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Facing a Disrespectful Manager: 7-Step Strategy to Assert Yourself 
By Amir Bhimji, MS, MBA, MA (Org. Psych.)
Disrespect in the workplace impacts relationships between colleagues. When that disrespect comes from your manager and given the power differential, it goes even further. It lowers your self-esteem. This lower self-esteem can become internalized over time. It starts with thoughts such as “he doesn’t respect me” and ends up with thoughts such as “maybe there is something about me that makes him not respect me.” Once it becomes internalized, then these feelings about your Self go home with you and impact your self-confidence and relationships in your personal life. 

The 7-Step strategy in this article will give you the skills and confidence to assert yourself. Assertiveness is defined as ability to assert your rights without aggressing on the rights of the other person. 

7-Step Strategy to Assert Yourself
1. Move past denial and acknowledge the reality
2. Take responsibility for your part of the problem

3. Gain clarity about your rights and boundaries

4. Commit to address the issue

5. Create Win-Win expectations

6. Plan your discussion

7. Conduct your discussion and follow-up.

Consider Judy’s Situation
Judy is a soft-spoken, educated, software engineer working in the Silicon Valley. Judy has been with the company for over 2 years. Her job pays well and the company provides good benefits. It started off as something small that Judy did not think much about in the beginning. Her manager Dave Biggs would not smile at Judy as he did with others in the group. And now it has grown to the point where Judy feels ignored in meetings. He rarely asks Judy for her opinion. When Judy does offer her comments, often his response is with short, terse comments such as “obviously…”
Consider Your Situation
Pause as you read this article and write down your situation in your journal. Then as you go through each of the seven steps and read Judy’s thoughts and actions, reflect on yours and capture them in your journal. The likelihood of you doing something about your situation goes up dramatically when you put it down in black and white.


Step # 1: Move past denial and acknowledge the reality
Judy writes her thoughts and ideas in her journal: Enough is enough. It is no more just my imagination. I don’t feel good about the way I am being treated. This is a good job. I don’t want to leave the job because I might encounter the same situation at another job. No. I will build the skills and confidence to address this situation the best I can. I will not pretend anymore that this is not happening. In fact I will start sharing it when opportunities arise. This way I will feel a little more committed to doing something about it. I will start today. When I go to dinner tonight with Tracy I will share it with her. She shares her challenges with me.
I will also try and find an opportunity to speak with John sometime tomorrow. He is a good friend to me. I trust him. He has been with the company longer than I and he has been a supervisor for a year now. 
Step # 2: Take responsibility for your part of the problem

Judy’s notes in journal: To be honest I bear some of the responsibility in this problem. I should have addressed it when it was small. I was in denial. I let it drag on for over 2 years. I pretended with friends and family that everything was fine. And I made no effort to read books, seek advice from others, or attend a training program to build the skills. No more. Now I will. I will follow the “7-Step Strategy to Assert Yourself.” 
Step # 3: Gain clarity about your rights and boundaries

Notes in journal: If my performance is unsatisfactory, then my manager has a right to give me feedback. But I have a right to feel respected. I have a right to seek a discussion with him and share with him in a nice way why I am feeling disrespected. I don’t feel he smiles at me like he does with others. I am rarely if ever asked for my input. Others get asked pointedly for their opinion. It does make me feel ignored. Anytime I make a comment, instead of appreciation for the contribution, I always get a short, curt response such as “obviously…” Why?
Step # 4: Commit to address the issue

Notes in journal: I know he is traveling all of this week. He will be back in the office next Monday. I will contact his secretary tomorrow at 9 AM and ask for a meeting with Dave for next Tuesday. I will ask for 45 minutes of his time in his office. 
Step # 5: Create Win-Win expectations

Notes in journal: My expectation is not that my manager Dave apologize for what he is doing. For all I know he might not even be aware of what I am experiencing. So for me the bottom line expectation is 

1. I need to make him aware of what I am experiencing and my feelings, and
2. he listen to me 

Beyond that if I get anything else that is bonus. I will feel a big shoulder lifted off my shoulder if I can just have him listen to what I have been putting up with. 
Step # 6: Plan your discussion

Notes in journal: It is very important to me that I do not conduct the discussion in a manner that I make our relationship worse than it is now. John gave me some very good suggestions for the discussion. He specifically emphasized
· thank Dave for the opportunity of this discussion

· not to be accusatory or judgmental
· share specifics about the issues I have

· ask open-ended questions and allow Dave to share his perspective

· listen actively to Dave, display empathy where appropriate, and most of all respond in a manner to maintain or enhance his self-esteem (and never say anything to lower his self-esteem)

· also share the things I like about the job, such as the opportunities for growth, etc. 
Step # 7: Conduct your discussion and follow-up
Notes in journal: I am apprehensive, but also looking forward to the discussion tomorrow morning. More after the discussion.
Now it is your turn
Judy is a character created to illustrate the application of the “7-Step Strategy to Assert Yourself.” Yet Judy represents a little of the many people I have encountered in my seminars on “Assertiveness.” And to that extent she is very real. 

I cannot predict the outcome you will achieve from your discussion. What I can predict is that the impact on you from not addressing it is greater. By addressing this issue assertively you will at the very least start to build your skills and enhance your confidence to address similar situations more proactively in the future. And to that extent you will have already won. Now there is no stopping you.
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