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Introduction


More than a decade ago, I started a workplace advice column, Ask a Manager. At the time, I was working as the chief of staff for a nonprofit lobbying organization, and I kept seeing people make choices at work that didn’t produce the outcomes they wanted. It occurred to me that people could use a place where they could get a manager’s perspective on their work problems, and thus Ask a Manager was born. I figured I’d mainly be answering questions about writing a résumé, asking for a raise, adjusting to a new boss, and other basic aspects of having a job.


Little did I know I’d end up spending most of my time fielding much more nuanced questions about how to talk to each other at work—from what to say to a coworker who won’t stop texting you, to what to do when you’re allergic to a colleague’s perfume, to how to deal with a boss who steals your lunch (seriously).


It turns out that our workplaces are full of people who are frustrated, hurt, or fed up—but aren’t speaking up about it because they can’t figure out what to say or even how to start the conversation. And when people don’t know exactly how to say something at work, they often end up saying nothing at all … causing their irritation to fester and grow and leaving the problem unresolved.


I know this because I now receive around sixty letters a day at Ask a Manager from people asking for help with workplace interactions ranging from the mundane to the truly bizarre.


And let’s be clear: I’m not a perfect manager or colleague. I’ve made lots and lots of mistakes, and I definitely don’t have all the answers. But in a decade of running Ask a Manager, I’ve had to think through a wide—and weird—range of interpersonal issues that arise at work and, in particular, what to say when you need to talk about them.


Surprisingly often, the answers to the questions that my letter writers ask come down to this: Speak up. That’s often all that’s needed—a conversation. But the reason people don’t take that step is that they have no fricking clue what to say.


And that’s understandable. Your job is your livelihood, so of course you’re wary of injecting tension or weirdness into your encounters with colleagues. Your quality of life at work often depends on having a decent relationship with your coworkers and (especially) with your boss, who controls everything from what work assignments you get to whether you’ll still have a job next week. So, yes, the stakes are high.


But the stakes are high if you don’t speak up, too. When the issue is serious—for example, if you’re not getting paid on time—not speaking up could mean not being able to pay your bills. But even when the issue isn’t so crucial—even when it’s, say, asking your coworker to turn his music down or to stop calling you “m’lady”—not speaking up means not having perfectly reasonable conversations, in the name of avoiding minor awkwardness. If you speak up—not adversarially, not aggressively, just calmly and matter-of-factly—you’ll build a reputation as someone who’s able to navigate tough situations with relative grace. You’ll also significantly improve your quality of life at work, because when you speak up appropriately, you improve your working conditions and relationships. (You also might find that those skills are transferable to life outside of work, which is an added bonus.)


By the way, the “not adversarially” part is pretty crucial. While loads of people choose not to speak up at all and suffer in silence, I’ve also watched too many people speak up badly. They’re too aggressive and they come in too hot, and as a result their perfectly legitimate concerns are lost in the messaging.


So in this book, I’m going to give you suggested language to help you navigate all sorts of situations at work, and tell you exactly how to say the thing you’d like to say.


As you read, keep in mind these three principles:


1. There is no magic wand. I hear from a lot of people whose questions boil down to, “My coworker is doing Annoying Thing X” (e.g., taking all her calls on speakerphone, dumping last-minute work on me as I’m walking out the door at night, spitting on me while she talks, etc.). “How can I get her to stop without actually saying anything to her about it?” And, sure, of course we want people to stop annoying us without needing to have an awkward conversation. I want that too! But in the vast majority of cases, that’s not really an option.


It’s true that in some cases, the annoying behavior is egregious enough that you can skip talking to the person directly and go straight to their manager or HR. But those cases are the exception, not the rule. You definitely don’t want to go to HR about your coworker who spits when he talks. You’ll look like you can’t manage your own work relationships, and they’re likely to tell you to go back and talk to your coworker directly anyway.


In most cases, if someone is doing something that upsets or annoys you, and you want her to stop, the only way to make that happen is to speak up and tell her so. So you have to decide: Are you willing to speak up and have the conversation? Or do you want to avoid that conversation so much that you’re willing to continue putting up with the behavior that’s bugging you? Those are usually your only two choices.


2. Most people are reasonable. Most people want to know if they’re doing something that’s annoying the crap out of you. Most managers want to know if someone on their staff is deeply unhappy about something. Most people won’t be upset that you initiated the conversation, and you aren’t going to come across as a jerk to reasonable people.


Because of that, speaking up will usually go better than you think it will. But we should be realistic. In some cases, the conversation might cause tension or awkwardness or make someone angry with you. These things happen! They happen less often than people fear, but they’re certainly possible outcomes. In this book, I’m going to give you language that will make a bad outcome much less likely. Of course, you can’t control everything, and some people are unreasonable loons, but most of the time the worst thing that will happen is some fleeting awkwardness, followed by a return to normalcy.


3. How you speak up is key. Your tone and the way you frame the conversation will play a huge part in determining the outcome.


In these conversations, you should sound calm, matter-of-fact, and collaborative. Think of the tone that you’d use if you were trying to solve a work-related problem with a colleague and you hadn’t spent the last two nights lying awake, mustering the nerve to initiate the conversation. That’s the tone you’re aiming for.


SO LET’S DIVE in and start navigating the awkward, the tricky, and the just plain weird issues that you might run into at work.
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Are there times when you shouldn’t speak up at all?


 


While I passionately want people to get more comfortable speaking up at work, there are plenty of times when speaking up wouldn’t be the right call, such as:


• When you lack standing or capital. Everyone at work has a certain amount of social and professional capital to spend. How much you have is based on how long you’ve worked at your company, how senior your position is, how well you generally get along with people, how much your work is valued, how much your boss likes you personally, and how accommodating you’ve been to others. If you’re low on accumulated capital, you might not be well positioned to speak up about a difficult or sensitive issue. (There are exceptions to this rule when it comes to things that are very serious. For example, you should always speak up about sexual harassment or unsafe working conditions.)


• When you have bigger battles to fight. If you’re asking for a raise and better project assignments, now probably isn’t the time to also ask your boss to stop taking all her calls on speakerphone. Focus on what’s most important to you, and don’t overreach.


• When you just want to say something because it would feel good but there’s no benefit beyond that. As a fan since birth of speaking up just on principle, I’m sympathetic to this one. It can feel really satisfying to voice something that’s been bothering you, even if it’s not going to achieve anything, even if it might actually make the situation worse. But at work, you have to weigh that satisfaction against the impact it’s likely to have on your relationships in the office, and possibly on your professional reputation, too.
   Of course, you may weigh those factors and still decide you want to say something. If so, that’s your call! Just make sure that you do the calculation first.


• When the timing is bad. If the person you want to talk to is on a tight deadline, dealing with a family crisis, or just spoke to you about serious problems with your work, it’s probably not the right time to raise something difficult or sticky if it could otherwise wait.
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CHAPTER 1


Conversations with Your Boss


Conversations with your boss can be stressful even when they’re relatively routine. The uneven power dynamic can mess with your head and make you approach conversations far more delicately than you need to, or even convince you not to have the conversation at all.


But for the most part, you’ll get the best results if you approach your boss as if she’s a normal human, not royalty or a terrible ogre. That’s sometimes easier said than done, though, so here are some general operating instructions to follow:


•    Don’t overthink it. Overthinking will cause you a lot more stress and anxiety than is probably warranted and it’s likely to make you less effective, too. You’ll wind up dancing around the issue, or using formal wording that sounds odd and unclear. Just be direct and straightforward.


•    Keep your ego at bay. The more you can approach the conversation from an emotionally detached place, the more effective you’re likely to be. This doesn’t mean that you can’t have emotions; it just means that you can’t let them drive the conversation. For example, if your boss gives you some critical feedback and you get defensive or upset, you’re less likely to truly process the guidance she’s giving you. Instead, calmly ask for more information and talk through your options. That should lead you away from defensive responses like “No one told me not to do it that way!” and toward more constructive responses like “Would it be better to do X?” or “I think X is happening because of Y. Let me try Z and see if that solves it.”


•    Think like a consultant. Employees’ relationships with their managers sometimes resemble a parent/child dynamic more than a peer-to-peer relationship—and that’s not a good thing. To avoid that, try thinking of yourself as a consultant and your boss as your client. Consultants are able to sidestep that parent-child dynamic because they’re independently offering their services, and while they want to make their clients happy, if they ultimately can’t see eye to eye on something important, they can part ways without a ton of drama. And really, that’s true for employees, too—employees just tend to lose sight of it.


•    When you bring concerns to your boss, frame them from the perspective of “What makes the most sense for the organization and why?” rather than “I want X.” The former is the perspective that your boss will need to take, so it’s better for both of you if the conversation starts there. However …


•    If something really just comes down to “I want X,” it’s okay to be straightforward about that. If you’re in pretty good standing with your boss and you have some credibility built up (in part because you don’t approach her with “I want X”-type requests on a daily basis), then sometimes it’s okay to say, “I know that this doesn’t sound like a big deal, but it’s driving me crazy. Could we try doing X instead?” or “X is really important to me. Can we talk about whether there’s any way to make that happen?” Good bosses want to make good employees happy, so knowing what would make you happier is actually great information for them to have.


•    Make it clear that you understand that your boss may have different information or a different perspective than you. In many cases, your boss really will have more information than you do, and you should approach sensitive conversations with that in mind. For example, if you’re concerned about why your boss moved a high-profile project from you to your coworker, start by saying, “I realize that there might be reasons for this that I’m not privy to” as opposed to just launching into “I’m really upset about losing this project.” You’ll have more credibility, and you won’t put your boss on the defensive.


•    In some cases you’ll get better results by asking for a short-term experiment rather than a permanent change. If your boss is resistant to what you’re asking for, suggesting a short-term trial rather than a permanent change can be a good way to lower the stakes. For example, if you want to work from home on Thursdays and your boss isn’t convinced it makes sense, she might agree more easily if you don’t ask her to commit to it forever. Instead, say, “Could we try it for the next three Thursdays and see how it goes? If it causes problems, of course I wouldn’t continue. But it could be a good way to test it out.” This approach works for all kinds of requests, from asking for more autonomy in your work to suggesting a different format for staff meetings.




 


1. Your boss seems unhappy with your work


Sometimes it’s clear that your boss is unhappy with your work: You’re getting a lot of critical feedback and/or she tells you directly that she’s concerned. Other times, you might be less certain. Maybe you have a vague sense that she’s dissatisfied without having anything concrete to point to, or you might not know whether the amount of criticism you’re getting is par for the course or something to worry about.


In all these cases, the worst thing you can do is silently worry. You might think that raising the issue will make it worse, but really, if your boss has concerns about your performance, it’s much better to know and to try to address the situation. If you avoid the topic, you won’t ever know what you could be doing better. And you might be denying yourself peace of mind, too, if in fact your boss isn’t as worried as you think.


So, name what you’re worried about and ask for more insight. Here are some ways you can say it:


•    “I’m getting the sense that you’re concerned about how I’m handling X and Y. If so, I’d really like to talk it through with you and get your feedback.”


•    “I might be misreading, but you seemed disappointed with how project X went. Could we talk about how you think it went?”


•    “Can I ask about some of the feedback you’ve given me lately? I wasn’t sure if this is the amount and type of feedback you’d normally expect to give the person in my role, or if I’m having a tougher time than you’d generally expect.”


•    “Could we talk about how things are going overall? I’d really like to get your feedback on how I’m doing, in the big picture.”


2. The job isn’t what you agreed to


If you find yourself in a new job that’s significantly different from the one you signed up for, you should speak up. First, if you don’t speak up, your boss may not even realize this is happening; he may be so busy with other things that he hasn’t fully focused on what’s going on with you. Second, you want to find out whether you’re just pinch-hitting for someone else short-term (maybe until someone has time to train you on your primary responsibilities or until something else changes) or this is what the job will look like long-term. And third, you need to be clear that you’re not okay with doing a different job than the one you signed up for. (Don’t assume that this is obvious.)


Start by saying something like this:


•    “Since I started a month ago, I’ve been spending most of my time on database maintenance. Could we talk about the plan for getting the accounting work transferred over to me? I was happy to help out with the database because I know we were in a pinch with Niles being out, but I’d really like to focus on the accounting work I was hired for.”


If your manager says that there are no immediate plans to make that happen, you could say:


•    “Would you be open to talking about handling it differently? I hadn’t expected the job to be centered on database work when I took it, and it’s not something I’d normally seek to make part of my role.”


It’s possible that this conversation will make your manager realize that he needs a different plan—in which case, great, problem solved. But it’s also possible that you’ll hear, “Yeah, I’m sorry it worked out this way, but this is what we need from the role now.” If that’s the case, you’ll need to decide if you want the job under these new terms. That’s definitely not fair—but if it’s the reality of the situation, it’s better to figure that out sooner rather than later so that you can decide how you want to proceed.


3. You have concerns about a colleague’s work


Let’s say you have a coworker who isn’t very good at her job. Her work is full of mistakes, or she doesn’t return calls from her clients so they end up contacting you for help instead, or she’s frequently late in finishing up her piece of a joint project.


A lot of people will tell you that if the problems aren’t impacting your ability to do your own job, you should stay out of it. And sometimes that’s true—if the problems are minor. But if the problems are significant and you can see that they’re affecting your team or your organization, a good manager will appreciate a discreet heads-up about what’s going on.


Of course, “significant” is the key here. Your coworker coming in two minutes late every day probably doesn’t meet that bar, but clients complaining that your coworker never responds to their calls probably does. The question to ask yourself is: How does this affect our work, and by how much? If it’s more than mildly annoying and has a real impact on the work, a good boss will want to know about it.


And of course, if the problems are affecting your work, it’s all the more imperative to say something.


When you do this, just be direct and stick to the facts. Explain what’s going on, what the impact has been, and ideally what you’re hoping your manager might do in response.


For example, when a coworker misses deadlines that affect you, here are a few ways to let your boss know:


•    “I wanted to mention to you that the last few times we’ve had proposal deadlines, I’ve had to work late to get everything done at the last minute because Oswald’s portions keep coming to me late. I’ve asked him to get his work to me earlier, but that hasn’t resolved it. Could you nudge him to hit our internal deadlines more reliably?”


A slightly sneakier way of tipping off your manager about a problem with a coworker is to ask for advice about dealing with that problem. That way you’re alerting her to what’s happening without having to worry that you’re coming across as a complainer. For example:


•    “Can I ask for your advice about how to handle something? I’m getting a lot of calls from Oswald’s clients after they’ve left messages for him and not heard anything back. When they don’t get a response for a few days, they’ll sometimes call me to try to get help, but I don’t have all the info on their accounts. I’ve let Oswald know this is happening, but it hasn’t resolved it. Can you give me some advice on the best way to handle this?”


And if the problems don’t directly affect your work but still feel important enough to raise, try saying something like this:


•    “I wanted to mention that I’ve overheard Oswald giving callers some incorrect info about our work. For example, he gave one person the wrong website address and told someone else that we don’t accept credit card payments over the phone even though we do. I gave him the right information both times I overheard, but I think he might need more training on answering common questions from callers.” (Note that the framing here isn’t “Let’s get Oswald in trouble!” but rather “Here’s a work problem that might need some attention.”)


By the way, in many cases, you should first try to resolve the problem with your coworker directly. Most people appreciate the chance to fix something themselves before their boss is involved. But if you’ve tried that and it hasn’t worked, or if the problems are so serious that you really do need to go straight to your boss, or if your coworker is hostile and there’s no way that talking to her directly will work out well for anyone, use the advice above.


4. Your boss expects you to answer emails and phone calls at night and over the weekend


If your boss regularly fills your evenings and weekends with non-urgent work calls and emails, you might conclude that she expects you to be available then. However, it’s possible that by setting some boundaries, you can effectively push back on your boss’s expectations and recover that time for yourself. In pushing back, it’s also possible that you’ll discover that her expectations aren’t, in fact, flexible. But an awful lot of the time, it can turn out that they are.


The first thing to do is to make sure you’re interpreting your boss’s expectations correctly. If you receive an email at night or on the weekend, there’s a very good chance that your boss doesn’t actually expect you to reply until the next business day. She might be working and sending you questions as they come up, but not expecting you to deal with them until you’re back at work. So the very first step here is to ask about that, by saying something like:


•    “I’m assuming that it’s fine for me to wait to reply to emails sent at night or over the weekend until I’m back at work, unless something is obviously urgent. Let me know if that’s not the case!”


But if your boss makes it clear that she does indeed expect evening or weekend responses (and you’re not in a field like, say, rock star crisis management where that’s par for the course), try saying something like this:


•    “It’s really important to me to have time to disconnect and recharge outside of work. Sometimes that means turning off my phone or not checking email for the weekend. I’ll of course put in extra hours when something is an emergency, but my preference would be to respond to non-urgent things when I’m back at work. Could we try that for a while and see how it goes?”


If the answer is a firm no, then at that point you’d need to decide if you want the job knowing that these are the terms. But very often when you have this conversation, you’ll discover that there’s more flexibility than you might have thought.
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Four Phrases to Use
When You Talk to Your Boss


 


Keep these useful phrases in your pocket to use when talking to your boss:


1. “I of course can do it that way, but I want to flag that X could potentially be a problem if we do.” If you think that something your manager is asking you to do is a bad idea, this is a way to say so without seeming argumentative. You’re clearly saying that you’ll do what he has asked, but you’re also offering another perspective that he might find helpful.


2. “I realized that I wasn’t totally sure what you meant when you said X earlier.” If your manager says something that leaves you confused or alarmed, ask about it! Even if you didn’t think to bring it up in the moment, it’s okay to ask about it later. In fact, most managers would want you to, so that they’re able to clarify what they meant.


3. “Thanks for telling me that—it’s really useful to hear.” If you’re cheerful and openly appreciative when your manager gives you feedback, she’ll be more inclined to continue doing it. And she’ll probably think of you as incredibly easy to work with, too.


4. “Can I repeat back my understanding of what you just told me to make sure I’ve got it right?” This is a good question to ask if your boss doesn’t always think to mention crucial details until you’re halfway through an assignment or if you don’t always leave conversations with the same understanding. Giving a brief summary of what you’re taking away from the conversation can help you both spot places where you might not be on the same page.





5. You don’t have enough work


I get a surprising number of letters from people who are worried because they have hardly anything to do at work. If you’re super-busy, that might sound like a lovely situation to be in, but in reality it can be mind-numbingly boring and anxiety-producing (what will it mean for your job security if your boss notices that you’re not doing very much?).


If you don’t have much work and you’re relatively new to the job (say, six months or less), the issue might be that your boss hasn’t figured out yet how much you can handle or is being too slow in training you on new projects. If that’s the case, try saying something like this:


•    “I wanted to talk with you about my workload. I’m finding that I’m able to finish everything on my plate fairly quickly, and I’d love to take on more. Are there other projects that I could work on?”


If you’re not so new to the job, you can use that same language—but since you’ve been around longer, you’re also better positioned to propose things you could work on. In that case, you could consider drawing up a list of projects that you’d like to be involved with and that you think would be useful to your organization. Show your boss the list and say:


•    “I’m finding that I’m getting all my work done with time to spare, and I’d like to take on more. Would you be okay with my working on some or all of the projects on this list?”


If none of these approaches help and you’re still fielding regular boredom, another option is to just ask your manager if it’s okay for you to use slow periods to work on other things. Ideally these would be at least nominally work-related, such as developing a skill or reading industry news, since that’s pretty easy to say yes to (and your manager won’t have to worry about the optics for anyone who walks by and sees you doing those things). You can be pretty direct about that:


•    “When I’m in a slower period with work, is it okay for me to read management blogs / do some Java tutorials / catch up on professional journals?”


These are better options than spending a ton of time on social media or playing games on your phone, and most managers will be appreciative that you asked.


6. You want to take on more responsibility


If you’re confident that you’ve proved yourself in your current role and you want to take on more responsibility, you’ll have the best shot at success if you’re specific about what you’d like to take on. Do you want to get more management experience? Overhaul your organization’s social media presence? Set up a company-wide community volunteering program? Whatever it is, think through the details of how that would work (and how you’d integrate it with your existing responsibilities) and then say something like this:


•    “I’m really interested in hiring work, and I wondered if you’d be open to letting me take more of a role in the department’s hiring. I’d be excited to screen résumés or do initial phone interviews for our junior positions, and now that we’ve automated our monthly reporting, I think I’d have enough time to take it on. Is that something we could experiment with?”


•    “While you were out last month, I led two new employee trainings and really enjoyed presenting and answering questions. I’d love to move more in that direction with my work. Would you be open to letting me do more of that, maybe starting with covering for you when you’re busy?”


If your boss says no, don’t be shy about asking whether there’s a way to work toward it in the future. For example:


•    “Since this is an area I’m really interested in, I’d love your advice on what I can work on in the coming months to lay the groundwork for moving in that direction in the future.”
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How to tell your manager “I know
what I’m doing”


 


A reader writes:


I have been at my position for over a year and a half. I work in a college administrative office. We offer small business counseling for free twice a month. And twice a month, the woman in charge of the program tells me how to process the clients needing counseling. It’s simple things—copy this, check off the list, etc. I feel like she is insulting my intelligence by constantly telling me how to do these simple tasks.


She is older (60s/70s) and I’m young (25). How do I kindly say to her “I know what I’m doing”? I feel like I’m being treated like a child.


Say this: “I’ve noticed you go over this with me each time we do this, and it makes me wonder—have I been making mistakes or otherwise not doing this correctly?” Don’t say it in a snotty tone; say it in a tone of genuine concern.


That might be enough to make the point to her that you’ve got it and don’t need it repeated each time. Or alternately, you might find out that she has some concern that you weren’t aware of and that she’s not addressing head-on.


And in general, that’s always the right approach to take with this kind of thing—if someone is treating you in a way that seems condescending or untrusting or inappropriately micromanagey, express genuine concern about what might be causing it. It’s a reasonably direct but nonaggressive way into a conversation about what’s going on.


But if that doesn’t work with her, then you can try, “I really do know the process well at this point, and I hate to have you spend your time reviewing it with me so often. Could I take it from here and check in with you if I run into questions?”


And if that doesn’t work … well, at that point you accept that she’s oddly neurotic about this program and you’re going to be receiving very basic instructions about it twice a month.





7. You believe you have unreasonable deadlines


If you find yourself facing deadlines that seem unreasonable, talk to your boss! It’s possible that by talking it through, you’ll discover that a deadline isn’t as firm as it originally seemed, or your boss will be more open to pushing it back once he hears it’s causing problems. Or you might find that it’s fine to use shortcuts that you had assumed wouldn’t be okay, or that it’s really only a particular piece of the project that has to be ready on time.


The best way to initiate this conversation is to explain what you can do and offer some options for how to proceed. For example:


•    “I can have a full mock-up in three days, but I won’t have time to fully test it by then. I could finish the testing by Monday, though. Would that work?”


•    “To get this done by Thursday, I’d need to push everything else back, which means that I wouldn’t finish up X and Y until next week. Would that be okay?”


But what if your manager tells you no, you need to stick to the original deadline with no modifications and you can’t push any of your other work back? If you genuinely don’t believe you can meet the deadline, say this:


•    “I hear you on how important it is to get it done by then. I’ll do everything I can to make it happen, but I want to be transparent with you that I’m concerned that factors X and Y mean that it’s going to take longer. Let me really push on it over the next twenty-four hours and then update you once I see where I am.”


8. Your workload is too heavy


Often when people are overwhelmed by their workload, they assume their managers are aware of how much is on their plate. But in reality, no one pays as much attention to your workload as you do. Many managers assume that you’ll speak up if it gets to be too much—and that if you’re not saying anything, everything must be fine.


I once coaxed an admission out of an employee—with great effort, because he did not want to share this—that the team he managed had been overloaded with projects for months (and had a terrible backlog of overdue work). He hadn’t spoken up about it because he figured that if we kept sending them new projects, they must be expected to somehow handle it all. I was horrified, and within a week, we had significantly pared back his team’s workload. And he hadn’t even been planning to mention it until I dragged it out of him!


So. Talk to your manager. Ideally you should suggest a few different options to adjust your workload, like this:


•    “I can do A and B, but not C. Or, if C is really important, I could move A off my plate to make room for it. Or I could act as an adviser to Lavinia if she took on C, but I can’t do C myself if I’m also doing A and B.”


A decent manager, upon hearing this, will talk through options with you. But if your boss resists making any trade-offs, say this:


•    “I hear you that we want to get it all done, but since realistically I don’t have time to juggle all of it, I want to make sure that I’m making the right choices about priorities and focusing on the most important things. Otherwise I worry that since I can’t do it all, the things that don’t get done may be the wrong things.”


And if you’re so overwhelmed that you can’t even begin to figure out options to propose to your manager, you can still say something. In that case, just be honest:


•    “I’m finding that I’ve taken on way too much, and the stress of trying to juggle it all is exhausting me. I’m worried it will impact my work at some point. Can we take a look at my workload and figure out how to make it more manageable?”


9. You’re going to miss a deadline


If you think you’re in danger of missing a deadline, the most important thing you can do is to speak up as soon as you realize it. Don’t wait until right before the deadline, and definitely don’t wait until the deadline has passed. The less advance notice you give your boss, the harder the message will be to deliver—because the closer it is to the deadline, the fewer options she’s likely to have. If she has plenty of advance notice, she can bring in extra help, move other priorities around, and give a heads-up to anyone else who’s going to be affected. Waiting until the last minute takes away most of those options.


As soon as you realize your deadline is in jeopardy, say something like this:


•    “I’m concerned that I might not be able to meet the deadline for the piece on dinosaur aficionados. I’ve just finished the research and am about to start the draft, but it’s due at the end of the week and I also have that all-day strategy meeting tomorrow and the follow-up that will come out of that.”


Then, if possible, suggest options:


•    “I could definitely have it done by next Tuesday, but that’s two days later than we’d discussed. Or I could skip tomorrow’s meeting, although I know that’s not ideal. What do you think makes sense?”


10. You missed a deadline


If you didn’t give your manager advance warning and now you’ve missed a deadline, what do you do?


This is a pretty serious mistake, so you want to make it clear that you recognize that. Your manager is going to worry not just about the late project itself, but also whether he can rely on you in the future—so it’s important to talk about what you’re going to do differently in the future so it doesn’t happen again. For example:


•    “I’m so sorry that I’m turning this in late. I thought I was going to be able to get it done on time, but I didn’t estimate correctly how long it would take to finish. I should have communicated with you earlier, and I’ll make sure that I do in the future. I’m also going to carve out more time for this type of project from now on, so that I’ll have a buffer if something takes longer than I anticipated.”


11. Asking for feedback


While being left in peace to do your work with no criticism might sound like a pretty good deal, in reality it can be a very bad deal. At a minimum, not getting feedback means that you won’t know about any problems with your work or ways that you could do a better job. That can affect what you do or don’t accomplish in your job, as well as the kind of reputation you build with other people. At worst, it can mean that your manager has serious concerns about your work that you don’t know about until it’s too late to fix them.


So trust me, as long as you have a halfway decent manager, you want feedback. (In fact, even if you don’t have a halfway decent manager, it’s still useful for you to know what she thinks of your work. Being blindsided by the discovery that your manager is unhappy with you is never a good thing.)


But what if your manager doesn’t give you much feedback? Weirdly, a lot of managers don’t, even though it’s a key part of their job. But if you go out of your way to ask for feedback about your work, many managers will be glad to give it.


Say it this way:
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