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The Fundamentals of Organizational
Politics: How to Get a Job and Keep a Job
for Students, Interns, and Young Professionals (The Things They Don't Teach You in
School)
Keith Calhoun-Senghor, Munich*
This article is adapted from the upcoming book "The Fundamentals of Organizational Politics: How to Get a Job
and Keep a Job for Students, Interns, and Youg Professionals (The Things They Don't Teach You in School)" by Keith
Calhoun-Senghor. All rights reserved. This article does not
provide legal advice and should not be interpreted or used
as such.
-

place that set the trajectory for the availability of commercial satellite imagery, the commercial use of GPS location
and timing data, international space launch trade agreements, the licensing of commercial spaceports, and rules
for a new generation of commercial launch vehicles and
space tourism. The decisions made during that period laid
the policy groundwork for the commercial New Space era
we are seeing today.

“Schlüs-

The goal of the interagency process was to arrive at a consensus on what the US government position should be on

portance of mastering key skills they don’t teach you in
school, such as:

keen understanding of organizational politics were critical
to being effective in such an environment.

•

Successfully navigating the organizational politics of

•
•

Developing your own personal presentation style
Honing your cocktail conversation and elevator pitch
skills

merce Department on matters involving commercial space
ings with representatives from the Defense Department,
the State Department, the Department of Transportation,
NASA, NOAA, the U.S. Trade Representative, Treasury,
and the White House, along with other agencies depending
on the issue.
*
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management, brilliant use of language and argumentation,

in organizational politics, communications skills, and presentation styles.
historic role in space, the prestige of their principal, and/
or the size of their budgets. Nevertheless, policy decisions
suade others in the room.
This is where your style and understanding of organizational politics paid off.
-

of international contracts and regulatory and compliance issues. He
area of commercial space policy and is a graduate of Harvard Uniand was a Fulbright Scholar at the University of Bonn, Germany.

their actual interests in a given issue due to their style of
presentation.
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pened in the meeting and the dynamics in the room. As
that it would be a good idea if someone wrote a short, bament employees describing succinctly what they needed
stopped and jotted down a few notes, then went back to
time, Secretary Ron Brown.

helpful to law school interns and summer associates try-

thought it could be a real service to young professionals

-

deserves particular attention.
Below are a few tips worth noting.

A. To be Successful, You Must Master the
Internal Politics of Your Organization
Your talent alone simply is not enough to ensure your success in most organizations you will work for. This is because most organizations are not meritocracies. You also
must master the politics of that organization to be successful.
Organizational politics are the dynamics, processes, and
techniques by which power is sought, obtained, or lost
within a particular organization. This varies subtly from
organization to organization, since every organization has
its own particular culture and characteristics. However,
human interactions are surprisingly similar across history,
organizations, and cultures. Therefore, most of these lessons are very old, yet very relevant, to today’s job market.
When you think about politics, think about dealing with
won’t go far wrong.

and-coming German law students had little idea of the
practical political skills necessary for them to succeed in

B. Style Matters

out my old notes, added a few new thoughts, and devoted
Style is critical in organizational politics. Substance is important, but you may never get to the substance of your
The class was a big hit.

is my book, "The Fundamentals of Organizational Politics:
Young Professionals (The Things They Don't Teach You in

ways, to very different effect. Your style communicates
unspoken messages to your audience that can be very powerful.
Style is important because it makes people want to listen
to what you have to say. An effective style must be honest
and personal to you. There is no right style, but if it’s inef-

The book is not an intellectual treatise on organizationcitations. This is simply real-world guidance written as
a short, practical, and brutally honest guide for students
to describe in simple terms important practical skills and
you need to master in organizations you will work for in Germany, the U.S., or virtually
anywhere else in the world.

tion, as well as memos and emails, are how things get done
in most organizations. The substance of your presentation
is always more important than how you deliver it, but poor
presentation style can obscure the message of your argument, making you far less effective.
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E. Constantly Improve Your Weaknesses
Most people know their weaknesses, but don’t work systematically to improve them.
the primary means of transmitting information up the pyrvive you and are what people will remember long after you
have gone.
people realize. You must know your facts cold. You must
present a succinct analysis of the situation. You must clearly address the problem and offer viable options for solving
it. And you must anticipate questions from your audience.
These skills will serve you well in any job you pursue. So
you might as well learn them now.

who has a weak backhand, later in the season they probably still will have a weak backhand. Most people don’t
think about eliminating weaknesses that their opponents
Don’t make that mistake. Honestly assess your weaknesses and systematically improve them. Turn your former
weaknesses into your major strengths.
major weaknesses, but one killer stroke. Very good players
have only one or two major weaknesses, but more than
one killer stroke. And the very best players have no major
weaknesses and several killer strokes (serve, backhand,

D. Develop Your Own Style (make who you
are work for you)
Starting early in your career, you must develop your own

Therefore, you want to work to have no major weaknesses
true to who you are. Otherwise, it will not work. People
can see immediately when you are not being yourself.
The goal is to develop an effective communications style
that is unique and authentic to you. This comes with prac-

you constantly work to identify and improve your weaknesses, you will be one of the few people who do.
ing are:

Start by constantly observing others and adopting styles

•

Public speaking skills

techniques that you like; keep what works, discard what
doesn’t. Over time you gradually will develop your own
unique style. But always be true to who you are.

•
•

Writing skills
Business development networking

An effective style allows you to present arguments in a
way that is convincing to others and makes them believe
you have more insight than they do on a particular topic,
language and style can help you captivate your audiences
and win the day.

Anything you believe could be a weakness or professional
liability should make your list and you should develop a
plan to systematically improve it.
Your goal should be to have no major weaknesses as you
make your way through your career. This is very doable if
you start now developing the habit of constantly working
to eliminate your weaknesses.

However, you must remain true to yourself. To successbrace who you are and, generally, others will embrace who
you are, too.

F. Hone Your Communication Skills
in any organization.

about adapting different styles.

Therefore, seek out opportunities to strengthen your written and verbal communication skills whenever you can.
the time to master them.
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Put yourself in situations where you will be forced to use
them and observe others who are good at them.

•

Public speaking opportunities

•
•
•

Formal dinner conversation
Debating or moot court competitions, and
Newspaper or journal articles or academic research

Please feel free to contact me should you have any questions.
You can read more about organizational politics and imCalhoun-Senghor.
Mr. Calhoun-Senghor can be reached at
k.calhoun-senghor@senghorandassociates.com.
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