
Get the Boss to Buy In 

1. Chapter Overview 

For the high-performing middle manager, the ability to "sell" an issue upward is not 
merely a soft skill; it is a strategic necessity. Middle managers act as the primary 
intelligence filter of an organization, occupying the vital space between frontline reality 
and executive vision. Effectively selling an issue bridges the gap between the 
intelligence gathered from customers and colleagues and the high-level decision-
making required to act on it. Conversely, organizational silence is the primary driver of 
"executive blindness." When managers fail to speak up, the consequences are often 
catastrophic, manifesting as regulatory capture in the banking sector or unaddressed 
product safety risks that lead to total corporate failure. Mastering issue selling is the 
essential antidote to this silence, ensuring that the organization remains agile and 
responsive.This handout is designed to achieve the following six learning objectives: 

• Deploy the seven tactics of persuasion to move an idea from the periphery to the 
executive agenda. 

• Align personal and departmental initiatives with broader corporate strategy and 
CEO-level targets. 

• Master the art of "tailoring" messages to the specific goals, values, and 
knowledge levels of senior leaders. 

• Utilize emotional regulation and "ego protection" to transform from a 
"complainer" into a strategic "change agent." 

• Build diverse coalitions that provide the credibility and relational weight 
necessary for organizational buy-in. 

• Apply normative and relational knowledge to navigate the unwritten rules of 
corporate decorum and formal communication.By moving from intuitive action 
to a disciplined campaign for support, managers can ensure their insights result 
in organizational action. 

2. Core Concepts and Definitions 

Navigating the political and rhetorical landscape of a modern organization requires a 
shared vocabulary. Without these conceptual anchors, even the most innovative ideas 
are often dismissed as "noise" or "trivia" by senior leadership.Issue Selling  Issue 
selling is the primary mechanism for winning support for new ideas. It is not a discrete 
event, such as a single presentation, but an ongoing campaign. It requires the strategic 
use of rhetorical skill, political sensitivity, and interpersonal connections to influence 
leaders.The Three Classes of Ideas  In a corporate environment, managers typically 
sell ideas that fall into three categories: 



1. New Growth Opportunities:  Proposing entirely new products, processes, or 
markets (e.g., entering an untapped international territory). 

2. Operational Enhancements:  Focusing on improvements to existing products, 
internal systems, or gas-scrubbing technologies. 

3. Employee Needs:  Advocacy for workforce improvements, such as enhanced 
leave policies or better work/life balance, framed as talent retention 
strategies.The Two Pillars of Intellectual Capital  Successful issue selling relies 
on two distinct forms of knowledge: 

• Strategic Knowledge:  Understanding the content of the CEO’s agenda. This 
involves knowing high-level goals and specific performance targets, such as 
those recently announced to shareholders. 

• Relational Knowledge:  Mapping the internal politics. This involves identifying 
the social map of who will be affected by an issue, who has the power to block it, 
and whose trust is required to move it forward.A mastery of these definitions 
provides the foundation for the tactical execution of an issue-selling campaign. 

3. Detailed Conceptual Explanation: The Seven Tactics of Success 

Research into organizational behavior reveals that the following seven tactics are 
decisive; collectively, they account for approximately 40% of the difference between 
successful and failed idea-selling campaigns. 

Tactic 1: Tailor Your Pitch 

Strategic tailoring is the alignment of your message with the unique goals and 
knowledge of your audience. If leaders do not perceive an idea’s relevance to the 
organization's immediate performance, they will not grant it their attention. 

• Case Study:  A regional manager at a Canadian oil company faced a 40% 
turnover rate in his sales force. Before drafting his pitch, he met with the  new  VP 
of Marketing and Sales to gather intelligence on the VP’s specific expectations. 
He then successfully framed his restructuring plan as the primary lever to 
"double revenue" within four years—a specific target the CEO had announced to 
shareholders. 

Tactic 2: Frame the Issue 

Framing is the art of packaging an idea to dictate its priority. Connecting a personal 
"want" to a strategic "need" creates a sense of urgency. 

• Case Study:  A Chief Investment Officer at a financial firm spent years 
suggesting a proprietary real estate database. He eventually won support by 



framing it not as a luxury for his team, but as a critical tool for the accounting 
department to meet its public-reporting and audit requirements. 

Tactic 3: Manage Emotions 

Issue selling is a high-stakes interpersonal activity. Success requires a delicate balance 
between expressing passion and maintaining professional self-regulation. 

• Case Study:  Engineering manager John Healy successfully sold a safer 
technology to a boss who had chosen the current, flawed system only a year 
prior. Healy protected his boss's ego by emphasizing that the data justifying the 
new technology became available only  after  the initial choice was made, 
thereby removing the personal threat to the boss's past judgment. 

Tactic 4: Get the Timing Right 

Strategic timing is the difference between a stalled idea and an organizational wave. 
This involves "catching the wave" of a trend or shifting priorities. 

• Case Study:  A director in Ecuador waited until 2009 to propose an expansion 
into Peru. He justified the move by contrasting his saturated home market in 
Ecuador with the growth potential in Peru, where he noted that Starbucks cafés 
were full every day while luxury retail was still scarce. 

Tactic 5: Involve Others 

A "solo hero" approach is rarely effective in complex hierarchies. Building a coalition 
provides the "credibility" and "trust" that a single manager cannot provide alone. Sellers 
should mobilize allies, persuade blockers to back off, and involve individuals whom the 
target audience already trusts to add weight to the proposal. 

Tactic 6: Adhere to Norms 

Every organization has "unwritten rules" and a specific decorum for decision-making. 
Successful sellers often use a "sequencing" approach: they gauge interest and gather 
data through informal, off-the-record conversations early on, then transition to formal 
presentations using company-approved templates to signal seriousness. 

Tactic 7: Suggest Solutions 

Highlighting a problem without a fix is often perceived as complaining. Proposing a 
specific solution—or a structured discovery process to find one—signals respect for 
executive time and strategic thought.These tactics move a proposal from a middle-
management suggestion to an executive imperative. 

4. Frameworks and Models: The Issue-Selling Prompt System 



Structured prompts move a manager from intuitive, reactive action to disciplined 
strategic planning. The following framework serves as a rigorous checklist for any issue-
selling campaign.Strategic Issue-Selling Framework| Tactic | Critical Planning 
Questions || ------ | ------ || Tailor Your Pitch | Where does my audience stand on this 
issue? What specific organizational goals or CEO-announced targets can I link this to? || 
Frame the Issue | How can I connect this to immediate priorities? Can I link it to other 
issues currently receiving attention? How can I frame this as a "need" rather than a 
"want"? || Manage Emotions | How can I regulate my own frustration to avoid being 
seen as a "complainer"? How can I present this without indicting the audience's past 
judgment? || Get the Timing Right | What is the best moment to be heard? Can I "catch 
the wave" of an external trend? Is the audience in "exploration mode" or "deadline 
mode"? || Involve Others | Which allies have the data I need? Who are my potential 
blockers and fence-sitters? Which experts does the target audience already trust? || 
Adhere to Norms | Should I use a formal public approach or a private informal one? 
What is the correct sequence of communication for this culture? || Suggest Solutions | 
Am I suggesting a viable solution? Have I included a funding idea? If I lack a fix, am I 
proposing a sensible process for discovering one? | 

These prompts ensure that the broader organizational implications of a pitch are fully 
addressed. 

5. Applications and Implications 

When managers master issue selling, they undergo a professional identity shift, 
transforming from a "complainer" to a recognized "change agent." This transition is 
fundamentally tied to  Tactic 3 (Manage Emotions) ; the ability to regulate negative 
emotions and protect the boss's ego—as demonstrated by John Healy—is the primary 
differentiator between those who are ignored and those who lead change. 

• Organizational Strategic Benefits:  Effective issue selling leads to significant 
revenue growth, the discovery of unexplored markets, and the repair of "out of 
touch" talent practices that reduce turnover costs. 

• The "Choose Your Battles" Principle:  Managers must evaluate an issue's 
importance to both the company and their own professional identity before 
investing social capital. If an idea is too far ahead of the audience's 
understanding or indicts the status quo too harshly, it may not be worth the risk 
to one's internal standing at that moment.By strategically selecting which battles 
to fight, managers preserve their influence for the issues that matter most. 

6. Common Misunderstandings 



Misconceptions about power and morality frequently lead to issue-selling failure. 
Managers must recognize the following realities of the corporate hierarchy.Myth vs. 
Reality 

• Moral Framing: 

• Myth:  Peddling principles aggressively is the best way to show an idea's worth. 

• Reality:  Moral framing is often perceived as a "judgment of character." This 
triggers immediate defensiveness and ego-protection rather than collaboration. 
A business-case frame is almost always more persuasive. 

• Threat vs. Opportunity: 

• Myth:  Highlighting a threat is the most effective way to create urgency. 

• Reality:  Threat-framing is a "mixed bag." While it can spur action, it often triggers 
"flight," where decision-makers avoid the issue entirely to minimize the feeling of 
potential loss. 

• The "Solo Hero" Myth: 

• Myth:  A good idea should be able to stand on its own without "political" 
maneuvering. 

• Reality:  Success requires a diverse coalition. Bringing in experts or people the 
audience already trusts adds necessary credibility and relational weight. 

7. Chapter Summary: Key Takeaways 

Issue selling is an ongoing campaign, not a discrete event. Success requires 
groundwork, pacing, and persistence.Preparation 

1. Align your message with the unique goals, values, and knowledge level of your 
audience. 

2. Gather  Strategic Knowledge  regarding how your idea fits the CEO’s announced 
agenda and shareholder targets. 

3. Gather  Relational Knowledge  to map out allies, blockers, and the social map 
of the organization.Execution  4.  Monitor internal and external shifts to "catch 
the wave" for strategic timing. 5.  Maintain rigorous emotional regulation to avoid 
the "complainer" label. 6.  Adhere to organizational norms by sequencing from 
informal interest-gauging to formal presentation.Solutions  7.  Always provide a 
thoughtful fix or a specific discovery process. 8.  Include funding ideas to lower 
the barrier for executive action.Persistence  9.  Involve others to build a coalition 
and gain access to trusted networks. 10. Treat every proposal as part of a long-
term campaign for attention and resources. 



8. Reflection and Discussion Questions 

These questions facilitate the transition from theoretical understanding to practical 
organizational application. 

Conceptual Discussion Questions 

1. Why are "business benefits" typically more persuasive than "moral arguments" in 
a corporate setting? 

2. How does the "regulatory capture" example illustrate the systemic danger of 
manager silence and executive blindness? 

3. Analyze John Healy’s pitch. Why was protecting the boss’s ego by mentioning the 
timing of the data a strategic move? (Consider how this removes personal threat 
to past judgment). 

4. What are the risks of "threat framing," and why does it sometimes lead to 
executive "flight"? 

5. How do organizational norms—such as the requirement for specific templates—
dictate how a manager must sequence their pitch? 

Application-Based Questions 

1. Identify a "systems flaw" in your current environment. Which of the seven tactics 
would be most critical to starting a campaign for it? 

2. Map your current network for a specific project. Who are your "allies," "blockers," 
and "fence-sitters," and who among them does your target audience trust most? 

3. Evaluate a recent idea you failed to sell. Based on Tactic 4 (Timing), did you 
"catch the wave," or were you operating in an Ecuadorian market (saturated) 
while your audience was looking for a Peruvian one (growth)? 

 


