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How well do you manage your boss?


Answer the questions and work out your score, then read the guidance points.

How do you feel about asking your boss for help?


	a. Confident that I’ll get what I want.

	b.  Confident that they’ll listen.

	c.  Worried that I’ll seem like a failure.



How do you feel about delegating upwards?


	a. Not a problem!

	b.  Sometimes it’s unavoidable.

	c.  It’s not really my place.



How well do you and your boss communicate?


	a. We clash fairly regularly!

	b.  Very well.

	c.  We don’t really ‘get’ each other.




How do you react to criticism?


	a. I hate being criticized.

	b.  I welcome it – as long as it’s constructive!

	c.  I find it disheartening.



To what extent do you feel you can influence your boss’s actions?


	a. Totally.

	b.  Sometimes.

	c.  Not at all.



How would you describe your network at work?


	a. I make sure I know all the right people.

	b.  I have a network of trusted colleagues.

	c.  I don’t tend to network; I don’t have time for chatting.



To what extent do you feel that your boss is working with you to further your career?


	a. Not much – it’s not in their interests to do so.

	b.  We develop my skills and build my experience together.

	c.  I didn’t know bosses were supposed to do that!



How well do you think your boss stands up for you in appraisals and salary reviews?


	a. I make sure they know what I want them to say.

	b.  Well – it’s important for the team that I am happy!

	c.  Not as well as they could do if I spoke to them more about my ambitions.




How would you deal with a problem with a colleague?


	a. Forcefully – they are being unprofessional.

	b.  I may mention it to my boss if nothing comes of my attempts.

	c.  I wouldn’t.



a = 1, b = 2 and c = 3

Now add up your scores.

9–13: You know what you want, but have quite an aggressive way of asking for it. See Chapter 1 for tips on communicating assertively, without being aggressive. If you have a problem with personality clashes, Chapter 5 should help you to reach a mutual understanding. You don’t lack self-belief, but it can come across as arrogance and actually damage, rather than help, your public image. See Chapter 8 for a positive approach to improving your chances of promotion.

14–21: You appear to have a balanced relationship with your boss, which is a great step towards a successful career. Of course, though, you will want to become a boss at some point: by following the advice in Chapters 1, 2 and 4 you will learn how to command more respect both at home and at work. Chapter 8 will then help you to hone your skills and progress in your career.

22–27: You know that you have the skills to progress in your career – the trouble is, nobody else does, least of all your boss. You should learn to communicate more effectively – Chapters 1 and 2 show you how, while Chapter 4 explains how you can delegate upwards. It might be useful to find yourself a mentor; Chapter 7 explains the best way of going about this.
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Communicating assertively in the workplace


Your relationship with your boss is one of the most important working relationships you will have. A positive relationship will mean that you’re more likely to enjoy your work, stay motivated and progress in your career. A bad relationship, on the other hand, can destroy your confidence and damage your career. This book shows you how to manage your boss, so you can each get the best from this crucial relationship.

Part of the challenge of any job is that you have to deal with a wide range of people, some of whom may be easier to work with than others. If you’re naturally shy, or are unsettled by people who adopt a confrontational approach, you might find that you need some help when it comes to managing a difficult boss. Or maybe your approach is over-assertive, bordering on the aggressive and you clash with your boss as a result. Learning how to communicate assertively – but not aggressively – could be just what you need.

Assertiveness is an approach to communication that honours your choices as well as those of the person you are communicating with. It’s not about steamrollering your boss or colleague into submission – in fact, it’s about seeking and exchanging opinions, developing a full understanding of the issues and negotiating a win–win situation: one that everyone can benefit from.

By adopting an assertive stance towards your boss you are showing that you aren’t a shrinking violet, there to be bullied – and, equally, that you’re proactive without being aggressive or demanding. Later chapters will explain different ways of gaining your boss’s respect and building a great relationship; but adopting an assertive approach is the first step towards ensuring that you and your boss set out on the right foot.


Step one: Choose the right approach

Becoming assertive is all about making choices that meet your needs and the needs of the situation. Sometimes it is appropriate to be passive: if you’re facing a snarling dog, for example, you might not want to provoke an attack by looking for a win–win situation! There may be other occasions when a more bracing approach is the answer. It may feel as though you’re being aggressive, but you’re actually displaying assertive behaviour, as you, rather than other people or situations, are in control of how you react.

After a lifetime of being the way they are, some people are daunted by the prospect of change. But if you don’t change what you do, you’ll never change what you get. All it takes to change is a decision. Once you’ve made that decision, you’ll naturally observe yourself in situations, notice what you do and don’t do well, and then you can try out new behaviours to see what works for you.


TOP TIP

If you feel you need some formal training, look into some specially tailored courses so that you can try out some approaches before taking on your manager in a ‘live’ situation.

This sort of thing takes practice, so don’t pressurize yourself even more by thinking you’ll ‘just know’ what to do – get some help if you feel you need it.





Step two: Project a positive image


	✔ Use ‘winning’ language. Rather than saying ‘I always come off worst!’ say ‘I’ve learned a great deal from doing lots of different things in my career. I’m now ready to move on and give my new job all I’ve got’. This is the beginning of taking control in your life.

	✔  Visualize what you wish to become, make the image as real as possible, and feel the sensation of being in control. Perhaps there have been moments in your life when you naturally felt like this, a time when you have excelled. Recapture that moment and ‘live’ it again.



Imagine how it would be if you felt like that in other areas of your life. Determine to make this your goal and recall this powerful image or feeling when you are getting disheartened. It will re-energize you and keep you on track.


TOP TIP

If you’re not very tall, it’s easy to think you can’t have presence because people will overlook you. Many successful people in all areas of life are physically quite small, though. Adopting an assertive communication style and body language has the effect of making you look more imposing. Assume you have impact; visualize it, feel it, breathe it.





Step three: Encourage others to take you seriously

As well as doing all you can to help yourself in terms of what you say and how you say it, you need to get other people to ‘buy into’ this assertive approach to communicating at work. Your boss will inevitably watch how you interact with colleagues. If your boss sees that you are treated with respect, they will treat you that way, too.

You can encourage respect through non-verbal as well as verbal communication:


	✔  If someone is talking over you and you are finding it difficult to get a word in edgeways, you can hold up your hand to signal ‘stop’ as you begin to speak. ‘I hear what you are saying but I would like to put forward an alternative viewpoint...’

	✔  Always take responsibility for your communication. Use the ‘I’ word: ‘I would like...’, ‘I don’t agree...’, ‘I am uncomfortable with this...’

	✔  Being aware of non-verbal communication signals can also help you build rapport. If you mirror what others are doing when they are communicating with you, it will help you to get a sense of where they are coming from and of how to respond in the most helpful way.




TOP TIP

Until you get used to being assertive, you may find it hard to say ‘no’ to people. (Remember: where appropriate, you are allowed to say ‘no’ to your boss!) One useful technique is to say, ‘I’d like to think about this first. I’ll get back to you shortly.’ Giving yourself time and space to rehearse your response can be really helpful.





Step four: Use positive body language


	✔ Stand tall, breathe deeply and look people in the eye when you speak to them.

	✔  Instead of anticipating a negative outcome, expect something positive.

	✔  Listen actively to what the other party is saying and try putting yourself in their shoes so that you have a better chance of seeking the solution that works for you both.

	✔  Ask about their thoughts and feelings by using ‘open’ questions that allow them to give you a full response rather than just ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Examples include: ‘Tell me more about why...’, ‘How do you see this working out?’ and so on.

	✔  Don’t let people talk down to you when you’re sitting down. If they’re standing, stand up too!





TOP TIP

If you’re working from home, it may feel more difficult to assert yourself over video/phone calls and email. But many of the tips in this chapter can be applied to those situations. Use video calling where possible, as it will allow you to read people’s body language, and try not to soften language in emails – instead of peppering your writing with ‘Sorry to ask…’ and ‘I just wondered…’, make sure your tone is measured and assertive. Try saying ‘I need you to…’ and ‘Please update me on…’ instead.





Step five: Recognize different communication styles

There are four types of communication style:


	 passive/aggressive – where you lose and do everything you can (without being too obvious) to make others lose too;

	 passive – where you lose and everyone else wins;

	 aggressive – where you win and everyone else loses;

	 assertive – where everyone wins.



Remember that people communicate in a variety of ways. Your assertiveness, then, needs to be sensitive to a range of possible responses. Here are some tips on how to deal with the different communication styles outlined above:


	✔  Passive/aggressive people. If you are dealing with someone behaving in a passive/aggressive manner, you can handle it by exposing what they are doing: ‘I get the feeling you are not happy about this decision’ or ‘It appears you have something to say on this; would you like to share your views now?’ In this way, they either have to deny their passive/aggressive stance or have to disclose their motivations. Either way, you are left in the driving seat.

	✔  Passive people. If you are dealing with a passive person, rather than let them be silent, encourage them to contribute so that they can’t put the blame for their disquiet on someone else.

	✔  Aggressive people. The aggressive communicator may need confronting, but do it carefully; you don’t want things to escalate out of control. Using the ‘I’d like to think about it first’ technique is often useful in this instance. The main thing to remember is that your rights, like everyone else’s, need to be taken into account, including the right to say ‘no’. Remember this when you are feeling badgered or defeated by someone.



Conflict is notorious for bringing out aggression in people. However, it is still possible to be assertive in this context. You may need to show that you are taking your colleague seriously by reflecting their energy. To do this, you could raise your voice to match the volume of theirs, then bring the volume down as you start to explore what would lead to a win–win solution. ‘I CAN SEE THAT YOU ARE UPSET and I would feel exactly the same if I were you... however...’ Then you can establish the desired outcome for both of you.

If you become more assertive, people won’t necessarily think that you have become more aggressive. Be responsive to their communication styles, and their needs will be met too. All that will happen is that you begin to communicate more effectively.


TOP TIP

Once you become assertive, your confidence level will be boosted tremendously. The irony is, though, that you need to have sufficient levels of confidence to try it in the first place.

If you feel you lack the confidence to assert yourself with your boss or colleagues, try the technique out in a ‘safe’ environment first so that you get used to how it feels, then you can start to use it more widely.




Common mistakes


	✗ You go too far at first



Many people find that they go too far when they start to practise being assertive, and end up acting aggressively by accident. Remember that you are looking for a win–win, not a you-win-they-lose situation. Take your time. Observe yourself in action, practise, and ask for feedback from trusted friends or colleagues as and when you need it.


	✗  You’re inconsistent



Be assertive across the board, not just with people you feel ‘safe’ with. If your boss sees that you give in when faced with an aggressive attitude, for example, they may adopt that approach when they want to get their way. Make assertiveness a habit, and you will command respect from everyone.


	✗  Others react negatively to your assertiveness



Your friends and family will be used to you the way you were, not the way you want to become, and some of them may try to make things difficult for you. With your new assertive behaviour, though, this won’t be possible unless you actively allow it to happen. If you find yourself in a situation like this, try explaining what you are trying to do and ask for their support. If they are not prepared to help you, think long and hard about whether they’re really the right friends for you.




BUSINESS ESSENTIALS


	✔ Try to avoid feeling resentful – if you are feeling ‘put upon’ by your boss or anyone else, make sure you act on the situation!

	✔  Remember that sometimes passivity is the best approach. Judge each situation on its own merits.

	✔  Speaking positively and using positive body language will encourage others to take you seriously and make you more assertive.

	✔  It is important to listen carefully to other people’s opinions so you are clear about which points you differ on and which you agree on.

	✔  Try your techniques out in a safe environment until you feel comfortable with them.

	✔  Build up a toolkit of assertive techniques and responses that have worked for you in the past and reuse them.
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 Developing your influencing skills


As workplaces become less hierarchical and more co-operative, working relationships are becoming based less on power and authority than on influence and persuasion. You have built your assertiveness; if you can boost your ability to influence, you will be well on your way to building a productive working relationship with your boss.

Influence and persuasion are very ‘human’ skills. Rather than telling someone what you think they should do, you now have to understand where their values, beliefs and motivations lie so that you can influence or persuade them to meet your agenda. This is a sophisticated form of communication, and one which you may not feel is appropriate to your employee–boss relationship. However, most of us already do this far more than we realize; by simply increasing your awareness of what you already do instinctively, you will be able to develop your skills and put them to more effective use.


Step one: Aim for a win–win outcome

If you approach negotiations believing that if you don’t win you’ve lost, you will undermine your efforts – either by being clumsy and heavy-handed or by giving up too soon and allowing the other party to walk all over you. You should see the chance to influence your boss (or any colleague, for that matter) as an opportunity to engage with someone who shares your desire for a mutually satisfactory outcome. If you have this attitude, you are likely to encounter co-operation and openness, and to reach a good resolution.


TOP TIP

Influencing does not require authority





Step two: Prepare the ground


	✔ Familiarize yourself with the situation and be clear about your desired outcome.

	✔  Do your research: ensure you are properly briefed and haven’t missed anything that might trip you up during your conversation.

	✔  Before you embark on your influencing strategy, canvass the views of any interested parties. Forewarn them of your position and proposition, and gauge whether they are willing to support you. If they have obvious concerns about your approach, you will at least have the option of modifying your position.

	✔  Ensure that you conduct your communication in the right surroundings. It’s best not to collar your boss in public. If they have the slightest concern about losing face, you will inhibit their ability to be open and flexible.

	✔  Explain your reasons for conducting the conversation and outline what you believe to be the common ground. Check with your boss that you’ve understood the situation correctly. If you haven’t, you risk undermining your whole influencing strategy.

	✔  Describe what you would like the result of the conversation to be. When thinking about your preferred outcome, come up with a suitable fallback option and be prepared to adjust your expectations if necessary.

	✔  Emphasize your desire to reach a win–win outcome and check that you haven’t missed anything.











Step three: Communicate assertively






Step four: Use a variety of influencing techniques



	 Logical argument. This approach relies on presenting rational and reasoned argument to win favour. It works with people who are intellectually driven, but may not work in more emotive situations in which values and beliefs are of prominent importance.

	 Inspiration. By creating a rich picture of a desirable outcome, you may be able to get your boss to buy in to your proposition. People who are strategically oriented and/or visually inclined often respond to this type of influencing style.

	 Heartfelt appeal/friendly connection. By reading and tapping into your boss’s values you are much more likely to build rapport and gain co-operation. This approach works well when there is empathy between the two of you. However, it can go badly wrong if you misread the other’s motivations!

	 Exchange of favours. ‘If you do this for me, I’ll do that for you!’ Bargaining can work wonders. Before you make the offer, though, make sure you can deliver – and then honour your commitments!

	 Compromise. A good strategy may be to meet someone halfway and gain sufficient ground to satisfy your needs. This can look weak if your compromise takes you into territory that you are unhappy with.

	 Concession. Making a concession gives the other party some ground, but also means that you can call in a favour in the future or ask them to make a concession in another negotiation.

	 Blackmail/threat. ‘If you don’t, there’ll be dire consequences!’ This is influencing through fear, and although it may be effective in the short term, it’s not far removed from coercion or manipulation. Needless to say, whether it’s you or your boss making the threats, this tactic won’t do your relationship any good at all – and it will not build a relationship that will secure your future success!

	 Power. People who make use of power when influencing include those who dominate, those who are aggressive, and bullies. It also includes those who use referential power to get their way; that is, threatening the wrath of another who holds more power than either the influencer or the ‘influencee’.





Step five: Close the communication












	✗ You believe that if you have enough conviction, your boss will co-operate





	✗  You think that being inflexible is ‘strong’





	✗ You try to influence someone on a matter that you don’t believe in





	 You are too susceptible to others’ influences









	✔  Influencing upwards is an important skill to learn.

	✔  Remember that the aim of influencing is not about ‘getting your own way’; it’s about gaining a mutually satisfactory outcome.

	✔  Be prepared. Find out as much as possible about the situation before you start your campaign.

	✔  Strengthen your case by communicating assertively, but not aggressively.


	✔ Use the influencing technique that your boss will react most positively to.

	✔  Listen to what the other side is saying and adjust your expectations/approach accordingly.

	✔  Follow up on any decisions reached.
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