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How often have you been 
called to speak up at work 
and challenge power or 
authority? 
Maybe your team is headed in a direction that 
contradicts your findings or observations. You 
might simply have a new idea that has greater 
potential for customer, team and organisational 
value, but requires re-direction. Or perhaps your 
leader has made an incorrect assertion or asked 
you to act in a way you disagree with. 
How do you speak up and be heard? How do you 
push back without pushing people away?

A Call for Courage
Courage involves saying what needs to be said 
to the right person, at the right time, and in the 
right manner. It’s not always easy, and it can be 
particularly difficult when we have opposing 
perspectives and viewpoints to those with power 
– whether it’s those with positions of authority 
and leadership, or a group majority. 
When we push back, people can sometimes 
become defensive and even aggressive, 
particularly if we are challenging a widely held 
belief or an established practice. As a result, 
many of us keep these hard messages to 
ourselves, to keep the peace so as not to damage 
relationships. However, we often do more 
damage by shying away from conflict. Over time, 
this can lead to personal frustration, simmering 
tensions, lost opportunity, and a stagnant team 
culture where all seek to protect themselves or 
preserve the status quo. Without speaking up, we 
may find ourselves facing preventable crises – 
and then everyone suffers.
In Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous 
contexts, no one ever has every piece of the 
puzzle, leaders cannot see everything, the 
next big idea could be make or break, and 
every part of the organisation plays a unique 
role in surfacing potential issues or identifying 
opportunities that help the whole system thrive. 
We all need to muster the courage to speak up, 
explore perspectives others can’t see or may 
not have considered, and be prepared to take 
some heat. 
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Here are a few constructive ways to speak up and push back:

Clearly construct your case

Courage comes from knowing you are seeking a 
better outcome for your customers/clients, team, 
stakeholders and organisation. So, be clear of 
the reason you’re speaking. Then be concise. 
Put forward your point directly and calmly, 
using constructive language.  Stick to the facts. 
Start specific, state the issue or problem and 
consequences - then move to general points. 
Even if you have a lot to say, don’t overwhelm the 
group. Focus on landing the key point first, with 
no embellishment. 

Explore solutions together

Push backing doesn’t have to be a flat out ‘no’. 
In fact, it is more helpful take a firm, yet open 
and expansive approach to communication. 
This extends to the language we use, our tone of 
voice, our body language and the way we open 
the conversation. So that you communicate 
cohesively, it helps to keep your positive intent 
front of mind – Why are you raising this issue? 
Why is it important to the team? How can you 
support other people to see? How can you also 
make them feel heard?
Listen closely to the perspectives that are being 
shared, affirm that you accurately understand 
their position – “I understand – can I confirm what 
you’re saying is…” – then state your perspective 
by building on their thoughts i.e. “I would add 
that…”, “What if we looked at it this way…” or “If 
this is true, then…”.
This strategy does not always work, however 
you might be surprised at how often it does. 
Sometimes we have to firmly disagree. In this 
case, it is important to use inclusive language 
where possible such as “We” vs. “I” and “You”, 
state your positive intent clearly, and hold firm on 
why your message is so important.

Balance empathy with 
assertiveness

If others lose their composure, or become 
aggressive, don’t respond in kind. Be assertive  
and stick to your point with evidence and also 
try to explore through good questioning: those 
that get to the heart of the counter-argument, 
explore possibility, and help unearth any 
flaws in thinking. i.e. “Why is this the best way 
forward?...“How would this benefit…” “What 
could be the impact if we…” Keep in mind, 
this is not personal. It’s about finding the best 
way forward. If your initial message is outright 
dismissed or rejected and you are convinced of 
its importance, confidently assert the business 
case for exploring your key message. If you 
are speaking up for the collective benefit of 
your organisation and since personal gain or 
vengeance is not at stake, you are coming from a 
place of strength. 

Attune closely

Delivering your message with maximum effect 
and minimum noise requires us tread boldly but 
carefully. We need to attune – to the people with 
which we are speaking, to the environments we 
are navigating, and to the timing and setting of 
the conversation. For example, a conversation 
may need to be held privately to minimise 
a threat response and allow time to explore 
options without interference. Or we may pick up 
on signals that, indicate someone is upset and 
emotionally hijacked, despite our attempts to 
diffuse, and that now might not be the best time 
to influence.
Cue the person on what you would like to 
talk about and ask permission to have the 
conversation e.g. “I have a concern over the way 
[issue, project, person etc] is being approached 
and I would like to talk with you about it if 
you have a moment?” and attune to how they 
respond.



No one can force 
you to stand up, 
speak up and make 
a difference. But if 
you back off, and 
play along, please 
understand that 
whatever happens 
happened at least 
in part because you 
acquiesced. 

Seth Godin
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Pushing Back Propels
Us Forward

If we all speak up and push back more often, 
we contribute to creating cultures of open 
knowledge-sharing and an ever expanding 
marketplace for ideas, where organisations can 
better innovate and grow. And this can only mean 
positive things for the creation of sustainable, 
fulfilling places of work for team members too.

When you’re called to speak with courage, 
ask yourself: 

 ● What is the potential downside of delivering 
a message you think is needed and will help 
your organisation, even if it causes someone 
some short-term pain? 

 ● What if you were the person affected, would 
you appreciate someone bringing the issue 
to your attention while it is still fixable? 

 ● How would you feel if someone knew 
something and did not bring it to your 
attention, resulting in you spending 
inordinate amounts of time and resources to 
fix it?
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