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Have you wondered why another team member with 
roughly the same level of experience got the coveted 

promotion instead of you? Similarly, if you are a manager, 

have you been asked by an employee why they have not 

been promoted yet? At some point in our careers, we have 

all experienced these things. 

The edge that leads to a promotion often includes skills that 

can be difficult to define. However, giving feedback to your 

reports is easy when measured against clear deliverables. 

Described here are some skills, or what we might call 
secrets, for career success. 

Recognizing career success skills and behaviors may be 
helpful if you are eager to learn the performance “secrets” 
your boss is seeking in those who advance, or if you are a 
new manager learning to navigate career discussions with 
those who report to you. 

For either situation, you need to identify the behaviors that 
managers expect and look for in employees interested in 
career progression.
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Get on the same page
Staff and managers often lack an effective understanding 

of each other’s expectations. Perspective is frequently the 

culprit when a supervisor and an employee are not seeing 

things the same way. 

Approach your job from the perspective of what you can 

do for your boss and your organization. How can you help 

accomplish those things your boss is responsible for doing? 

Employees who volunteer for tasks, anticipate needs and 

display leadership abilities possesses the attributes that will 

bring them to the forefront in the eyes of their manager.

Reliability 
Managers want to assign a task knowing it will 

be done well and on time. Consistent follow-

through is fundamental to demonstrating 

your reliability. There are different levels 

of reliability employees must conquer 

to get ahead. These range from 

completing assigned tasks on time 

and understanding the purpose of an 

assignment, to navigating challenges in 

accordance with expectations. You also need 

to understand how your manager likes to receive 

updates without needing to be asked for them.  

Flawless fundamentals 
You would not come to work without brushing your teeth, 

combing your hair, and dressing professionally. Similarly, 

it is important to groom your work and reports and get 

things just right in order to eliminate errors, such as spelling, 

grammar and confusing sentence structure. Your manager 

is not your spellcheck or grammar function. 

Managers need to focus on the logic and completeness 

of your thought and bigger issues, such as coordinating 

and moving the project toward efficient and effective 

completion. If you are not able to address the elementary 

aspects of business communication, your manager will not 

have confidence to assign more complex assignments. 

Make it your goal to make yourself and your manager  

look good.

Ownership
Managers love it when employees take ownership of their 

work. There is an important difference between following 

a checklist and making the project your own. Many 

employees do not have a problem completing specific 

tasks, but to be truly valuable, you need to see the bigger 

picture. When you ask questions about why the project 

is being performed and show interest in background 

information, this interest in understanding says you are a 

different kind of employee. 

When a manager asks you to find out about something, go 

beyond the obvious. If what you find will naturally generate  

a further inquiry, provide the additional information also.  

Do not wait to be sent back to obtain more information. 

Going beyond will help display your critical thinking 

and leadership qualities. Understanding 

boundaries of reasonableness is critical, 

too. Do not supply your manager with 

excessive information. Otherwise, you 

could be accused of wasting time. It is 

a balance that you will learn with practice 

and in knowing your boss.

Some employees show a lack of confidence in 

their abilities. They will return to ask small questions  

they could have resolved themselves. This generally 

happens out of a need for affirmation rather than information. 

After an initial training period, managers expect employees 

to apply previous guidance to new situations. 

To help get past this, you may want to play out the 

exchange in your mind. Imagine the conversation with your 

manager, and reflect on the next question or action they 

are likely to pose. Thinking through situations and what 

your manager would ask or do will over time increase your 

confidence and demonstrate critical thinking.

As a manager, focus on responding to needy employees 

in ways that will help build their confidence that they can 

figure things out on their own. Make sure they have the skills 

and resources needed to accomplish the task, or provide 

training to develop the skills, and ask them to identify what 

resources are needed.

Managers 
want to assign a 

task knowing it will  
be done well and  

on time. 
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Mistakes are OK
No one knows everything and everyone 
makes mistakes. What a manager 
looks for when a mistake occurs 
is accountability, acceptance of 
responsibility and whether the 
learning is applied to the next situation. 

The ability to catch on to new concepts, 
use new knowledge, and learn from experience 
makes a good impression. When that happens, 
you become adept at avoiding future mistakes and 
demonstrate skill development. When you make a mistake, 
simply take responsibility and move on. Trying to blame 
someone else works against you and shows immaturity  
and lack of integrity and leadership ability. 

Application and training
Most employees know they are expected to be reliable, 
should carefully proofread their work, and take ownership 
of their projects. These are not new ideas. However, many 
employees still fail to apply these concepts and then wonder 
why they are not advancing in their careers.  

A useful technique for developing awareness is to use skits to 
contrast examples of the desired behaviors with detrimental 
behaviors. We ask staff to write skits in which volunteers from 
the audience are asked to be characters in the skit. The lack 

of rehearsal often makes them quite humorous and 
more fun for the group. 

After each skit, the successful and less 
successful behaviors that were shown 
are discussed. Demonstrating the 
difference between these behaviors 

showcases how common sense ideas 
might affect a manager’s perception of the 

fictional employee’s skills. The exercise makes 
it easy to understand why managers prize certain 

characteristics and how important these are in  
demonstrating readiness for advancement. 

The activity of performing the skits engages the staff in a 
way that one-on-one discussions cannot, and provides 
a positive team-building experience. Using this 
approach provides a positive foundation for future 
discussions concerning performance, 
makes a lasting impression on 
all participants, and generates 
positive responses  
from staff and 
managers. 

Managers 
love it when 

employees take 
ownership of  

their work. 
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