extra work.



We would have so much 
peace if we would not busy 
ourselves with the sayings 

and doings of others.
T h o m a s  A .  K e m p i s
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C h a p t e r  S e v e n

Conflict 
Resolution
While conflict is bound to happen in any office, managers are still 

responsible for creating a work environment that allows its employees to 

work comfortably together without fear or hostility. Cliques, disagreements, 

and plain arguments can develop which can affect the entire office. As a 

manager, it is your responsibility to identify these conflicts and make sure 

they are resolved as soon as possible.

The Importance of Forgiveness

Conflict causes stress and emotional pain. Once a conflict has been 

resolved, it is important to forgive all parties involved. Those who do not 

forgive can be caught in a circle of anger and resentment, affecting not 

only their work performance, but others as well. Forgiveness allows a 

person to let go of the blame and pain and feel the weight come off of 

their shoulders.

Forgiveness benefits:

•	 Enables one to feel more empathy toward the other party.

•	 Provides the parties to repair any damage to their relationship.
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•	 Allows employee(s) to feel less like a victim and more of an active 

role in the resolution.

Neutralizing Emotions

When a manager attempts to ignore or push aside emotions in a conflict, 

it can not only make the original conflict worse, and it makes the manager 

part of the conflict as well. The negative emotions are soon pointed 

at the manager and can create more problems than intended. In any 

case, before a conflict can begin to be resolved, the manager must first 

neutralize the emotions. Once this is done, the problem can be looked at 

objectively and settled more calmly.

Tips on handling emotions:

•	 Remind the employee(s) of their positive attributes, which draws 

attention away from the negative emotions.

•	 Offer solutions you can personally provide, such a change in 

assignments, or a one-on-one meeting.

•	 Above all, acknowledge the parties’ feelings. Some employees 

just want to be heard.

The Benefits of a Resolution

Resolving a conflict can make any work environment feel powerful. 

Employees feel as though they can go on about their day rather than 

feel the stress of conflict and arguments. Although, conflict can never be 
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eliminated from the office, employees and managers can learn how to 

manage conflict and keep these frustrating instances to a minimum.

Common benefits of resolving conflicts:

•	 Requires the employee(s) to take ownership in their own actions

•	 Allows people to listen to each other and consider different point 

of views.

•	 Enables employees to play a part in their own resolution, rather 

than being done completely by management.

The Agreement Frame

The Agreement Frame is used to explain the employee’s viewpoint during 

a conflict in a firm way, without offending the other party and without 

demeaning their own position. The Agreement Frame is meant to 

encourage open discussion and conversation between all parties involved. 

Employees should start the conversation with “I agree…and…” I 

appreciate…and…”, “I respect…and…”, “I believe…and…” or even “I 

think…and…” These phrases allow the employee to acknowledge how 

the other party is feeling but also lets them interject with their own opinions 

as well. When used correctly, the Agreement Frame can be a great tool 

for resolving any conflict.

Remember:

•	 Allow both parties to speak and encourage using the previous 

key phrases.
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•	 Make employees focus on what they want in the solution

•	 Using words such as “but”, “although”, “however”, “nonetheless”, 

etc. are negative adverbs and can distract from the final solution. 

Avoid using them while employees are speaking.

Practical Illustration

Justin is speaking with two employees, Robert and Susan, who have 

been arguing in the office for several days. He is unsure what the conflict 

is about, but he is determined to end it before it affects other employees. 

Justin pulls them into his office and speaks with them about the problem. 

He discovers that they are arguing over the current workload and are 

blaming each other for their slack. He allows each person to talk and 

express how they feel and then reminded them that they are great assets 

to the office. Once Justin has neutralized the emotions, Robert and Susan 

were able to talk about the problem calmly, and found a way to divide 

the workload evenly. Now that they were able to resolve the conflict, they 

were able to work better together and with their other coworkers.



Ethics is knowing the 
difference between what 

you have a right to do and 
what is right to do.
P o t t e r  S t e w a r t
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C h a p t e r  E i g h t

Ethics
Ethics is a set of standards used to judge from right and wrong. In the 

workplace, it can refer to the act of fair competition, acting honestly and 

treating coworkers and management respectively. Every day managers 

will need to make ethical decisions that will affect their employees as 

well as themselves. That’s why it is very important that the manager 

understands their company’s ethical obligations so that they can not only 

meet the requirements set forth, but to also display appropriate behavior 

for their employees and coworkers.

Benefits of an Ethical Environment

An office that creates an ethical environment is an office where employees 

can feel safe and trusted. Employees that work in this type of environment 

are proven to work harder and increase productivity over time. When 

workers know they’re management follows a code of ethics, they are 

more inclined to go above and beyond for them and excel in their work.

Additional benefits:

•	 Enables open communications between management and 

employees.

•	 Employees are more likely to report misconduct.
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Lead by Example

Since good ethics are first noticed at the top, management must lead 

by example. Employees may sit through seminars or see a poster in the 

break room about good ethics, but they are truly learning ethics from the 

people that surround them, including management. So as a key tool in 

this learning process, it is important that, as a manager, you are up to 

speed on the company’s code of ethics and how to carry them out.

Remember:

•	 Managers are to uphold the ethical standards for the entire 

company.

•	 Employees look to you for guidance. Give them an example worth 

following.

Ensuring Ethical Behavior

Now that you are leading your employees by example in your ethical 

behavior, how do you ensure the ethical behavior in others? Many 

companies use various types of ways to first instill their ethics and then 

ensuring they are carried out, such as training programs or handbooks. 

Some use bribes and rewards that are given when good ethical behavior 

is seen. The opposite method is also used, in which employees are quickly 

disciplined when they display unethical behavior. This effect is normally 

done in a semi-private way to ‘make an example’ of the employee and 

discourages others from committing the same act or acts. Both methods 

should be used with caution, since they can actually lead to unethical 
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behavior. As a manager, it is up to you as to how you can effectively 

ensure ethical behavior in your workplace.

Example methods:

•	 Reward programs

•	 Discipline plans

•	 Training sessions – including posters, handbooks and manuals

Addressing Unethical Behavior

Unethical behavior is never fun to catch. One of the main problems after 

witnessing such behavior is how to address it properly so that the behavior 

can be corrected. Employees can have a hard time exposing unethical 

behavior if it is not clearly defined or runs a risk or retaliation of some 

sort. Managers can face the same problems at times, so it is best for the 

company to create some sort of policy or procedure on how to report 

any witnessed behavior. With clear instructions outlined, employees and 

managers don’t have to hesitate reporting the unethical behavior.

Key points to addressing the unethical behavior:

•	 Speak directly with the employee, preferably in private.

•	 Use empathy and understanding, but remain firm that the behavior 

was inappropriate.

•	 Adhere to the company policy and the consequences stated.
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•	 Carry out such consequences and remind the employee (if still in 

your employ) that this type of behavior is unacceptable.

Practical Illustration

Jacob was reviewing the employee expense accounts and noticed that 

one of the employees, Janet, has overdrawn her account several times 

recently. The items were not business related and were very expensive. 

Jacob knew he had instructed all of his employees not to use their 

company accounts for personal use and if they did so then they could 

face termination. He spoke with Janet privately and discussed what he 

had recently found. Janet tried to explain that she did nothing wrong 

since she always paid back the accounts before the end of the month. 

Jacob restated the company policy that stated where employees are not 

to use the accounts for personal use. He was forced to terminate Janet, 

based on her unethical behavior and inability to adhere to company policy. 

Although she was a popular agent in the office, Jacob knew his decision 

was correct and hopefully would encourage others to make better ethical 

decisions in the office.



Talent wins games, but 
teamwork and intelligence 

win championships.
M i c h a e l  J o r d a n
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C h a p t e r  N i n e

You Are Not  
an Island
Sometimes, as a manager, we can feel like we are on our own little island 

doing our job as intended. But don’t forget to look up and see your team 

of employees that are there to work for and with you, as well as partners 

in upper management. No one can manage everything by themselves, 

and will need to reach out from time to time. Sometimes we find that we 

may need to reach out to those we’ve just met, or even someone we 

thought we’d left behind.

Never Burn a Bridge

Whether you left another company to come to this one or you are moving 

departments, there is always a bridge behind you that is moving you 

forward. Our natural instinct is to let out our frustrations on the people you 

no longer have to see, but burning that bridge behind you won’t erase the 

past and could harm your future. You never know when or where you’ll 

need to face the company or person again. You’ll want to ensure if you 

do meet again or if you ever need their assistance (a reference perhaps), 

that you’ll be in their favor.
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Tips:

•	 Leave with notice, if possible.

•	 Do not leave in anger – keep all negative comments and frustrations 

to yourself.

•	 Thank the manager or HR for your time at the company. They 

will remember your gracious attitude when they are called for a 

reference.

Take the High Road

“Taking the high road” simply means to make a decision based on moral, 

or to act ethically. When faced with a difficult decision, the manager 

should ‘take the high road’ to either resolve the problem or correct what 

they might have done wrong. The key to doing this is to have certain 

boundaries and use them when needed. Acknowledge the position 

someone else may hold, even if you do not like it or agree with them, 

and then use your boundaries to express your side with being negative 

or unethical. Even if the situation is not any better, it certainly did not get 

worse.

Helpful tips:

•	 Take a deep breath and think about what should be done, rather 

than what is currently being done.

•	 Think about the kind of person you want to exhibit to those around 

you – show it in your actions.
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•	 Remember that we all have disagreements and make mistakes. 

How would you want the other person to treat you in you were in 

their shoes?

Trust is a Two-Way Street

Employees want to trust their manager and depend on them for their 

needs at work. It is important for the manager to build trust between 

themselves and their employees, especially since this may help repair any 

trust deficiencies made somewhere else. When managers show trust in 

their employees and believe in their hard work, employees will continue to 

strive to do well for their managers and show their trust in return.

Tips to help build trust:

•	 Show confidence in your employees.

•	 Be honest and tell the truth, even if it makes you look bad or puts 

you at a disadvantage.

•	 Demonstrate that your words are consistent with your actions – 

make due on your promises.

Don’t Hide in Your Office

Office employees count on their managers to be leaders and want to know 

that they are there to face tough office situation when they arise. Some 

managers try to find the benefit of staying in their office, perhaps to gain 

focus or ignore non-office related chatter, but in reality it is actually hurting 

the team they are trying to focus on. When the manager spends most of 
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their time behind a closed door, employees begin to feel neglected and 

can start to resent their manager. Make it a point to come out of the office 

and speak with your employees and how they are doing on the job. Your 

employees will respect you more as a coworker and an ally then the stuffy 

manager that hides behind closed doors.

Practical Illustration

Lynne was managing a customer service call center and often retreated to 

her office to escape the noise and chatter. She rarely interacted with her 

employees, unless it was time for their evaluation or a notice of discipline. 

Her employees began to resent her and wouldn’t come to her with their 

questions or problems. When the productivity reports came in, Lynne 

realized her departments numbers were steadily dropping, and there were 

talks of possible layoffs. Lynne immediately spoke with her supervisor 

and explained that she was not managing the group of employees as 

best as she could, and took personal responsibility for most of the drops 

in numbers. After that, Lynne made it a point to frequently speak with 

her employees and answer any of their concerns that popped up. Since 

the employees had more contact with their manager, they were able to 

perform better and were able to raise their productivity in no time.



Naturally, business and 
pleasure can be readily 
combined, but a certain 

balance should exist.
F r e d r i k  B a j e r
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C h a p t e r  T e n

Social Events 
Outside of Work
While socializing outside of work can generally sound like a great idea 

(the team that plays together stays together), there comes a time when 

employees and managers should respect each other’s boundaries and 

know when to spend time apart. Also, employees and managers must 

spend some time away from the stress and hustle of the office and should 

not take their job with them when they go out.

How to Decline Politely

Managers can’t, or don’t want, to necessarily attend social events with 

their employees, whether it’s because of the late nights, difference of 

interests or simply a lack of time. Even though there is nothing wrong 

with this, it is important to offer a polite decline rather than just giving 

your employees the cold shoulder. When asked to attend an event or 

gathering, thank the person for the invitation and simply state that you 

cannot attend for whatever reason. The employees may laugh or mock 

it a little at first, but they will grow to respect you and your reasoning. To 

avoid losing touch with them altogether, you can plan and offer your own 

events to invite your coworkers to that are more your style or that can fit 

into your schedule. It won’t keep them from doing their own thing, but 
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it does allow the chance for them to spend time with you and socialize 

outside of work.

Common reasons to decline a social event:

•	 Family responsibilities

•	 Lack of time/schedule permitting

•	 Lack or difference of interests

Rules When Attending

When a group from the office is planning to get together outside of the 

workplace setting, it is always best to instill a set of spoken or even 

unspoken boundaries. Things such as client information or personal 

employee information should not be brought to the table. If time permits, 

gather the group before and discuss what sort of boundaries need to be 

set, whether personal or professional.

Common rules and boundaries set:

•	 No talking about the office (client, salaries, assignments, 

coworkers).

•	 Pictures should be kept to a minimum and not posted on a social 

networking site without the subject permission.

•	 The event does not prevent the employee from coming to work 

the next day.
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Meeting New People

When meeting new people outside of work, things can either feel natural 

or turn awkward real fast. Sometimes we’re unsure of ourselves outside 

of work and are unsure of the identity we put out there. After all, out here 

you’re not just the manager and coworker; you’re Joe/Bob/Susan/Anne, 

etc.

Situations like these can go back to our grade school days and remember 

how you made new friends, plain and simple:

•	 Approach people calmly and say something about yourself. Ask 

them to return the favor.

•	 Keep introductions short. They don’t need to know your entire 

resume in one conversation.

•	 If you encounter someone who is rude or being a jerk, smile 

politely and simply move on.

Conversation Dos and Don’ts

One of the general social event rules is to have an understood list of 

topics that should not be discussed when out with colleagues. As stated 

before, information such as company client list or employee salaries 

should rank high on the do not discuss list. Other topics can include 

employee evaluations or assignments, office meetings or even other 

coworkers. Some offices choose to just eliminate office talk altogether. 

You can’t control what employees talk about when they are out, but you 
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can influence the conversation at the events you choose to attend. Let 

your group know what subjects are off limits or would be inappropriate. 

Clarify any misunderstandings before they have a chance to rise.

Practical Illustration

Alex is a manager of a health information unit in the hospital where they 

keep patient records. He normally didn’t go out much with his employees 

outside of work, although they have invited him numerous times. Alex 

always gave a polite decline since he had a new baby at home and usually 

had to go home right after work. Within a few weeks, Alex announced he 

was having a group gathering at his home to celebrate his anniversary. 

He invited his coworkers, whom he normally doesn’t get to see outside of 

work. Before the party, Alex spoke privately with his coworkers and asked 

to keep all business matters at work. He didn’t want guests discussing 

patient information or stressful assignments. His coworkers agreed. Alex 

and his team of employees were able to finally get together and meet the 

other side of them that they don’t get to see behind closed doors at work.



Nothing worthwhile comes 
easily. Work, continuous 

work and hard work is the 
only way to accomplish 

results that last.
H a m i l t o n  H o l t
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Closing Thoughts
•	 James Charlton: Don’t waste time learning the “tricks of the 

trade.” Instead, learn the trade.

•	 Niccolo Machiavelli: It is not titles that honor men, but men that 

honor titles.

•	 Brian Tracy: The way you give your name to others is a measure 

of how much you like and respect yourself.
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