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 DON'T BE FOOLED BY COSY MANAGEMENT-SPEAK ABOUT EMPOWERMENT, TEAM-BUILDING AND

SYNERGY. OFFICE POLITICS IS A BRUTAL BATTLEFIELD IN WHICH YOU MUST UNDERMINE

COLLEAGUES AND ACT WITH RAT-LIKE CUNNING TO REACH THE TOP, SAYS A NEW BOOK.

CAROL MIDGLEY EXAMINES THE RULES FOR THE MODERN OFFICE RODENT.

 STEP AWAY FROM YOUR DESK a moment and take a long, hard look at your boss.  Hold that stare. Now dismiss any idea you might have that he or she is your  "friend".  

 No. Your boss, and any other work colleague for that matter, is not and never  can be your ally. He is vermin; a rat in the running sewer that is office life.  The very fact that he is more successful than you means that at some point he  has probably stabbed you in the back. He is more ruthless, two-faced and  intelligent than you. And what you need, if you are ever to make something of  your sorry little life, is to learn to be as rat-like as he.

 This, roughly speaking, is the gospel according to The Way of the Rat, the  latest manual on how to survive modern office politics. Its message may seem a  trifle bleak -a kind of kill-or-be-killed-at-the-water-cooler philosophy. But  it is already an international bestseller. Some 70,000 copies have been sold in  the author's native Netherlands alone.

 You will find no talk of "team bonding" or "mission statements" -the  management-speak of a million modern self-improvement books -here. Such  piffling terms are mocked as obfuscation. The author Joep Schrijvers's  admiration is reserved for the unscrupulous yet victorious office bitches, the  ones who understand that it's a win-lose world. To be any good at your job, he  says, you have to lose all innocence and be prepared to drop others in the  mire. You must fight dirty and master the dark arts of the rat.

 Hang on a minute, though. Isn't this a bit dated? Didn't we see it all in the  Gordon Gekkoish Eighties when everyone shafted everyone else? Then the caring  Nineties came along and we all realised that team spirit and group hugs were  the way forward?

 Yes, but this is claptrap, says Schrijvers. The New Age gurus who promised  "happy workers, happy bosses, happy clients, happy shareholders" have not  delivered. It is time to cut the crap. We should be more, not less, paranoid.  

 "If happiness is there for the taking, why don't I see it all around me?" he  says. "Ever met a happy employee? A manager with integrity? A self-motivated  and smiling colleague? No. The only happy people are the prophets who spread  the message."

 Crikey. So Schrijvers is a lonely cynic who sits at home grumbling, seeing the  worst in human nature, then? Well, not exactly. He lives happily as a gay man  in Amsterdam, the European capital of tolerance, with his partner of 21 years.  He is a writer but can claim some credentials as an office-politics veteran,  having spent years working in banking, technology, healthcare and government.  At one heady point he was a middle manager for a software company in charge of  24 programmers and systems analysts. What struck him like a sledgehammer was  how naive employees are about their own and each other's behaviour.

 "People are so double-hearted," he says. "They want to think they are doing  the right thing, behaving in a nice way, yet they still do sneaky things behind  each other's backs. What is so wrong with putting your own interests first?"

 Of course, game-playing and backbiting in offices are generally agreed to be A  Bad Thing, from behaviour that is ultra-petty, such as refusing to share  stationery (we all know someone who Tippexes their name on their stapler, don't  we?) to the downright nasty, where people are driven to illness by bullying.  Indeed, a recent survey claimed that this was costing British businesses Pounds  6.2 billion a year in wasted time. In another survey last month, 43 per cent of  chief executives, directors and senior managers cited office politics as their  biggest bugbear.

 Schrijvers, though, believes that it is naive and unrealistic to expect human  beings not to be competitive and survivalist.

 In the BBC satire The Office, the buffoon manager David Brent, who tries to be  both a corporate brown-noser and a "great mate" to his staff, ably demonstrates  the truth of this. In practice he is disloyal to everyone and perfectly willing  to shaft anybody to inch his way up the ladder.

 The key, according to Schrijvers, is to accept that it is happening around you  and resolve to be the best at it.

 So, the first rule of office rattery is:  

 Always be on your guard. Trust no one and always assume that others are out to  shaft you. In other words, sniff out and disarm other rats before they attack  you.

 Second, be a proactive rat. Throw loyalty out of the window. If, for example,  your immediate boss goes on holiday and asks you to cover for him, do not see  this as a chance to be a loyal servant who steadies the ship and is grateful  for a pat on the back, or possibly even a pay rise, on his return. See it as a  chance to shaft your boss and steal his job. Remark how smoothly the ship has  run in his absence, how happy the staff have seemed. Perhaps invent a disaster  that you alone managed to stave off at the last minute.

 Learn how to undermine the boss. Make sure he doesn't reach his targets.  Create misunderstandings to cause delays. Ring in sick on key days. Create bad  feelings about management by "letting things slip" to the workers.

 Have no sympathy for people who claim to be "victims" at work. "They aren't  victims but losers," the manual says. "Anybody who works enters the ring of  their own free will and so loses all claim to innocence. From that moment you  can win or lose -and if, in your desire to win, you have to hinder others,  crush ambitions, shatter dreams, thwart plans, wreck careers, do away with  people, that's the way it is."

 Choose carefully who to brown-nose. Identify the winning clique in the office  and lick your way into the good books of one of the lower members. They will be  most flattered and need to build their own court.

 If a project is going wrong, always blame one of your colleagues -but be  careful not to pick on an intelligent scapegoat who may see through your  scheme. Pick a weak employee who is "not too bright" and who will offer little  resistance.

 Choose the right moment to slag off your rivals. A person who continually  bitches and gossips exposes himself as a loose cannon. A "good" rat will attack  only three times a month for up to five minutes at a time. But they know that  when they attack, victory is assured. And they celebrate their victory in  silence, never mentioning it to anybody.

 Learn to tell "truthful lies". Use as many words as you can to say as little  as possible about what you are up to.

 If you think you have detected a touch of Machiavelli's The Prince in  Schrijvers's philosophy, then you are be right. He is a great admirer of the  Italian's "common sense" and amorality and has merely applied the creed of  brutal expedience to office life.  

 "I have more admiration," Schrijvers says, "for men and women who use devious  methods to look after their own interests than I have for those who allow  themselves to be slaughtered because of some high-minded principle."

 Schrijvers claims that the modern office culture of never saying what we mean  and being expected to co-operate rather than to compete means that many middle  class professionals are leading dual lives.

 "Most professionals...lead a double life," he says in the book. "They mouth  phrases about "openness and honesty", "commitment" and "synergy", yet they know  that top management always keeps essential information to itself, that  personnel say one thing in the canteen and another in meetings. At home they  say what they really feel: that the boss is a pig, the department is arrogant,  employees think only about themselves."

 Only a liar would claim not to recognise at least part of that statement which  may explain the book's success. Schrijvers believes that people find its non PC  line refreshing. He even claims claims that a reader e-mailed him to say that  his doctor had prescribed the book as "medicine" after he complained about  feeling depressed and victimised at work.

 Of course, whether this anecdote is true or whether Schrijvers is simply using  rat-like cunning to crank up his own publicity machine is unknown. The Way of  the Rat would, I'm sure, encourage us to be cynical.

 Whatever you think, it is generally accepted that office politics has  flourished in the past ten years since company structures changed from rigid  hierarchies, in which people knew where they stood in the pecking order, to  more team-based, task-orientated models.

 Colin Gautrey, managing director of Politics at Work, a website that teaches  people how to deal with office politics, says: "The rulebook has been thrown  away and people are trying to work out what to do." He agrees that rats run  around in every company, but insists that there is no need to become one too  -you simply have to know how to deal with them.

 "A lot of very talented people are choosing to opt out of big companies  because they are sick of the game-playing, which is a loss to industry,"  Gautrey says.

 "There will always be office politics. But we can teach people how to deal  with rats and still keep their integrity. Let's not forget that Machiavelli was  talking about politics with a capital P, and the rats who govern countries  usually get toppled in the end. Look at Saddam Hussein."

 Surely Schrijvers would have to admit that it is pretty miserable to live his  way, not to mention tiring. "Look, I'm not saying that everybody should be a  rat," he says. "I'm saying be aware and arm yourself against rat behaviour.

 "My default state of mind is that I'm a bit naive. But I hope I have learnt  enough that if I smell some signals, I'm going the way of the rat."

 Interestingly, the book ends with an allegory. An old woman is sitting with  her children and a cynical doctor comes to perform euthanasia on her. The  meaning is simple, says Schrijvers. The woman represents innocence and the book  is the injection in her arm.

 Once you have read this book, you see, your innocence has died.

 The Way Of The Rat: A Survival Guide to Office Politics by Joep Schrijvers

(Cyan Books, Pounds 7.99) is available from Times Books First for Pounds 6.79

plus 99p p&p. Call 0870 1608080.

 Is rat-like cunning the only way to survive in the office? E-mail

debate@thetimes.co.uk

 TAKE THE RAT TEST

 HOW DO YOU RATE AS A RAT?

 Read the statement carefully. Respond quickly with an intuitive "yes" or "no".  Add up the numbers for each question to determine your score and ascertain what type of rat you are.

 THE TEST

 1 I really enjoy participating in political games in my company.

 Yes: 2 points. No: 0 points.

 2 I always carefully assess the interests involved in and around my work.

 Yes: 2. No: 1.

 3 I understand how my company's "court" works. Yes: 2. No: 1.

 4 I am good at interrogating and interviewing.

 Yes: 3. No: 1.

 5 I always know where I'm going. I know my aims.

 Yes: 2. No: 0.

 6 I always plan three steps ahead.

 Yes: 3. No: 1.

 7 I know exactly which power sources I can tap.

 Yes: 2. No: 1.

 8 I frequently reveal everything I know and feel. Yes: 0. No: 3.

 9 I always look for the other person's weak spot.

 Yes: 4. No: 1 10 I'm scared of losing.

 Yes: 1. No: 3.

 11: I object to office politics. One should be open and honest.

 Yes: 1. No: 3.

 12 I hate creating victims. Yes: 0. No: 2.

 13 The end justifies the means.

 Yes: 2. No: 1.

 SCORES

 Up to 12 points: STUPID RAT. You are so innocent, it's charming. But the time

will come when you will have to shed your naivety. Your work is becoming

increasingly complex. Don't resist the evil in this world, turn it to your

advantage.

 13 to 20 points: CLEVER RAT. You're not doing badly. You already possess quite

a bit of verminicity, but it's not perfect by any means. You'll have to make

quite a few more blunders before you master the discipline of the rat. Try

putting yourself in the other person's position. You could profit from the

experience.

 21 or more points: FILTHY RAT. You are almost a true rat. You know about

winning and losing. You understand the game. Either you are naturally talented

or you have already learnt to crack the whip. Have you considered the drawbacks

of being a rat? Lust for power, isolation, loss of integrity? Because otherwise

you could become dangerous. Or go stark raving mad.
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