The “managing up” responsibilities of the #2, by an outgoing #2 who regrets not doing more of it
by Sam Bell, former executive director, Genocide Intervention Network
#2’s report to and take direction from #1’s. There are certainly challenges to this – especially since #1’s are often on the road – but unless both positions report to the Board of Directors, this is how it should be. However, that doesn’t mean #2’s shouldn’t push, guide, and even direct #1’s. For the leadership team to function effectively, #2’s must “manage up”! 

Did I mention that the #1 is often out of the office? (If he or she is not, you might have a serious problem on your hands. To be a compelling expert, fundraiser, and voice, the #1 has to get out there.) Being out of the office means being removed from what’s happening day-to-day in the office. This is dangerous for many obvious reasons. To mitigate the risks of unavoidable #1 absenteeism, I believe the #2 has a responsibility to... 

(A) Provide a constant stream of information. No, not that kind of information. You already know about the formal stuff – the budget numbers, the critical strategic dilemmas, the tactical actions that carry serious risk for the organization. I’m talking about what we often think of as the “small” or “soft” stuff. Ask his/her assistant to put all staff birthdays in his/her calendar. Let him/her know about the small victory that doesn't make it into the funding requests or reports to the Board (“Sarah finally fixed the server issue that’s been bugging us for six months”). Let him/her know about the challenge someone confronted or a new fact that amazed the policy team. If you find yourself forgetting to do this, put a note on your calendar for the end of the day on Friday – “send #1 the 3 to 10 funny/interesting/happy/sad staff/volunteer highlights of the week.” It’s really important that this be informal. If it’s formal, there will be the inevitable tendency to filter out what seems personal or trivial. 

Why go through the effort? Because it is the unreported, the trivial, the personal that so often determines the mood, the productivity, and the functioning of an office. The #1 needs to be as plugged into that as possible – both so that he/she maintains/gains the respect of the people working in the trenches every day and so that he/she understands how the organization is (or is not) prepared to fulfill its mission. 

(B) Challenge the #1’s assumptions. The #1 is on the road trumpeting the work. S/he gets into it with donors and policymakers and top activists. And s/he oftentimes has assumptions about the work that lead to claims that might not be true and promises that cannot be kept. False claims and broken promises are not good for any organization! It’s on the #2 to constantly challenge – or put other members of staff in a position to challenge – the #1’s assumptions. In order to do this, the #2 must demand to from time-to-time be part of the audience or get an advance preview.  

But isn’t this the #1’s responsibility? The #2 has enough on his or her plate, right? Think about it for a minute. Given how removed s/he is from the day-to-day, how is the #1 to know when his/her assumptions are outdated? With a bird’s eye view of the organization and a close working relationship with the #1, you are in the best place to challenge the #1’s assumptions and ensure that his/her spiel isn’t leading to false claims and broken promises. 

(C) Cheerlead (internally) for the #1. I know that sounds counterintuitive, but bear with me. The #1’s travel, including time away from family, can be brutal. The one-on-one fundraising can be downright humiliating. When programmatic or operational decisions do reach the #1, they are often the no-win ones. Staffs don’t know this. Because many #1's are embarrassed by the perks of their jobs, they tend to downplay how hard their jobs are (or just not talk about it). So its up to the #2 to subtly explain. This explaining shouldn’t happen when the #1 has failed at something. (“Oh, she probably didn’t get back to you on that important deadline that you reminded her about four times because a donor kept her up until 3 a.m. grilling her about our program.”) That will sound like an excuse. It should follow the regular rules of recognition because your boss is like everyone else. S/he needs to know that all the hard things s/he is doing are recognized by his/her peers in order to keep motivated to do them. 
 
To all the #1’s reading this and thinking, “Damn, I wish my #2 did more of this,” listen up. None of this “managing up” is possible if you are not really, really open with the #2. The #2 has to know what the challenges are. The #2 needs to know that you missed the connection through Atlanta and you slept only three hours before the Monday morning staff meeting. The #2 needs to know that a big prospective donor didn’t think much of our plan or that the Columbus activist leader thinks our organizing program is crap. Yes, the #2 has a lot on his/her plate. But trying to protect him/her won’t help either of you. 
      
      
