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        For those who lead without titles

        and choose excellence over comfort.

        For those whose leadership is felt,

        even before it is recognised.
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      There are books you write because you have something to say. Then there are books you write because someone, somewhere, needs them. This is the second kind. The kind that is born out of a desire to help others avoid the mistakes that have the potential to ruin careers, or to follow them for the next twenty years.

      I have been a journalist, a manager, an employee, and an observer of offices for most of my working life. I have walked into newsrooms in the heart of Uganda's capital city at 5 a.m. and found people who were frustrated and tired. I have entered boardrooms where the temperature dropped the moment a particular boss walked into the room. I have watched gifted, disciplined, brilliant people quietly stall; not because they lacked talent, but because nobody ever told them the one thing that decides almost everything about a career.

      I am not talking about your degree, your potential, or even how hard you work. I am talking about your relationship with your boss. Your boss decides which projects find you, which meetings whisper your name, which doors open while you sleep, and which doors close while you smile. Your boss can make you visible or invisible inside the same room. Yet almost no one teaches you how to handle that truth.

      Schools dodge it. Universities ignore it. HR departments soften it. Families never talk about it. So most of us walk into our first job believing that hard work will speak for itself, our second job believing that being right is enough, and our third job realising that neither of those things is true.

      I wrote this book because I wish someone had pressed it into my hands on my first day as a young journalist standing in a newsroom, trying to impress a boss who did not know my name. He never did learn it. In the years that followed, I learnt something far more useful. The most important shift in any career is not in what you can do, it is in how you understand the person standing between you and the next door.

      I also wrote it because I have watched capable people sabotage themselves through small, avoidable mistakes. Speaking when silence was wisdom. Going silent when their voice was urgently needed. Misreading a quiet pause as approval. Mistaking a smile for safety. Assuming the system would reward effort the way the textbooks promised.

      Managing your boss is not flattery. It is not manipulation. It is not the art of saying yes to everything. It is psychology. It is emotional intelligence. It is the discipline of understanding people deeply enough that you can earn influence without losing yourself. It is leadership pointed in the one direction we are taught to fear: upward.

      My goal is not to teach you to survive. It is to teach you to rise without shrinking, to teach you strategy rather than passive compliance. Every chapter is built on real life lived inside real organisations, sharpened by research from psychology, neuroscience, and leadership science. It represents decades of work done inside universities and companies across continents, in an easy-to-understand format that can be applied to your exact situation, starting as soon as today.

      The truth most professionals need to hear is simple. You do not rise because you wait. You rise because you understand. You rise because you choose to lead, upward, inward, and forward, even before anybody hands you the right to do so.

      May this book give you the understanding that kickstarts your rise early enough to matter. May it undo the wrongs that have caused you to spiral, and shape your career and destiny in a way that will effect positive change for the rest of your life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Conan first sent me the early pages of this manuscript, I sat with them for two evenings straight. I recognised something on every page. It was something I have spent my professional life studying but rarely seen named so plainly: the unspoken rules that decide who rises and who does not.

      I have spent decades inside institutions. As a student, as a teacher, as a researcher, and now as a Vice Chancellor. I have read the organisational charts. I have watched what actually happens after the meeting ends, when the chart goes back in the drawer and the real conversations move to corridors, cars, and WhatsApp groups. The chart tells you who reports to whom. The conversations tell you who actually decides.

      What Conan describes from his lived experience, leadership science has been quietly confirming for years. The single strongest predictor of your engagement, your performance, and your career trajectory inside any organisation is not your skill, your education, or your work ethic. It is the quality of the relationship you build with your direct manager. Decades of research on leader-member exchange, psychological safety, political skill, and emotional intelligence all point to the same uncomfortable conclusion: your boss matters more than almost anything else.

      My contribution to this book has been to connect Conan's lived experience in newsrooms, public offices, and boardrooms with tried-and-true research. The studies behind that research span millions of employees across the globe. We hope the result is a book that feels like both a friend at the bar and a careful teacher at the same table.

      We wrote this for the young accountant in Lagos walking into her first job tomorrow. For the mid-career engineer in Mumbai who has been overlooked twice. For the senior nurse in Toronto who is one wrong conversation away from leaving a place she actually loves. For the journalist in Manila who is being managed out by a boss who never says it directly. For the brilliant employee in Kampala, Nairobi, Cape Town, Dubai, or London, who has the talent but has never been told how to make that talent travel through a boss who controls the gate.

      You will hear two voices in this book. Conan's, mostly, because he uses his own life stories as a foundation for learning. Mine sits behind his, in the research and the frameworks that confirm his observations and strengthen his arguments. Together, we hope, you will hear something larger than either of us alone: a book you reach for on your first day and still reach for on your last.

      

      
        
        — Dr Lawrence Muganga

        Vice Chancellor,

        Victoria University,

        Kampala, Uganda

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          THE ONE CONVERSATION NOBODY HAS, BUT EVERYONE NEEDS

        

      

    

    
      You are about to read something dangerous. Not because it teaches manipulation or promotes deception, but because it tells the truth about power inside organisations; truths that almost nobody says out loud but almost everybody recognises the moment they read them.

      So let us start with one of those truths: your relationship with your boss is shaping your life. This single relationship determines the size of your salary, the size of your worry, the size of your weekends, and even the size of your future. Your boss is the one who decides which projects reach your desk and which ones slip past you. Your boss decides which meetings include your name and which forget it. Your boss decides whether you are trusted or quietly doubted, invested in or quietly written off, recognised or quietly overlooked.

      Your degree did not decide that. Your work ethic did not decide that. Your talent did not decide that. Your ability to understand, navigate, and influence the person above you did. Until now, nobody has sat you down and taught you how this works. That silence ends now.

      THE SKILL NOBODY NAMES

      Most of us begin our careers carrying a comforting assurance. Work hard, the story says, and the work will speak for itself. It will not. Work does not speak. Work is interpreted. People decide what your work means. In most organisations, those people are your bosses.

      Here is what ambitious people learn too late: the most intelligent person in the room is not always promoted. The hardest worker is not always advanced. The best ideas are not always rewarded. The person who rises is the person a leader trusts enough to risk their own reputation on. That trust does not happen by accident. It is built quietly, deliberately, and repeatedly. That building is what we call upward leadership.

      This is not an East African phenomenon. It is not a Ugandan story dressed in global clothing. We have lived this reality in Kampala and watched it play out in Nairobi, Lagos, Cape Town, Toronto, London, Sydney, Dubai, Mumbai, Manila, and New York. The titles change. The accents change. The expense reports change. The psychology of upward leadership does not.

      WHY THIS BOOK IS DIFFERENT

      There is no shortage of leadership books. Most of them are written by people who already hold authority, explaining how to use it. This book starts at the opposite end of the table.

      It is written for the people who do not yet hold a title that opens doors. It is for those who must earn influence through understanding, emotional intelligence, and strategy long before any office nameplate carries their name. Every chapter rests on three things.

      
        
          	
        Real life experience, not theory floating above the messy reality of organisational pressure, office politics, and human ego.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Research grounded in psychology, neuroscience, leadership science and organisational behaviour. Where we make a claim, we will tell you where the claim comes from, and we will tell you in plain language.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Practical frameworks & tools you can put to work the next morning. Questions you can ask yourself in the car park before you walk into the meeting. Habits you can build in your first hundred days that compound for the next 30 years.
      

      

      

      You will learn how to lead without a title. You will learn how to read power accurately rather than emotionally. You will learn how to become the kind of person whose absence quietly creates a problem. You will learn how to handle bosses who are difficult without becoming difficult to handle yourself. You will learn when to stay, when to leave, and how to do either with your story intact.

      A NECESSARY BOUNDARY

      Before we step further, a line needs to be drawn. This book is about managing your boss. It is not about tolerating abuse. Those two things are not the same, and we will not blur them.

      There is a difference between a boss who is difficult and a boss who is dangerous. Between pressure and harassment. Between accountability and humiliation. Between a hard manager and a person who is harming you. Any framework, any book, any culture that asks you to erase yourself in order to succeed is broken.

      Some situations are not meant to be managed. They are meant to be left. If your boss harasses you, discriminates against you, intimidates you, or retaliates against you, the issue is not your communication skills. The issue is a violation. Your safety, your mental health, and your dignity are not items on the negotiation table.

      Managing your boss is about rising without shrinking. It is about influence without compromise. It is about power used with a conscience. Sometimes the most powerful upward leadership decision you can make is to stop managing upward and start choosing yourself.

      With that boundary clearly placed, let’s get started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE

          

          
            UNDERSTANDING THE LANDSCAPE

          

          THE PSYCHOLOGY

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            YOU DON’T NEED A TITLE TO TAKE THE LEAD

          

          LEADERSHIP IS NOT A RANK. IT IS A DECISION.
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      In This Chapter:

      
        
          	
        What I saw that changed the way I understood bosses forever.
      

      	
        Why waiting for a promotion before you start leading is the most expensive mistake in your career.
      

      	
        Three practises that separate people who rise from the people who wait.
      

      	
        Why the bosses who seem most difficult are often the ones most desperate for someone to step up.
      

      	
        How leading yourself first, before you ever try to lead upward, is the foundation of every skill in this book.
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      She had a glass door. Most people in that newsroom treated it the way you treat a weather system. Studying it every morning before any move is made. On certain days the door was open. Those were the creative days, the loose days, the days you could knock with an idea and she would lean back in her chair and actually listen. On other days it was shut. Not just closed. Shut. On those days, you stayed at your desk, kept your head down, and waited for the temperature to cool down.

      I worked for that editor early in my career, when I was still young enough to take every mood personally and still naive enough to believe that good work would find its own way to the top. I spent weeks studying her. I asked colleagues what she had been like the previous week. I tried to decode what time she had arrived in the morning by how her coffee cup was positioned on the desk. I was doing everything except the one thing that would have actually helped me.

      I was not watching her. I was hiding from her.

      One afternoon, I had a report to submit. I had reworked it four times. I stood in the corridor outside her office rehearsing the exact moment I would knock, what I would say, whether I should lead with the headline or bury it in the third paragraph where she could not object before reading the rest. I was nervous. Then, through the glass, I saw something I had not expected.

      She was not intimidating anyone. She was staring at her screen with both hands pressed against her temples, shoulders tight with the weight of someone trying to hold an entire operation together by sheer will. Three blinking notification windows competed for her attention. A printout was face down on the keyboard, as if she had pushed it away in frustration. Her coffee was cold.

      She was not difficult. She was drowning. That recognition cracked something open in me. I stopped rehearsing. I knocked. I walked in with the report and, before she could say anything, I told her I had taken the liberty of drafting a summary of our coverage plan for the following week so she would not have to start from scratch. I placed it beside her cold coffee.

      She looked at it for a long moment. "Where did this come from?" she asked.

      "I noticed you had a lot happening," I said. "I thought it might help."

      From that day forward, I stopped waiting to be told what to do. From that day, everything, slowly and unmistakably, changed.

      THE WAITING ROOM

      Most careers begin in what we could call the Waiting Room. You have got talent. You have got the degree. You have got ambition and energy and, possibly, the outfit and hair for it. Yet you are waiting. Waiting for instructions. Waiting for your boss to notice you. Waiting for the system to reward the effort you are already making.

      Here is what nobody tells you when you join your first organisation: the Waiting Room is not a temporary holding space. For many people, it becomes permanent. Not because they are not capable, but because they have outsourced the responsibility for their own growth to the very person who is already too busy to notice.

      Most managers are managing upward themselves. They are fighting for budget, defending their team's positioning, managing their own bosses, and carrying their own anxieties about whether their performance is visible enough. The idea that they have surplus bandwidth to identify, cultivate, and accelerate the careers of everyone beneath them is, in most organisations, a fantasy. Some managers do this deliberately and effectively, but waiting for it is a strategy that rarely pays.

      The shift from waiting to leading is not dramatic. You do not march into the boss's office and announce a revolution. It is quieter than that. It is the moment you decide that circumstances will stop managing you and that you will start managing them instead. That shift, from passenger to driver, is the psychological birth of upward leadership. It is also, in our combined experience, the single most decisive turning point in any professional life.

      WHAT CHARLES MANZ FOUND IN 1986

      In 1986, a researcher named Charles Manz published a landmark paper that gave a name to something many high performers had been doing instinctively for years. He called it self-leadership: the practise of directing your own behaviour, your own motivation, and your own thinking towards goals that matter.

      The premise was deceptively simple. Before you can lead anyone else, you must be able to lead yourself. Not as a slogan. As a daily practise. Manz identified three core habits that show up repeatedly in people who lead without waiting for permission.

      HABIT 1 | SELF-OBSERVATION

      The first is self-observation. This is not the same as self-criticism. Self-observation means developing an accurate, honest picture of your habits, your emotional triggers, your strengths, and the places where you consistently get in your own way. Most people avoid this because it is uncomfortable. Accurate self-knowledge always is. Without it, you keep making the same moves in the same situations and wondering why you keep getting the same results.

      The question self-observation deliberately asks is, “what am I doing that makes my work, or my relationships, harder than they need to be?”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A journalist in our circle who covered politics for a regional paper in East Africa once told me that she had spent two years being frustrated by her editor's apparent coldness. She felt invisible, undervalued, and overlooked. When she finally sat with that question honestly, she recognised a pattern. She delivered work without context: no explanation of the reporting behind it, no indication of what she thought was most interesting, no way for her editor to find an entry point into the story. The editor was not cold. He simply had no idea how to talk to her, because she had never given him the material to start a conversation. That honest recognition changed her editorial relationship within two months.

      HABIT 2 | PERSONAL GOAL SETTING

      These are not the goals your performance review asks you to set. They are your own internal benchmarks. Standards that you hold yourself to because you chose them, not because your manager is watching. People who practise personal goal setting stop measuring themselves against the minimum the job requires and start measuring themselves against what they are actually capable of. The question shifts: what standard would I keep even if nobody was watching?

      This is harder than it sounds. Most of us are more influenced by what others expect than we would like to admit. The discipline of setting a private, internal standard, and holding it regardless of whether anyone is grading it, requires a particular kind of character. It is also the source of a particular kind of confidence: the confidence that does not come from praise but from knowing you have done the work.

      HABIT 3 | SELF-REINFORCEMENT

      The third is self-reinforcement: knowing how to acknowledge your own progress in a way that sustains momentum. This is not about waiting for your boss to validate you, or fishing for praise in every meeting. It is about building an internal system where growth feels like its own reward. This does not mean suppressing the need for recognition; that is a human need and there is nothing wrong with it. It means not making external validation a prerequisite for continuing. Over time, internal reinforcement builds something external rewards cannot: resilience. The kind that holds when the praise dries up, when the project runs into trouble, when your boss changes, and the new one does not know your track record yet.
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      Together, these three practises create what looks, from the outside, like quiet confidence. Like composure under pressure. Like someone who simply seems to know what to do.

      Self-leadership theory connects powerfully to a concept introduced by the American psychologist Julian Rotter in 1966. Rotter spent much of his career studying what makes some people persist where others give up. His answer was a concept he called internal locus of control: the belief that you, rather than outside forces, are primarily responsible for what happens in your life.

      In study after study of high-performing professionals, those with an internal locus of control consistently demonstrate higher engagement, greater persistence, and faster upward movement. They do not say "my boss is blocking me." They ask, "what is still within my control?" Research shows that bosses almost universally prefer promoting people who carry their own motivation. Not because it is pleasant, though it is, but because it is reliable. In organisations under pressure, reliability is rarer than talent. What is particularly interesting in the literature is that internal locus of control is not a fixed personality trait. It can be developed, and it shifts in response to environment and deliberate practise.
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      The three habits Manz identified, self-observation, self-goal-setting, and self-reinforcement, are essentially the practise of building an internal locus of control, one day at a time.

      THE IRONY THAT CHANGES EVERYTHING

      Here is the thing nobody warns you about: the moment you stop needing your boss to function, you become the person your boss most wants around.

      Think about what most managers are dealing with. Gallup's research on the global workplace consistently shows that managers account for roughly 70% of the variance in how engaged a team is. The quality of the person leading a team is the strongest predictor of whether that team delivers or drifts. Yet those very managers are themselves under relentless pressure from above, below, and sideways. They are running short on time, short on answers, sometimes short on sleep.

      When you show up not as a problem to solve but as a solution already in motion, when you have already thought three steps ahead, drafted the document before being asked, flagged the problem before it became a crisis, you stop being managed and start being trusted.

      Trust is the real currency of upward leadership. Not approval. Not praise. Trust. The moment a boss thinks of you as someone who does not require constant supervision, your whole relationship changes. You move from being a task on their list to being a resource they protect. They start including you in conversations earlier. They start explaining their thinking to you rather than just issuing instructions. They start asking your opinion on things that technically fall outside your brief. What has happened is simple and significant: you have joined their inner circle without anyone formally announcing it.

      This happens faster than most people expect, and more quietly. It does not require you to be the most talented person in the room. It does not require you to outperform anyone. It requires you to show up consistently as the person whose presence makes hard things easier.

      THE UPWARD LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK

      THREE MOVES THAT SEPARATE YOU

      No matter where in the world you might be, the behaviour of those who lead upward without titles tends to cluster around three specific moves. We call it the Upward Leadership Framework.

      MOVE 1 | ANTICIPATE, DO NOT WAIT

      Stop asking what to do. Start asking what needs to happen. Your boss cannot always see every gap in real time; they are too busy managing their own blind spots and the urgent things directly in front of them. When you spot the gap and fill it before being asked, you are not just doing a good job. You are demonstrating a quality that leaders crave above almost any other: foresight. Before your next weekly check-in, take 15 minutes and ask yourself: what problem is my boss going to face this week that I could reduce right now?
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      In a bank in Dubai, a junior relationship manager noticed that his team leader was consistently unprepared for the regional director's Monday calls because the weekend data was not compiled until Tuesday. Without being asked, he started pulling a summary on Fridays so it was ready. His team leader, initially barely aware this was happening, started referencing it in meetings with the regional director. Within a year, the junior relationship manager was leading the Monday calls himself. He had not lobbied for it. He had made himself the logical choice.

      MOVE 2 | DOCUMENT SOLUTIONS, NOT JUST EFFORT

      Effort without output is invisible. You can work incredibly hard and leave no evidence that you did. If you lead without a title, keep a record, a quiet, personal record, of problems solved, ideas implemented, and decisions made faster because of your involvement. Not for ego but for credibility. This is the foundation that makes everything in the chapters ahead possible. We will come back to this in detail in Chapter three, but begin the habit now.

      MOVE 3 | WIDEN YOUR FIELD OF CARE
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      Most people only care about what touches their job description directly. If you want to lead upward, you need to care about the floor above you. What is your boss trying to achieve this quarter? What is making that harder? Where does your work, done at its best, make their life easier? Once you can answer these questions accurately, you stop being someone they manage and start being someone they rely on.

      TITLES DO NOT BUILD TRUST. YOU DO.

      A title is permission on paper. It is not trust in practise. In our years inside organisations, from newsrooms to universities, NGOs to banks and government ministries, we have watched people receive titles and fail to become leaders, just as we have watched people with no title at all quietly run entire floors by sheer credibility.

      Organisational researchers Katz and Kahn documented this thoroughly. Credibility grows through what is called informal leadership: the influence you carry through your actions, your relationships, and your reputation, apart from what the organisational chart says about you. You know you have built it when colleagues ask you privately to interpret what the boss really meant. When your boss copies you into email threads you were not originally on. When your ideas are defended in rooms you have never entered. When your name comes up in conversations happening on floors above you.

      Consider Faith, a person one of us coached in East Africa. She was an assistant accountant; capable, efficient, low risk and invisible. The kind of employee who rarely attracts attention despite doing everything right. When her boss went on unexpected leave, most of the team panicked. Invoices were delayed. Approvals piled up. Emails sat unanswered.

      Faith did not panic. She created a temporary workflow, identified which approvals were urgent, calmed suppliers who were becoming anxious, and coordinated communication across three departments. Without announcing it or seeking permission, she stepped into the leadership the situation required.

      By the time her boss returned, the department was functioning more smoothly than it had before she left. Faith was not promoted immediately. Not long after, however, her boss approached her desk with a simple sentence. "The new director would like to see you."

      She walked into that office and heard the words every upward leader recognises as a turning point. "We have been watching you."

      Self-leadership is, among many other things, a spotlight. It finds you even when you are not trying to be seen.

      That form of influence, quiet, steady, and earned, is the foundation the rest of this book is built on. It begins not with a promotion but with a decision. The decision to stop waiting.

      WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE ON MONDAY MORNING

      Monday arrives. Before you open a single email, do this:

      
        
          	
        Ask yourself: what does my boss most need to happen this week that may not be on anyone's formal list? Write one specific answer.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Pick one thing from your backlog that you have been waiting for instructions on. Move it forward without asking permission.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Review something you submitted last week, whether a report, an email, or a presentation, and honestly identify one thing that would have made it more useful to the person who received it.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Find one colleague who is visibly overwhelmed and make one concrete, specific offer of help. Not "let me know if you need anything." That is not an offer, it is a gesture. Make it specific.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        At the end of the day, note what you completed that nobody asked you to do. Do this every day for two weeks and pay attention to what shifts in your confidence, in your relationships, and in how your boss speaks to you.
      

      

      

      These are not grand gestures. They are the small, consistent signals that separate the professionals who eventually get called in to be told, "We have been watching you," from the ones still standing in the corridor rehearsing.

      WHAT YOU JUST READ

      Upward leadership begins inside you, not above you. The corridor moment: standing outside the glass door and understanding that your boss is not intimidating but drowning, is a pivot point. When you stop seeing your boss as an obstacle and start seeing them as a human under pressure, your work life will change.

      Charles Manz's three practises of self-leadership, self-observation, self-goal-setting, and self-reinforcement, give you the internal structure to lead before anyone asks you to. Julian Rotter's concept of internal locus of control connects the theory to the psychology. People who believe they are responsible for their outcomes behave differently, and those behaviours produce different results. The irony at the heart of this chapter is real and consistent. The more you reduce your dependence on your boss for direction, validation, and clarity, the more your boss begins to depend on you. That trust, earned through anticipation and consistent delivery, is the first and deepest form of upward power.

      


      So far, we have talked about what you do inside your own mind and your own work. Upward leadership does not happen in a vacuum, however. It happens inside a system of power, both formal and informal, visible and hidden. If you do not learn to read that system, you will keep pushing in the wrong direction. What comes next is about what most professionals never learn to see.
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      Managing Your Boss is a book every professional needs, whether student, graduate, lecturer, career guidance officer, or manager, anywhere in the world. Conan Businge and Dr Lawrence Muganga have turned decades of experience in newsrooms, government, and university leadership into practical, honest lessons on upward leadership that most people are never taught.

      I have known Conan for years as a disciplined and accomplished professional across media, government, and higher education. I have equally watched Dr Muganga become a respected voice in higher education leadership across Africa. I recommend their book without reservation.
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      Managing Your Boss addresses an important but often overlooked aspect of professional life: building productive relationships with those who lead us. In today’s changing workplace, success depends not only on technical skills, but also on communication, emotional intelligence, adaptability, and strong professional relationships.

      Conan deserves recognition for addressing a topic relevant to professionals across cultures. Its message extends well beyond Uganda and contributes meaningfully to the global conversation on leadership and workplace success. I wish Conan every success as Managing Your Boss reaches readers around the world.
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MANAGING YOUR BOSS

This is not a book about office politics. Office politics change with faces,
seasons and systems. This is a book about something more permanent:
the psychology of how people rise.

At the heart of every promotion earned and every opportunity unlocked
sits one truth no one teaches: your relationship with your boss shapes
your destiny more than your CV does.

Businge and Muganga spent years inside real workplaces, coaching
teams and studying the world’s most influential leaders to distil a set of
laws for Upward Leadership. Learn to read power, communicate with
precision, and become indispensable, without begging, bragging or
burning out. These laws worked a hundred years ago. They will work a
hundred years from now.

The question is: will you rise?
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