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This study examines how employees with high political skill advance in politicized organizational environments where success depends on navigating informal power dynamics. Drawing on Social Information Processing (SIP) theory, the research proposes that politically skilled employees are adept at interpreting and responding to social cues. When organizational politics are high, they can strategically manage relationships and behaviors to create favorable impressions with supervisors.
The researchers tested this framework using a three-wave, multi-source field study conducted in a large Chinese sales company, collecting data from employees and their immediate supervisors over several weeks. The results showed that employees’ political skill predicted higher-quality leader–member exchange (LMX) relationships, and this effect was stronger when perceived organizational politics were high. In turn, LMX was positively associated with leader-rated promotability, mediating the effect of political skill on promotion potential. The moderated-mediation pattern indicated that politically skilled employees derive the greatest advantage in “murky” organizational climates, where navigating politics effectively becomes a differentiating capability.
Theoretically, the study advances understanding of how political skill functions as a socially adaptive resource that helps individuals convert potentially toxic political climates into opportunities for career progress. It also reframes organizational politics as a contingent context that can amplify, rather than suppress, relational advantages.
Practically, the findings suggest that organizations should recognize and cultivate political skill as part of leadership development and talent management, since it facilitates productive supervisor relationships and perceived promotability. At the same time, leaders should ensure that political dynamics remain transparent and constructive so that such skills enhance collaboration and effectiveness rather than perpetuating unfair advantage.
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