Anything You Can Do, I Can Do Better!
    Smart Ways to Manage Up

Because I so often hear from people that they feel underutilized in their jobs, 

the results from the most recent Executive Quiz from Korn/Ferry International1 caught my attention. Nearly three-quarters (73%) of the survey respondents believe they could do a better job than their current boss even though they also believe the boss is doing a good job. My experience is it a natural human tendency to believe we can be a better boss, coach of the sports team, parent than our parents were, chair of the church council, etc……until we get there. Then we realize it is not as easy as it looked. 
If you have this belief about your boss, and your job, I encourage you to act on it. The way I suggest you act is to focus on how you can help make your boss look good. And, yourself more engaged on the job. This creates a win-win-win situation. The boss accomplishes what she wants and needs to do more quickly, effectively and easily than working on her own and you become known as a valuable team member. And, your organization reaps the benefits.
Each of us is unique due to our distinct personality, motivation for acting the ways we do, education, culture, experiences, etc. These mold our how we act and help develop our skills, strengths and perspectives. We may be better educated or more experienced in a particular area than our manager which means we may truly be able to do a better job than the boss in this area. Yet, we need to keep in mind that we are not always as aware of the big picture as our boss is. There may be budget constraints she has not shared with others. Or, an upcoming promotion, merger, acquisition, retirement, etc. that has been communicated thus far only to management. Shareholders may be placing limitations on certain activities in for-profit organizations. Or, a union may have policies that restrict what a boss can and cannot do. Before judging your boss as incompetent, or non-responsive, first give him the benefit of the doubt. And, offer your help rather than your criticism.
One way to create this win-win situation is to have the intent of making your boss look good. Talk with your manager about what she most likes about her job and what are the parts she would rather not have to do. Compare her least favorite parts of the job with your preferences. Where there is an overlap, offer to take on these tasks. Learn to anticipate his needs and provide them before they take on crisis proportions. Take on extra tasks within the department, your organization and the community. An example within the lab could be creating a system for checking and ordering supplies or training a new employee. Volunteer for special projects such as developing a lab tour for National Medical Laboratory Week or to teach a science class at a local school. Offer to participate on the quality improvement committee for your facility or to write an article about your new procedure or instrument for your organization’s newsletter. Participate actively in your professional associations. Be willing to take on leadership roles in your local chapter to help prepare you for promotion and to bring attention and appreciation to your boss and organization. Volunteer at a local health fair sponsored by your facility. This allows you to meet others within your organization and helps improve image in the community and profession. The more people know of and experience your work the more likely you are to be considered for promotion when your boss’s position is open.
When a problem comes up, don’t just take the problem to your boss. Also bring at least three solutions and the pros and cons of each option. Offer to do the necessary “research” into the cause of the situation and prepare a summary report of your findings. Over time, your boss will come to trust your judgment and allow you to act without needing her approval. She will also appreciate your initiative and put you on the top of her list for opportunities such as continuing education, promotions and external committees. Speaking of education, show you are interested in expanding your capabilities by taking classes at a local university or on-line. Do not expect your employer to be responsible for your professional growth. Taking action here shows you are likely to do so in other significant areas also.
Next time the thought goes through your mind “I could have done that better.” Or, “That’s not the way I would have done that.” decide to share your insights and perspectives with your manager. Yet, keep in mind there is a good way to do this. And, some not so good ways! First, ask yourself what is your intent in discussing this with your boss. If it is about power, control or ego, I recommend you keep your opinions to your self. With these types of attitudes you will come across as critical or judgmental, especially in your tone of voice and your body language, even if the words sound positive.. Going in with “You were wrong” as I see many people do, rarely leads to an open ear on the boss’s part. Always preface your comments with “In my opinion, experience, perspective, etc. as that is what it truly is!

If you believe your suggestion will cut costs, decrease turn around time, increase quality or lead to some other positive outcome, consider offering your suggestions to your boss. First, think about how your boss likes to receive information. Does she like to be able to ask questions and/or make collaborative decisions? Or, does she prefer to be able to review the data and come to her own conclusions about the best way to act? Presenting to her preferences and style increases the chances you will be listened to. And, that your input will be acted on.
Get to know your boss motivations. Is he active and fast-paced? Or, does he tend to be more moderate in pace and thoughtful? Does he tend to question things? Or, accept them? Is he task oriented? Or, is he relationship focused? If task-oriented, is he more focused on taking action, getting quick results and bottom-line contributions? Or, does he tend to be analytical, accurate, detail-oriented, perfectionistic and take time to think things through?  If your boss is relationship centered, does she tend to be enthusiastic, persuade others and be openly expressive? Or, is she more calm, patient and take on a supportive/cheerleader role? Knowing your boss’s preferences allows you to present your ideas in ways that are best received. And, acted on. This leads to you being a valued and valuable employee and more likely to be promoted.

Another way to create win-win situations is to identify your strengths and passions. And, those of your boss. Compliment his strengths and complement his weaknesses with your strengths. This allows both of you to enJOY what you do, leading to top notch performance for you and your boss, and improved bottom-line results for the company. And, better chances for you to move up into the boss's position.
The next time you are feeling under-challenged and over-worked, I recommend looking in the mirror rather than complaining your boss is not providing opportunities for you to expand your knowledge and skills. You are responsible for discussing with your boss what your expectations are and how you feel your talents can be better utilized.  When you take the time to get to know your boss, and focus on helping your boss to look good, you also become satisfied, respected and appreciated.  
1. Korn/Ferry International, Press release June 4, 2007, Los Angeles

