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New research shows that when people need help getting a job done, 

they’ll choose a congenial colleague over a more capable one. That has 

big implications for every organization—and not all of them are 

negative.

 

One of management’s greatest challenges
arises from a natural tension inherent in every
organization. People are brought together be-
cause they have the variety of skills that, in
concert, are needed to carry out a complex ac-
tivity. But this variety inevitably leads to frag-
mentation of the organization into silos of spe-
cialized knowledge and activity.

It’s an understatement to say that resolving
this tension is crucial to success in today’s
knowledge-based and collaborative business
environment. How do you ensure that relevant
information gets transferred between two
parts of an organization that have different
cultures? How do you encourage people from
units competing for scarce corporate resources
to work together? How do you see to it that
the value of a cross-functional team is more,
not less, than the sum of its parts?

The answers to such questions lie not in an
examination of organization charts but
largely in an understanding of informal social
networks and how they emerge. Certainly, or-
ganizations are designed to ensure that peo-

ple interact in ways necessary to get their jobs
done. But all kinds of work-related encounters
and relationships exist that only partly reflect
these purposefully designed structures. Even
in the context of formal structures like cross-
functional teams, informal relationships play
a major role.

In this article, we offer somewhat surprising
insights into how informal networks take
shape in companies—that is, how people
choose those they work with. We then discuss
some of the benefits and drawbacks of this
phenomenon and offer ways for managers to
mitigate its negative effects and leverage the
positive ones.

 

How We Choose Work Partners

 

When given the choice of whom to work with,
people will pick one person over another for
any number of reasons: the prestige of being
associated with a star performer, for example,
or the hope that spending time with a strategi-
cally placed superior will further their careers.
But in most cases, people choose their work
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partners according to two criteria. One is com-
petence at the job (Does Joe know what he’s
doing?). The other is likability (Is Joe enjoy-
able to work with?). Obviously, both things
matter. Less obvious is how much they mat-
ter—and exactly 

 

how

 

 they matter.
To gain some insight into these questions,

we studied four organizations selected to re-
flect a wide range of attributes—for-profit and
nonprofit, large and small, North American
and European. We asked people to indicate
how often they had work-related interactions
with every other person in the organization.
We then asked them to rate all the other peo-
ple in the company in terms of how much they
personally liked each one and how well each
did his or her job. (For a more-detailed descrip-
tion of the studies, see the sidebar “Who Is
Good? Who Is Liked?”)

These two criteria—competence and likabil-
ity—combine to produce four archetypes: the
competent jerk, who knows a lot but is un-
pleasant to deal with; the lovable fool, who
doesn’t know much but is a delight to have
around; the lovable star, who’s both smart and
likable; and the incompetent jerk, who…well,
that’s self-explanatory. These archetypes are
caricatures, of course: Organizations usually—
well, much of the time—weed out both the
hopelessly incompetent and the socially clue-
less. Still, people in an organization can be
roughly classified using a simple matrix. (In-
deed, with relative ease you can probably pop-
ulate the four boxes depicted in the exhibit
“Whom Would You Choose?” with the names
of people in your own company.)

Our research showed (not surprisingly) that,
no matter what kind of organization we stud-
ied, everybody wanted to work with the lov-
able star, and nobody wanted to work with the
incompetent jerk. Things got a lot more inter-
esting, though, when people faced the choice
between competent jerks and lovable fools.

Ask managers about this choice—and we’ve
asked many of them, both as part of our re-
search and in executive education programs
we teach—and you’ll often hear them say that
when it comes to getting a job done, 

 

of course

 

competence trumps likability. “I can defuse my
antipathy toward the jerk if he’s competent,
but I can’t train someone who’s incompetent,”
says the CIO at a large engineering company.
Or, in the words of a knowledge management
executive in the IT department of a profes-

sional services firm: “I really care about the
skills and expertise you bring to the table. If
you’re a nice person on top of that, that’s sim-
ply a bonus.”

But despite what such people might say
about their preferences, the reverse turned out
to be true in practice in the organizations we
analyzed. Personal feelings played a more im-
portant role in forming work relationships—
not friendships at work but job-oriented rela-
tionships—than is commonly acknowledged.
They were even more important than evalua-
tions of competence. In fact, feelings worked as
a gating factor: We found that if someone is
strongly disliked, it’s almost irrelevant whether
or not she is competent; people won’t want to
work with her anyway. By contrast, if someone
is liked, his colleagues will seek out every little
bit of competence he has to offer. And this ten-
dency didn’t exist only in extreme cases; it was
true across the board. Generally speaking, a lit-
tle extra likability goes a longer way than a lit-
tle extra competence in making someone desir-
able to work with.

Of course, competence is more important
than likability in some people’s choice of work
partners. But why do so many others 

 

claim

 

that to be the case? “Choosing the lovable fool
over the competent jerk looks unprofessional,”
suggests a marketing manager at a personal
products company. “So people don’t like to
admit it—maybe not even to themselves.”

Yet 

 

is

 

 such a choice unprofessional? Is it a
mistake to steer clear of the competent jerk
when we have a job to do? Sometimes, yes. We
may forgo the opportunity to tap a competent
jerk’s knowledge and skills because we don’t
want to deal with his patronizing, brusque, or
otherwise unpleasant attitude—which is argu-
ably a modest price to pay for the valuable as-
sistance he can provide. We may even shun the
jerk simply to deny him the satisfaction of lord-
ing his knowledge over us.

But there are justifiable reasons to avoid the
jerk. Sometimes it can be difficult to pry the
needed information from him simply because
he is a jerk. And knowledge often requires ex-
planation to be useful—you might, for in-
stance, want to brainstorm with someone or
ask follow-up questions—and this kind of in-
teraction may be difficult with a competent
jerk. Furthermore, in order to learn, you often
have to reveal your vulnerabilities, which also
may be difficult with the competent jerk—es-
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pecially if you are afraid of how this might af-
fect your reputation in his eyes or in the eyes of
others to whom he may reveal your limita-
tions. By contrast, the lovable fool may be
more likely to freely share whatever (albeit
modest) information or skills he has and, with-
out any intention of gaining an advantage,
help others put them to use.

 

The Likability Bias: Pros and Cons

 

Some people are liked pretty much univer-
sally. In other cases, likability is relative: One
person’s friend may be another one’s jerk. This
is because our positive feelings can result from
people’s inherent attributes or from the situa-
tions we find ourselves in with them. This dis-
tinction is important to keep in mind as we try
to manage this tendency of people to favor lik-
ability over competence in their choice of
work partners.

Social psychologists have long known that
we like people who are 

 

similar

 

 to us; people we
are 

 

familiar

 

 with; people who have 

 

reciprocal

 

positive feelings about us; and people who are
inherently 

 

attractive,

 

 either in their appear-
ance or their personality—that is, they are con-
siderate, cheerful, generous, and so on. Each of
these sources of personal likability can contrib-
ute, for better or worse, to the formation of an
informal network.

 

For Better. 

 

That we like people who are
similar to us—for example, in their back-
ground, their beliefs, their interests, their per-
sonal style—is one of the most solidly docu-
mented findings in the social sciences. After
all, these people make us feel good because
they reaffirm the validity of our own charac-
teristics and attitudes. But there’s a business,
as well as a psychological, benefit when simi-
lar people choose to work together: Their sim-
ilar values, ways of thinking, and communica-
tion styles help projects flow smoothly and
quickly.

Benefits also result when we work with peo-
ple who aren’t necessarily similar, but are fa-
miliar, to us. When you launch into a task with
those you already know, you don’t waste a lot
of time figuring out what to expect from them
or explaining what you mean every time you
say something. In addition, because you are
usually relatively comfortable with individuals
you know, you’re likely to be more accepting
of their differences.

We also like to work with people who seem
to like us. This can produce a virtuous circle in
which everyone is more open to new ideas,
more willing to help, and more trusting than
would typically be the case. A similarly positive
environment can be created if you work with
someone who has an attractive personality—
someone who is empathetic, for example, or
generous. You know that you’ll have liberal ac-
cess to her intellectual resources, however
abundant or modest they may be, and are
likely to reciprocate by freely sharing your own
knowledge.

And a person who is physically attractive?
Well, in such a case, the job you do together
can be, in some indefinable way, simply a bit
more enjoyable than usual.

 

For Worse. 

 

One of the greatest drawbacks
of choosing to work with similar people is the
limited range of perspectives that a homoge-
neous group often brings to bear on a prob-

 

Who Is Good? Who Is Liked?

 

To test our theory of work relationships, 
we conducted a series of social network 
surveys at four organizations: an entre-
preneurial technology company in Silicon 
Valley, a unit of a multinational IT corpo-
ration, a U.S. university, and the Spanish 
country office of a global luxury goods 
corporation. We also surveyed a large 
group of MBA students at a U.S. business 
school. In all, we collected data about 
more than 10,000 work relationships.

We conducted multiple studies for 
two reasons. First, we wanted to see if 
the findings would remain consistent 
across different industries, types of orga-
nizations, and national cultures. Second, 
we wanted to see if the findings would 
remain consistent if we used different 
measures of likability, competence, and 
work-related interaction. For example, 
the definition of work interaction in the 
survey questions ranged from the very 
general (“We interact at work”—in 
which any kind of work-related interac-
tion counted, whether formal or infor-
mal, but not other unrelated socializing) 
to the more specific (“When I have a 
question or issue about my job, I go to 
this person for advice or help” or “When 
I need to engage in creative problem 

solving regarding my job, I go to that 
person to help me think out of the box 
and consider different aspects of the 
problem innovatively”). Although our 
results clearly were limited to the five 
groups we studied, the consistency of 
the findings on both counts was striking.

Our analysis of the responses took 
into account biases often present when 
someone is asked to rate other people. 
We corrected, for instance, for the fact 
that some people are generally very gen-
erous with their ratings and others are 
very stingy. We took into account the 
fact that people working in the same de-
partment or in the same part of the 
building would naturally interact more 
frequently, regardless of liking or com-
petence. And we adjusted for the fact 
that evaluations of competence and lik-
ability tend to go together: If I like you, 
I’m more likely to rate you as compe-
tent, and, conversely, if we’ve worked to-
gether in the past, I’ll tend to like you 
better. We were able to disentangle this 
overlap in our analysis, as well. For de-
tails of our statistical approach, see our 
working paper at www.people.hbs.edu/

tcasciaro/AffectInstrumentalTies.pdf.

http://www.people.hbs.edu/tcasciaro/AffectInstrumentalTies.pdf
http://www.people.hbs.edu/tcasciaro/AffectInstrumentalTies.pdf
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lem. A diverse collection of colleagues—what-
ever the tensions and misunderstandings that
arise because of their differences—provides an
array of perspectives that can lead to truly in-
novative approaches to accomplishing a task.

Even groups composed not of similar souls
but merely of people who are very familiar
with one another miss the chance to integrate
the fresh perspective that new players bring to
a project. Working with the same old col-
leagues can also dampen debate: People may
hesitate to challenge or reject a bad idea put
forward by someone they know and like.

There is also an obvious downside when
we gravitate toward people because they like
us or because they are pleasant to work with.
These individuals, however terrific they may
be, aren’t necessarily the ones most suited to
tackling the task at hand. The required exper-
tise or knowledge may lie elsewhere, in some-
one who in fact doesn’t like us that much or
isn’t attractive.

One other danger of people working prima-
rily with those they like: They may simply have
a good time and get nothing done. An experi-
enced venture capitalist recalls the case of a
very capable manager who hired individuals
based on his personal affinity with them. “His
team had a great time going out for a beer, but
the quality of their work was seriously compro-

mised,” says the dismayed investor. “If you
keep hiring only people you like, you can kill a
company.”

The objective, therefore, is to leverage the
power of liking while avoiding the negative con-
sequences of people’s “affect-based choice”—to
use the psychological term—of work partners.
Keep in mind that we’re not talking here about
formal work relationships: You work with your
boss and your direct counterparts in other divi-
sions whether you like them or not. We’re talk-
ing only about people’s choices of informal,
though work-related, interactions. Even so, that
doesn’t preclude executives from doing some
things that will positively affect those interac-
tions and the often task-crucial informal net-
works that grow out of them.

We offer three basic approaches. First,
where possible, manufacture liking in critical
relationships. Second, carefully position uni-
versally likable people so they can bridge orga-
nizational divides. Third, to put it bluntly,
work on the jerks. The first tactic acknowl-
edges that whether you like someone or not
may depend on the situation. The second and
third tactics acknowledge that being a jerk or
being likable can be an intrinsic characteristic
of a person, almost regardless of the situation.

 

Manufacture Liking

 

Given the central role that our feelings about
people play in our work relationships, is there
anything a manager can do to foster positive
feelings toward one another? The answer, per-
haps surprisingly, is yes.

 

Promote familiarity. 

 

In a well-known psy-
chological experiment, a person shown a pho-
tograph of himself and a reversed image of the
same picture consistently preferred the re-
versed photograph—simply because it was the
image he was used to seeing in the mirror!
And just as people like the images they’re used
to seeing, so they tend to like other people
they’re used to seeing around—they, too, are
known and predictable. Familiarity is, in turn,
one of the reasons why physical proximity
strongly affects the degree to which people
like each other: Research has shown that regu-
lar exposure to someone generally increases
the comfort and pleasure of interaction.

The power of familiarity to generate posi-
tive interpersonal feelings argues for some
careful thinking about the design of office
space. This could involve anything from mix-

 

Whom Would You Choose?

 

If you were faced with the need to ac-
complish a task at work, what sort of 
person would you pick to help you—
someone able to get the job done or 
someone enjoyable to be around? Stud-
ies done in four very different organiza-

tions consistently showed that most peo-
ple would choose a “lovable fool” 
(someone who, to varying degrees, is 
more likable than competent) over a 
“competent jerk.”
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ing up people’s work spaces (“I generally don’t
care for people in Finance, but I’ve actually
grown to like Sarah since she moved into the
next office”) to creating areas in an office that
foster informal, watercooler-style chats.

You can also design processes that give peo-
ple an opportunity simply to become ac-
quainted and thus make them more comfort-
able with each other. The “peer assist,” a
knowledge management process in which
team members aim to capture the expertise of
other colleagues before starting a project, gen-
erally involves some initial interaction—say, a
cocktail party—the evening before work be-
gins and any work-specific goals are addressed.
This allows people to get to know one another
a bit, independently from the work at hand,
while relationships are still emotionally neu-
tral and haven’t yet been subjected to any task-
related interference, such as the potentially
competing interests of the assisting and as-
sisted parties. Less formally, all-office get-
togethers on Friday afternoons can be more
than culture- and morale-building exercises.
They offer an opportunity for people from dif-
ferent functions and units to become familiar
with one another, thus making it easier for
them to share knowledge in the future.

 

Redefine similarity. 

 

Similarities can be cre-
ated where they might not naturally arise. It’s
no secret, for example, that marketers and re-
searchers tend to be wary of one another.
Their personalities, as well as their depart-
mental allegiances, are generally very differ-
ent. But if you create a product management
team that includes both marketers and re-
searchers, there is a chance their similar iden-
tities as “Product X people” may begin to feel
stronger than their dissimilar identities as
“marketing people” and “R&D people.” Super-
imposition of the shared identity, by overrid-
ing natural differences, may lead to increased
cross-functional cooperation, both formal and
informal.

 

Foster bonding. 

 

Often, however, coopera-
tion fails to emerge despite a redefinition of
similarities. Where there exists powerful
forces of distrust or animosity, either because
of strong dissimilarities (for instance, loyalty
to different premerger companies) or because
of a troubled history (years of competition be-
tween functional areas over budget alloca-
tions, for example), you won’t be able to get
people to like each other simply by inviting

them to some TGIF gatherings or by sticking
them on a cross-functional team. Promoting
positive feelings in those circumstances re-
quires stronger methods.

One involves putting people through an in-
tense cooperative experience. In a famous exper-
iment conducted more than 40 years ago by so-
cial psychologist Muzafer Sherif, groups of 11-
and 12-year-old boys were brought together in a
camp setting. Initially, they were randomly as-
signed to two groups. These were kept separate
to foster ties within each group, and competitive
activities were designed to produce animosity
between the two groups. Then, to see if expo-
sure to one another in a fun environment could
reduce the hostility that had been generated, the
competitive activities were suspended, and the
boys got together for such benign activities as
watching movies. In fact, though, hostility in-
creased, with fights erupting at every turn.
Sherif figured that something else was needed: a
situation that would force the boys to cooperate
with one another. So he created several. For in-
stance, a truck taking the two groups on a camp-
ing trip broke down, and all of the boys had to
push it up a steep hill to get it going again. Over
time, episodes like this decreased hostility and,
by the end of the camp experience, the number
of boys who said that they had a best friend in
the other group quadrupled.

The Outward Bound–style off-site experiences
used by many companies are based on this vener-
able psychological principle. Such tactics can be
problematic, however, because novelty and au-
thenticity are critical to their success. The mo-
ment they become trite or feel manufactured,
they lose their effectiveness. The challenge for
managers, therefore, is to constantly find new
ways to take advantage of this old concept.

 

Leverage the Likable

 

What should managers do to make effective
use of people—fools or otherwise—who are
likable almost regardless of the situation? Per-
haps the best way to capitalize on their per-
sonal qualities is to have them play the role of
“affective hubs”—people who, because they
are liked by a disproportionate number of
people, can bridge gaps between diverse
groups that might not otherwise interact.

We don’t necessarily like such people be-
cause they are similar or familiar to us. More
likely, we are drawn to their attractive person-
ality traits, sophisticated social skills, and old-

If someone is liked, his 

colleagues will seek out 

every little bit of 

competence he has to 

offer.
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fashioned “chemistry’’—a chemistry that may
arise from our sense that these people genu-
inely like us. Such individuals aren’t necessar-
ily the best performers (although they can
be—that’s the lovable star). More commonly,
because of the time they devote to interacting
with people, they may actually lag slightly be-
hind their peers in terms of measurable perfor-
mance. But their ability to establish positive
working relationships between groups that
would otherwise tend to be disconnected can
be crucial to an organization’s success. Manag-
ers can do several things to get the most out of
such people.

 

Identify them. 

 

Attentive managers know if
they have someone who could play—or is al-
ready playing—the role of an affective hub.
But most managers aren’t closely enough at-
tuned to the emotional dimension of work to
recognize such an individual. Take the case of
an employee in one company’s IT department.
She was the person who dealt with break-
downs in the technical infrastructure of the
company. Although less technically proficient
than many of her colleagues, she acted, in the
words of one, “as a coral reef barrier when the
user community in the company had prob-
lems. Because she was liked by everyone, she
could deflate users’ frustration and anger, in-
sulating us geeks from complaints and allow-
ing us to solve the problem.” After she was laid
off in a cost-cutting move, her job was divided
among more technically competent people.
The result? “It was a disaster,” according to her
former colleague.

Granted, it’s often difficult for a manager
several steps up in the firm to identify and as-
sess the value of such a person. One aid is the
increasingly common 360-degree evaluation,
which typically includes questions about how
pleasant someone is to deal with. A more sys-
tematic approach is to perform a social net-
work analysis with surveys whose questions
are specifically designed to collect informa-
tion on relationships between workers and on
the structure of the network formed by those
relationships.

 

Protect them. 

 

Even when affective hubs
are identified and their value to the company
is acknowledged, such soft contributions may
be deemed less important than more quantifi-
able ones. When told about the concept of af-
fective hubs, members of a management team
at a large technology company exclaimed al-

most in unison: “Damn, we just fired him!”
They went on to describe someone who was
beloved within and outside the organization, a
person other people would turn to when they
wanted to make contact with someone in an-
other part of the business or at an alliance
partner. “It’s not just that he knew everybody,”
according to one member of the team. “It’s
that everybody really liked him, and they were
happy to do him a favor.” Even though people
were aware of his critical informal role, it
wasn’t enough to save him from being one of
the first to go in a round of downsizing.

 

Position them strategically. 

 

Clearly, you
don’t want to waste the talents of an affective
hub by letting the person languish in a job
that is only loosely connected with other func-
tions. Such individuals should be put in a posi-
tion to link people from different parts of the
organization who might otherwise resist—or
never think of—collaborating with one an-
other. Affective hubs also are useful in posi-
tions central to the diffusion of new ideas.
Think, for example, of a program designed to
communicate new practices or principles
throughout an organization. How do you se-
lect participants? Do you chose managers?
Star performers? Or do you chose the people
who, because others will listen to them, are
going to be good evangelists for the new
ideas?

 

Work on the Jerk

 

Competent jerks represent a missed opportu-
nity for the organization because so much of
their expertise goes untapped. Dealing with
jerks is so unpleasant that colleagues simply
can’t be bothered with them. What can you do
with such people?

 

Reassess their contribution. 

 

The individual
performance of the competent jerk is great.
But how does he contribute to the perfor-
mance of the organization as a whole? Does
he help the people who work with him or ac-
tually hinder them? Take the case of an invest-
ment bank that hired an extraordinary rain-
maker in a difficult and highly profitable
market the bank wanted to enter.

 

1

 

 Unfortu-
nately, the qualities that made the new hire a
phenomenal producer in this rough-and-tum-
ble market also alienated lots of his col-
leagues. Over time, it became clear that the
newcomer’s manner was violating the culture
of respect and polite behavior that helped de-

Sometimes it can be 

difficult to pry the 

needed information from 

the jerk simply because 

he is a jerk.
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fine the company. What, then, to do about it?

 

Reward good behavior; punish bad behav-
ior. 

 

If the contributions of the competent jerk
are significant, it’s probably worth trying to
turn him into a tolerated, even if not actively
liked, star performer. Changing the behavior
of adults is never a straightforward proposi-
tion, of course, but some things can be done.
Jerks who can be charming when they wish—
but choose to do so only when convenient—
may respond to incentives. The rainmaker was
one of those. He could be very charming to po-
tential clients but was not to his coworkers. So
when it came time for him to be considered
for a managing director position, the bank de-
nied him the promotion.

 

Socialize and coach. 

 

Although the rainmaker
could have quit, taking his revenue-generating
skills with him, he did not. His boss adopted
an aggressive coaching stance, scolding for bad
behavior immediately after the fact, rather
than waiting for a year-end performance
review. The boss was effective in explaining in
detail how the behavior was self-defeating—
information that a self-interested and ambi-
tious individual is likely to take to heart. After
coaching from his boss, the rainmaker’s behav-
ior improved, and he was promoted the fol-
lowing year. (Sadly, there are people who are
disliked because they are socially incompetent
and probably never will be truly charming. For
them, interpersonal-skills training, rather than
incentive-based coaching, may be preferable.)

 

Reposition. 

 

If likable people can improve
an organization when they operate in highly
interdependent roles, competent jerks will
probably do best when they work indepen-
dently. There is often a place for people who

don’t need to be liked so long as they get their
jobs done—even if you must sacrifice wide-
spread access to their expertise.

 

• • •

 

Obviously, simply being liked doesn’t mean a
person is valuable to an organization. We all
know the fellow that people adore whose per-
formance is continually disappointing—to the
point that his colleagues end up disliking him
because he repeatedly lets them down. We all
know the woman who builds relationship
after relationship that ultimately go nowhere,
at least as far as the organization is concerned.

Still, it’s easy to be mistakenly dazzled by a
high performer, even if his expertise is never
tapped or shared because people don’t want to
work with him. And too many managers fail to
appreciate the benefits that a likable person
can offer an organization, particularly if those
benefits come at the expense of some measure
of performance. Building an environment in
which people like one another—whether by
creating situations that make liking people
easy, by fostering those likable people who can
play the role of an affective hub, or by improv-
ing the behavior of competent jerks—can help
all employees work more happily and produc-
tively and encourage the formation of strong
and smoothly functioning social networks.

 

1. “Rob Parson at Morgan Stanley (A), (B), (C) (Abridged),
(D),” HBS case nos. 9-498-054, 9-498-055, 9-498-057, and 9-
498-058.
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