
Leading Up: 
Guiding Your
Leaders to
Effectively
Support Your
Team’s Efforts
by Pollyanna Pixton 
and Jenni Dow

In today’s rapidly changing envi-
ronment, it is critical to deliver
results often and quickly. This
requires leading effectively both
upward and outward. How can
we guide our leaders to provide
the support our teams need? What
are the tools to embrace change,
foster innovation, and collaborate
— no matter where you fit in your
organization?

Knowing when and how to lead
up will help you successfully reach
corporate goals and results by gain-
ing the information and tools your
team needs to reach its goals. This
is often called “managing your
manager.” Upward leading puts
the organization’s purpose ahead
of personal agendas.

Effective upward leading is done
by being aware of your leader’s
strengths and weaknesses, under-
standing your leader’s motivation
and working style, surveying con-
text and politics, and watching your
timing. Lead upward and outward
when you need help in:

Delivering results and reaching
project and organizational goals

Gaining the strategies and tools
needed to succeed

Embracing change while pro-
tecting project boundaries from
interference

Collaborating across teams
on results and clarifying
business value

WHEN TO LEAD UP
Contrary to popular opinion, lead-
ing up is not about manipulation
or playing politics. It is about get-
ting what you need to lead and for
your team to succeed while main-
taining your integrity in the proc-
ess. Leading requires providing the
right tools, creating an open envi-
ronment, removing obstacles, and
protecting your team’s project
boundaries. Specifically, you may
need to:

Deliver a message to your leader
that needs action

Get the resources and informa-
tion that you and your team
need to succeed

Meet your leader’s expectations
so you can focus on your work

Reduce the interference from
above to protect your team/
project’s boundaries

SPEAK SO YOU WILL
BE HEARD
Leading up is about speaking so
you are heard. How is this done?
Understand your leader’s focus
and how she defines success. Does
she look at the numbers only? Is her
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success based upon on-time prod-
uct delivery? Is customer satisfac-
tion her high priority? Can you frame
your communications in these
terms? Once you understand what
motivates your leader and what is
important to her, frame your discus-
sions around what she sees as key
to the organization’s success. 

“The software team is dying down
there. They’re working day and
night!” This is a common complaint
of project managers to their lead-
ers. But the leader wonders what
the problem is; after all, the team
is getting the work done. Reframe
the discussion by saying, “I’ve run
the numbers and if we hire two
more developers, we can decrease
our delivery time and increase our
group’s profit margins by 10%.”
Speak in the language your leader
understands. Speak so you can
be heard.

COMMUNICATE OFTEN
Focus on business value at all
times. If you have concerns, bring
solutions based on business value
to your leader along with these con-
cerns. Propose ideas and offer cost-
effective methods to implement
your ideas. You may not always
get what you want, but you will be
perceived as a problem solver.

Determine how much and how
often you need to report back to
your leader. Many people feel if
they just do their work and do it
well, they will be noticed. However,
in many work environments, peo-
ple drop by or send a note to their
leader letting them know what is
happening with their projects or
responsibilities. What is the best
way to let your leader know how
things are going in your area? As
you are establishing your relation-
ship early on with your leader, it is
important to report on what your
team is doing and to report often, in
some cases at the end of each day.
It’s simply a matter of keeping your
leader informed about relevant
issues, solutions in the works, and
intermediate results. 

Use a form of communication that
works for your leader. Does he
prefer e-mail, a printed memo,
a scheduled meeting, or a quick 
in-person chat? Adapt your style to
fit your leader’s work style; your
leader doesn’t have time to figure
out how to work with your style.

A final critical piece of communi-
cating is to realize that timing is
everything. You want to approach
your leader when he is not or will
not be distracted by something
else. Unless you have a life-or-death
issue, it is better to wait until you
have your leader’s full attention —
when he can be open to what you
have to say. 

PROTECT TEAM BOUNDARIES
To protect the boundaries of your
project team, you need to reduce
interference. Often, this is because
your leader is unsure or nervous
about getting the expected results.
Ask your team for intermediate
results and delivery dates. Let your
leader know what your team has
promised to deliver and note when
this goal has been reached. As your
team consistently and frequently
delivers, your leader will ease up
and give your team room to work.

RECOGNIZE YOUR
LEADER’S STYLE
Dealing with various leadership
styles within your organization can
be challenging. Some leaders are
autocratic, some democratic; some
micromanage, some are completely
hands-off. Sound impossible? It is
just a matter of navigation.

Recognize your leader’s style and
work with it. If it’s command-and-
control, be open and respectful.
Don’t take dictatorial orders per-
sonally. Focus on success. With
an autocratic leader, small steps
are what it takes to lead upward.
The opposite extreme is the hands-
off leader. A leader who offers no
guidance may throw her teams into
chaos. In this case, ask questions

and keep asking until you under-
stand the organization’s expecta-
tions of the team. A micromanager
needs reassurance. He is insecure
— either about the project’s path,
your leadership abilities, your
team’s capabilities, or himself.
Report daily on what is happening
with your team and your work to
reduce his anxiety. Finally, the dem-
ocratic leader is open and collabo-
rative. These are the easiest leaders
to work with. They understand
when to offer guidance and when
to stand back. 

To navigate these leadership styles,
you do not have to modify your
own. You simply need to commu-
nicate in a way they can relate to.
Don’t let your leaders get you angry
and frustrated. Be proactive, not
reactive. At times, you may want to
say, “I’ll get back to you on that.”
This will give you some time to be
proactive. Remember, just because
someone has the position, it does
not make them a good leader.

COLLABORATE SUCCESSFULLY
Collaboration plays a critical role
in successful upward and outward
leadership. It is easier to achieve
results when everyone is on board
and working toward the same
goals. So how do you lead collabo-
ration across your organization?

First, convene the right people for
discussion, decisions, and imple-
mentation. Once you all agree to
the project goals and purpose,
brainstorm solutions and ideas,
group these items together, and
then prioritize the groups based on
business value. Let team members
volunteer for what they want to
do (i.e., where they have passion)
and let them commit to target
due dates. Now your job is to get
leaders to stand back and let the
team accomplish what it has set
out to do. Speak so you can be
heard, watch your timing, deliver
as committed, or report roadblocks
with solutions.
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MANAGE YOUR RISKS
All leadership requires risk, and
some might argue that leading up
often involves a great deal of risk.
You may be seen as obstinate,
obstructive, not a team player, or
unproductive, while the opposite
may be true. Misunderstandings
can happen, and you might not
have time to correct it. To mitigate
this risk, collect as much informa-
tion as you can about the topic at
hand, how open your leader might
be to ideas, and what positions she
may have taken on such topics in
the past. 

Ask questions. It is easier to avoid
misunderstanding when you are
asking questions. Even your solu-
tions can be framed as questions.
When leading up, do you need to
have credit for the solution? This
comes back to putting the orga-
nization’s purpose over personal
agenda. If you need recognition,
maybe leading up is not an option
for you at this time. Note that a
good leader will recognize you.  

What are your risks when you lead
up? Can you deal with humiliation?
Demoralization? Losing your posi-
tion? Your influence? Your job?
When leading up in uncertain envi-
ronments, any of these things can
happen. Make sure you are clear
about the options available to you. 

Maintaining your integrity is para-
mount. Know that you do not have
to respond to old-school behaviors
with old-school behaviors. Build a
support network that includes a
mentor within or outside the com-
pany. Recall past cases where you
took risks successfully. In the worst-
case scenario where you do get
fired or are forced out of your posi-
tion, take some time to step back
and reflect, don’t immediately react. 

Well-managed risk is living with
uncertainty. Wait until the latest
possible time to make a decision
and develop options as you gather
information. This way you give
yourself a higher probability of
making the best decisions and
finding the optimal solution.

When you act with integrity, work
to provide your teams with every-
thing they need to succeed, and
create a place where people want
to work, you cannot fail. 

SUMMARY
Putting the organization’s purpose
above personal agenda is the key
to leading up. Suggestions include:

Know when to lead up (e.g.,
when you need to deliver a
message that demands action;
when you need to get the
resources you and your team
need to succeed).

Discover your leader’s style so
that you can match your mes-
sage and deliverables to the
requirements.

Speak so your leaders can hear
you; learn their language.

Hone your message, don’t
just present problems, bring
solutions.

Manage your risk.
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Workshops
In these times of intense pressure to make every
development dollar and every development minute
count, the maxim you are only as strong as your 
weakest link has never rung truer.

Moving your development organization
up the productivity curve will improve
the ROI of every one of your projects.
Just trace this back and you’ll discover
the ROI in training is immense. And
with training and workshops designed
and delivered by Cutter Consortium’s
Senior Consultants, you can add to
that equation the peace of mind you
get from being trained by the best
of the best.

Cutter Consortium offers inhouse
training solutions from IT project
management techniques to software
development methodologies, improving
data quality, architecting Web services
applications, aligning business and IT
objectives, and more.
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