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Suck-ups: Why CIOs Love Them 

By Kathleen Melymuka 

In an IT and business environment that ostensibly values employees who question authority, express their opinions and challenge the system, why is it that the fawning bootlickers and yesmen often seem to get recognized and rewarded? Marshall Goldsmith, a leadership development trainer ( www.marshallgoldsmithlibrary.com), raises the question in his new book, What Got You Here Won’t Get You There (Hyperion, 2007). 
He told Kathleen Melymuka that your dog could have something to do with it. 

You say leaders typically ask for one type of behavior from their staffers but reward another. What do they ask for, and what do they reward? Managers say they want people who challenge the system, tell them what they think, give candid, honest feedback. But what actually happens is that we frequently reward suck-ups without meaning to. Every leader says, “I hate suck-ups.” If that’s true, how come so much sucking up is going on? 

What’s the difference between a collaborative team player and a bootlicking toady? The difference is that the collaborative team player is trying to actually do what is good for the corporation and takes the high road. The bootlicking toady is trying to do whatever it takes to ingratiate himself with upper management for personal gain, and perhaps at the expense of the corporation. 

If leaders say they discourage derrière- kissing behavior, why does it dominate the workplace? Because without meaning to, we all tend to create an environment where people learn to suck up to us. 

How? In my classes, I always ask, “How many of you own a dog that you love?” They all raise their hands. Then I ask, “What family member gets most unqualified praise and positive recognition from you?” Eighty percent of the time, the answer is the dog. I ask if they love the dog more than the other members of their families. They all say no. Then why does it get more unqualified praise and recognition? They say, “It’s because the dog doesn’t talk back, it’s always happy to see me, it wags its tail and slobbers all over me.” The dog is a suck-up. And it works. And that behavior gets reinforced. 

So, many of us unconsciously encourage and reward this same kind of behavior at work? Of course we do. And we see it in everyone else. We just don’t see it in ourselves. 

What’s the effect of all this in the workplace? The unconscious effect is that people become preoccupied with the wrong thing. Rather than do my job, I try to make my manager happy. I focus on my manager’s happiness as opposed to my own productivity or serving my customers. 

I imagine the nontoadies aren’t too happy with this. The nontoadies become alienated. They think, “This is a stupid company, because the only ones who get ahead are the suck-ups.” 

Is there anything about the IT environment that makes these issues more difficult to deal with? Yes. Many IT people are lost in their own heads. They’re even less conscious than the average executive about the interpersonal side of work. They’re even less likely to see this stuff and more likely to deny it because they have the illusion of objectivity. Hence the popularity of “Dilbert” among IT people. Managers think, “Let’s all laugh about ‘them,’ ” because they suffer under the illusion that they are different from the idiots who create those environments. 

If rewarding brown-nosers is an unconscious behavior, how can I, as an IT leader, stop myself? What you need to do is rank your direct reports in four ways: 

1. How much do they like me? You don’t really know how much, but what’s important is how much you think they like you. 

2. How much are they like me? How much do they remind me of the ever-so-lovely and wonderful me? 

3. What is their contribution to the company and to our customers? 

4. How much positive personal recognition do I give them? 

If No. 4 is more highly correlated with 1 and 2 than with 3, that means you’re teaching other people to suck up to you. 

If I find that I’m guilty, what do I do? Do rigorous testing. Anytime you start giving recognition, focus on why. Is it because this person is doing a great job or because this person makes me happy, smiles when I show up and acts like my dog? 

But I have to say, I also fall into this trap. I love my dog, Beau. When I come home from my travels, he hops up and down and is always happy to see me, and I immediately go to him. 

One day this happened when my daughter, Kelly, had come home from college. She gave me this disgusted look, put her hands in the air like paws and said, “Woof, woof!” 

