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	Abstract (Document Summary)

	The fate of the information profession rests upon its ability to participate actively in the corporation, and that includes playing corporate politics. To best serve the corporation, the information organization must approach its strategic goals and visibility as aggressively as it pursues data. Corporate politics is really nothing more than figuring out how the organization works, becoming part of the group that makes it happen, and then using that understanding to help achieve the overall goals of the corporation. Information professionals can use corporate politics to their advantage by: 1. developing a clear understanding of how the information center benefits the organization, 2. figuring out what the political structure is, 3. learning how to become part of the loop and how to stay there, 4. finding the people in the organization most likely to help, and 5. determining what can be done to increase the information center's perceived value to the corporation. Of particular importance are business plans.
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We would all like to claim that "...politics doesn't exist at my company." However, human nature, being what it is, will always breed a certain amount of politics, intrigue, and alliances. While it isn't something that you want to foster, corporate politics is something that you should learn to live with and learn to use constructively.

Why? Simply put, the fate of the information profession rests upon its ability to participate actively in the corporation--and that includes playing corporate politics. It is common knowledge that in today's reality of budget constraints, the information organization and its professionals are vulnerable.

To survive, the role of the information center must be redefined from one of reaction to pro-action. The use of marketing plans and other high visibility measures will ensure that the information center provides the corporation with a much-needed--and recognized-utility. For many information professionals, this means not only learning a new skill, but also projecting their organization and themselves differently. As a start, we need to understand that corporations view information resources differently than do information managers. The corporation measures information as a commodity, rather than as an inherently "good" thing.

In the past, librarians have not mastered political and public relations skills to create and maintain a positive image of their own essentiality and importance. More aggressive players often "take over" the research results that information specialists produce. Bypassing the library and claiming the output as their own, they deprive the information center of due credit and perceived value.

To best serve the corporation, the information organization must approach its strategic goals and visibility as aggressively as it pursues data.

USE THE SYSTEM--MAKE IT WORK FOR YOU

So where does corporate politics fit in? Corporate politics is really nothing more than figuring out how your organization works, becoming part of the group that makes it happen, and then using your understanding to help achieve the overall goals of the corporation.

It means dealing with the fact that everyone else views you as a cost center--and an expensive cost center at that. You may not be able to transform yourself into a profit center, but you at least need to make them see you as an essential cost center-like, say, the payroll department. Did you ever hear anyone suggest that function be eliminated?

How do you use corporate politics? Broken into specifics, this means:

* developing a clear understanding of how the information center benefits the organization

* figuring out what the political structure is (who's really running things?)

* learning how to become part of the "loop," and how to stay there

* finding the people in the organization most likely to help you

* determining what you can do to increase your perceived value to the corporation

These are all steps in "merging" the information center into the existing corporate political structure with the aim of making it a valued and indispensable department.

How do you develop a clear understanding of how the information center benefits the organization? While this might seem obvious to you, be sure you have it firmly in mind so that you can effectively articulate it to others. You must be able to absolutely convince others of your value to the company.

Saying things like "We're a resource to the other departments and provide them with information," are nice platitudes. Big deal--you're only a resource if others perceive you as a resource and want the information that you provide.

The value of the information center has to be linked to the objectives of the complete corporation. For example, if your organization is in a high-tech industry, you may want to be able to find leading indicators on competitors' strategies. This might mean scanning for early patent filings in foreign countries. On the other hand, a research or consulting firm may require broader access to more esoteric data.

WHO'S IN CHARGE HERE?

Once you have clearly defined your value to the company, the next step is determining who's really in charge. Figuring out the unofficial organization is probably the most important part of your objective. Whether you're located at corporate headquarters or at a subsidiary office, get a copy of the organizational chart for the "ruling body."

Now, for those of you who have just said, "What on earth do I care about how many vice chairmen report to the chairman or who the executive vice presidents are? My reporting relationship is at least six levels removed from those people..." let me say this: What if one of those individuals believed in the vital utility of the library? Wouldn't you feel just a tiny bit more secure at annual budget time? And making the library and its resources known at the highest echelons is a lot easier than you might think.

Now, back to the organizational chart. This is the starting point--learn it, starting at the very top! Then be prepared to modify it into the "unofficial" chart. As you'll quickly figure out, just because someone's name is listed near the top doesn't mean they are "in the loop." I once was at an organization where there were four "assistant to" positions: one to the chairman, one to each of the two vice chairmen, and one to the president. Only the president's assistant and one of the vice chairman's regularly attended important meetings. The other two--despite their titles--were typically relegated to representing the chairman at the latest charity luncheon the corporation sponsored.

The way you figure out who's in, who's out isn't much different from figuring out trends in everyday life: read, listen, and observe. Read anything and everything that the public relations department puts out, read the company newspaper avidly--and listen to and observe other managers and executives around you. Pretty soon, a picture will emerge and it will become apparent whose names repeatedly pop up in connection with the "important" topics. These are the people that ultimately affect you and your department. Your goal is to make them affect you in a positive way.

DO SOMETHING!!

How do you do that? Well, they have to know you in order to have a positive opinion about you so: do something for them. Let's go back to our "assistant to" positions. If there aren't any of these in your organization, there's probably a vice president level or people who act as right-hand men and women to the more senior people. Make a fifteen minute appointment with one to meet about something very specific.

For example, you might acquaint them with the clipping service you can electronically provide on such and such a topic. Or you can provide follow-up data on the recent speech that they or their boss gave or inquire what, if any, data they need for the upcoming long-range plans that are due in two months. If you get an answer like, "All the data I need is being assembled in the Strategic Planning Department," you can then go to that department head and say, "I just spoke with so and so who indicated that...." You get the idea.

When you think about it, you'll find lots of opportunities to introduce yourself at the senior levels. If your first few attempts are brushed off, don't give up. Not everyone in the world is friendly and open and willing to talk. Some are rude and obnoxious and some are just plain too busy. In a big corporation, you'll find all types; just keep politely trying until you make one new contact.

Now, we've made a good stab at figuring out who really runs the organization and we've worked on a couple of ideas about how to approach them. Who else might we talk with to form a working relationship?

We've already mentioned the strategic planning group. How about the economics department? Depending on your industry, this could be a key department or it could be buried in planning or the marketing department. In either case, a liaison there could be rewarding.

The public relations department and the executive speech writers should already be some of your key clients. If advertising is in a separate department, they may have a need in tracking the effectiveness of a new ad campaign. If the outside ad agency has already volunteered to do it, suggest that you might be able to do it more cheaply, or that it might make sense to provide a second, more independent assessment.

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO?

Here's one you may not have thought of--the purchasing department. If it is heavily dependent on one or two companies for key equipment, it may be interested in an occasional update on the health of these companies. It may also welcome some leads on possible alternative sources.

The investment department is usually very well-connected in terms of the information it needs and can obtain. Instead, its needs might be in the area of assistance in organizing or assembling data into meaningful information. Is worth a try!

Not enough? Here are two more. The investor or shareholder relations officer is always interested in competitive and market data, to be able to respond intelligently to investor queries. I know--I used to be one... which may very well be where my love affair with information systems began! Incidentally, the competitive data that is useful to the investor relations officer is probably also useful to the strategic planners in the company.

Then there's the corporate foundation. This could turn out to be your gold mine in terms of getting connected since this is where the very senior people work on their pet projects. Providing information to the foundation's administrator will sooner or later put you in touch with one of the senior people and then, you can take it from there.

In all these suggestions, you want to be sure you work within the hierarchical organization (or chain of command) to avoid trouble--but you don't have to let it constrain you. Given that you're an information center, you have the advantage of being able to work around some of the usual organizational barriers.

For example, find out who the president or chairman's secretary is and go to see him or her. In my experience, someone usually prepares a daily briefing of important news for the senior people. The secretary can tell you who prepares this. If one isn't being done, you can discuss whether it would be something of value for you to prepare. You might say that you're trying to improve the service your department provides to the organization and are open to suggestions. Some executive secretaries have much more control and influence than most people think. Even if nothing develops right away, you will have made a very useful contact.

GIVE A TALK, WRITE A STORY

OK, you've figured out who the key people are and you've made a few contacts, what else can you do? Find out what is presently considered one of the hot topics, do some research on it, and schedule a briefing. Some companies schedule what they call "brown bag lunches"--open invitations over the lunch hour to hear speakers; perhaps that might be a suitable setting.

Consider publishing a newsletter with your own logo. It doesn't need to be long--one page will do-and it doesn't even need to be on a regular basis. Use it as a means of periodically sharing something of interest with the employees. When readers start asking you when the next one is due, you know you're making progress.

If the company publishes a company paper, contribute a story. Editors are often looking for news ideas about what's happening around the corporation and will appreciate your interest and your help. It can work both ways, too: they could become a source of continuing research for you.

Now that we've scoped out the organization and developed some new prospects, it's time to put it together into a cohesive whole--a business plan.

If you have never done one or if your plan is a footnote in a more senior person's plan, do not let another business plan season go by without producing one for your department. If you are not the head of the department, then do it for your area of responsibility and volunteer to assist your boss to write one for the department

BUSINESS PLANS: DEPARTMENT "JOB" INTERVIEWS

Oh, oh! I can almost hear the groans from some of you. "I hate doing business plans; nobody pays any attention to them once they're written. It's just so much garbage-strictly form over substance." Well, I won't argue with you. Most people do hate to write business plans, and yes, they're mostly ignored once they've been turned in, presented, and approved. I'm not even going to argue about the fact that they generally contain a healthy dose of form over substance.

But think about this. When you go for a job interview, do you take a bath that morning and put on clean clothes, or do you show up like you've just returned from a three-week camping trip and forgot your toothbrush? Even if your IQ is 200, your chances of a favorable impression are greatly reduced if you show up in the latter attire.

Think of business plans as your department's once-a-year job interview, and the result is the size of your annual budget. You can bet your most treasured book that the successful departments in your organization produce first-rate plans.

"Well, OK," you say, "but I don't know how to write one." Not a problem! Here's what you do. Go to the planning department and ask for some or all of the following:

* the company's guidelines for what should be included in the annual and five-year business plan.

* a copy of last year's company plan

* a copy of what it considers the best departmental business plan

If the last two are confidential, ask who wrote the plans, then go talk to them. They will be flattered to discover that their writing skills are so well thought of that someone wants pointers from them, and should be very willing to help.

As for the financial section of the plan, if you truly dread anything with numbers in it, then get someone from the budget or financial department to work with you. You need to understand not only what goes in this section, but how it should be presented to improve its chances of being approved.

I've left the touchiest subject till last: your appearance. Look at the senior people and see what image they project. If the women are wearing slacks and the men are wearing sports coats, and that's the way you dress, you're all set. But if their attire is more formal, then you might want to rethink how you dress at work. To belong to a group, you have to look like you belong. The only people who can afford to flaunt this bit of politics are the ones who have already "made it" and to whom it doesn't matter any more.

ONE STEP AT A TIME

"This is all very nice and some of it may even actually bring results, but I can barely keep up with my current workload. You've just suggested 48,000 other things for me to do plus get a new wardrobe! Are you for real??!!" I admit this may all seem like a lot, but no one is suggesting that you attempt everything at once. And I certainly don't expect you to go out and replace your existing wardrobe.

All of this is simply food for thought. Pick and choose what fits your situation, and try one thing first and see how it goes. When you're making a new clothing purchase, consider how the item fits in with how you've decided you want to project yourself.

As the old saying goes, "Rome wasn't built in a day." Likewise, your new pro-active understanding of corporate politics won't take root

overnight. Like anything else it takes time, but it's better to start sooner rather than later because, sadly for some, you may not have a chance later.

Instead of wondering about your destiny, you should be in a position to influence it. We don't always get what we want, but if we can at least express our ideas to the people who make the decisions, we have a greater chance for control.

Remember: Only those who understand the rules of the game will be able to move to the next square. Hopefully, now you have some insights into what the rules are, how they work, and how to use them. The rest is up to you. Good luck!
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