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In the workplace, we all run into conflict. Many of us would love to speak up and assert

ourselves to correct it. And, in a perfect world, it would be easy. You could finally tell that

colleague who keeps interrupting you exactly how you feel. You could give him a piece of
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your mind, releasing the frustration and anger that’s been gnawing at you for months. You

could finally express that part of you that feels so underappreciated and marginalized.

But speaking up can be difficult — and sometimes overwhelming — especially if you are shy,

lack confidence, or come from a culture where it is inappropriate to speak up. It can feel

pushy and overly aggressive to be assertive, especially if you’re timid or hate conflict. It can

also feel awkward and unnatural, not least if you’re more inclined to voice your frustrations

and discontent in an indirect or passive manner.

But there is hope for the chronically

unassertive among us. Fears about speaking

up are hard but not impossible to overcome.

Voicing your frustration with an

“assertiveness formula” can help.

I first learned about the idea of an

assertiveness formula many years ago,

reading the book People Skills, by Robert

Bolton. Although Bolton applied his formula

to instances of everyday life (for example,

discussing household chores), I found it

equally appropriate for the workplace. Over

time, I’ve developed my own three-part

version of it in my teaching and training.

1. Start with a short, simple, objective

statement about the other person’s behavior — what you’d like to see changed. For
example: “When you interrupt me during meetings” or “When you take sole credit for
the work we’ve done collaboratively.” Your goal here is to get the other person’s attention
and, in doing so, minimize their defensiveness. The statement should be short, to the
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point, and evenhanded and unemotional enough that they can hear your message and
not immediately disagree or disengage.

2. Describe the negative effect that this behavior has had on you. Explain why the
person’s behavior is causing a problem. For example, if the first part of the formula is
“When you continually interrupt me during meetings,” you might then add, “I don’t get a
chance to voice my opinion.” Or, for “When you take sole credit for the work we’ve done
collaboratively,” you’d add, “I don’t have a chance to highlight my role and contribution.”
The goal here is to build a cause-and-effect logic, linking an objective statement of their
behavior to the impact that the behavior has had on you.

3. End with a feelings statement. Here, you want to indicate how their offending behavior
has not only negatively impacted your actions but also hurt your feelings. An example of
a feelings statement might be “I feel marginalized” or “I feel underappreciated.” While
the other person may feel surprised— and even uncomfortable — to hear this, it’s hard to
refute a person’s feelings. Adding this element makes the assertiveness message as a
whole that much more powerful.

Putting it all together, you have something like this: “When you continually interrupt me

during meetings, I don’t get a chance to voice my opinion, and I feel marginalized.”

A well-crafted assertiveness message can be effective on the spot, if you have the emotional

wherewithal to deliver it. But it can also be something you hone and craft in preparation for

an upcoming conversation, especially if you don’t feel particularly practiced at the craft or if

you’re anticipating a defensive reaction from the other person.

Of course, even with a formula in hand, assertiveness isn’t always easy. It’s quite possible

that the recipient of your message will react negatively, so you’ll want to meet any response

with a calm, steady, and confident presence. You’ll also want to accumulate as much

evidence as possible to support the first part of your message — the statement about the

other person’s offending behavior. Your goal is to provide enough clarity and specificity

about this behavior that your statement impossible to refute. What also helps is

demonstrating a pattern of behavior over time, which might require you to keep a diary of



instances when you’ve felt hurt, undermined, or offended by the person’s actions. Don’t use

this record as an opportunity to harp on your colleague for the many times you felt they

were at fault; use it only as backup material if your counterpart refutes you and needs

convincing. This evidence will be key for increasing the likelihood that your message will be

heard and ultimately have the intended effect on the recipient.

Keep in mind that there is no one-size-fits-all version of the message. You can tweak it

to your own style to make the message feel as authentic as possible. For instance, I’ve

interviewed one manager who liked to pace up and down the hallway a few times, with

what she called an “executive-style” walk, to get up the courage to confront her colleague.

Someone else made sure not to use “qualifiers” in her speech (“I’m really sorry, but…” or

“Maybe it’s just me, but…”), and instead aimed to get right to the point (“I’m not

comfortable with…”). Others drew on their convictions — the reasons they were speaking up

— to give them the courage. For example, someone who wants to teach their children to

stand up to others used that conviction as a guiding purpose for speaking up themselves.

The point is that you have more power than you think to craft a personalized way to speak

out, one that works for you.

In the end, speaking up is genuinely hard for many of us. And the results are far from

guaranteed. The other person may respond in a positive way immediately; they might

respond positively and productively but with a significant delay; or they might not change

at all. But for you, getting up the courage to voice your frustrations in the first place can be a

significant win.

Andy Molinsky is a Professor of Organizational Behavior at the Brandeis International

Business School. He’s the author of Global Dexterity and Reach, and the creator of The

Reach Method — a corporate coaching program to help individuals and teams step outside

their comfort zones and reach their potential.
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Mark Bigley 2 years ago

Good article. But we are professionals. Using the term "makes me feel" is unprofessional and incorrect. No

one makes another feel anything. That is victim consciousness. We choose our feelings, most often based on

our cognition. I have any number of ways to respond to an action or words of another depending on my

perceptions and my inner experience for which I must take responsibility instead of making the other person

responsible for our emotions/feelings. Then I can use my victim consciousness to become a perpetrator to

manipulate the other person to change. If someone violates my personal space, then I can confront them

with it in hope for reconciliation. If reconciliation isn't possible, I distance myself from the person instead of

demanding that they change to soothe my feelings. If they violate the law against me then I can contact the

authorities. This is called maturity.
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