
Speaking Up When It Doesn’t Feel Comfortable 
 
Last month, we covered an overview of transactional vs. transformational leadership. See 
the archive for readings and questions from that session. 

We now pivot slightly to discuss environments and leadership styles where we can (or 
cannot) speak up. We’ll look at resolving the tension of the Captain of the Ship 
(transactional) vs. collaborative engagement (transformational), and look at some 
situations where managing up is allowed or encouraged. 

A] Speaking Up in Certain Environments 

The “Captain of the Ship” has been used metaphorically to describe a person in a 
leadership position. For example, this metaphor can be found in literature (Whitman’s “O 
Captain! My Captain” ) and historical health care legal doctrine describing the role of the 
surgeon in the operating room as liable for all actions conducted during surgery. It’s 
meaning has evolved from that of an authoritarian, top-down model to one of ultimate 
responsibility within a more collaborative framework. This article describes a more 
contemporary application of this traditional metaphor, focusing on preserving leadership 
that transcends a given individual and fostering organizational resiliency and adaptability.  

 https://stevenfulmer.com/leadership-beyond-the-captain-navigating-the-ship-of-
change/ 

Here are interesting stories from Humble Inquiry by Edgar Schein and from How We Decide 
by Jonah Leher on the dangers of a command-and-control leadership style when human 
lives are at stake. Please read these short segments. 

 Humble Inquiry - Three Kinds of Humility - Surgical Example 
 How We Decide - Reducing Pilot Error and Plane Crashes 

Additional (optional) read on different leadership styles:   

 https://thegrowthfaculty.com/articles/leadershipstyles 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How does an individual manage upward in an environment where the leader’s style 
and/or values clash with one’s own? Do you have stories from past experiences to 
reflect on with the group?  

2. Along with simulators, what are your thoughts on CRM use in cockpits since 1978 
reducing the crash rates? How does this style of flight management relate to servant 
leadership characteristics?  
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3. In the surgical example, how did you feel as you read the restrictive nature of each 
person’s cultural history of speaking up in this situation? What ways could this have 
been remedied by Dr. Brown or the whole group, before being in the operating room? 
Have you experienced a situation where cultural diƯerences restricted the 
opportunity to speak up?  

  
**  

B] Managing Up 
  
Sometimes speaking up involves managing up in an organization. Here are three resources 
with tips for managing up. Please review the first two, and if time permits, listen to the 
interview with Julie Koenke. 
  
10 Tips to Managing Up 
  
Learn ten new strategies for eƯective collaboration with your supervisor. This video 
explores building trust and understanding your boss's priorities. The presenter shares tips 
for mutually beneficial working relationships, including leveraging project management 
tools. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HrofBpG_Lv0 

Be Your Boss’s Boss: How to EƯectively Manage Up 

Odds are you're working with a boss (founder, manager, senior leader) who has too 
much on their plate. This means that you, your work, and your career often take a back 
seat to the thousand other things on their plate. It also means that many of the 
“leftovers” from their plate get dumped onto you, overwhelming you as well. 

They aren’t doing this on purpose, but you still need to get their attention and explain what 
you need so things can change. The way to do this is by “managing up”-actively planning to 
influence their actions rather than just letting them happen to you without your input. 
  
Here is how you can do that in a way that allows you to have more control over your work, 
create a strong relationship with your manager, and give your career momentum when no 
one is doing that for you (they almost never will!). 

https://robertglazer.substack.com/p/be-your-bosss-boss-how-to-effectively  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. What does it take to allow you to manage up safely and eƯectively in an 

organization? What is in your control?  
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2. How could influencing someone up the chain of command benefit you and your 
work satisfaction?  Do you have stories of a time when you managed up to your 
benefit?  

  
Here are some optional resources on Managing Up (we will not have discussion 
questions around these resources) 
  
How to Manage Up with Julie Koenke 

Managing up, also called leading up, or followership, is a critical skill at any level of an 
organization. In this episode, educational consultant Julie Koenke talks about the nuanced 
skill of managing up. She explains how it can help you better work with your supervisor and 
help your organization get the results you are aiming for. 

What You’ll Learn 

 The definition of managing up 
 What managing up looks like with your supervisor 
 Why being a “good soldier” isn’t what your boss is looking for 
 How managing up helps all levels of the organization succeed 

climerconsulting.com/episode-63-how-to-manage-up-with-julie-koenke/ 
  
LinkedIn Learning: Leading without Formal Authority (we won’t discuss content from 
this resource) 
  
Leadership isn't just a skill for managers. Demonstrating leadership is important for 
employees at every level of an organization. There are opportunities to lead every day, 
whether you hold a formal leadership position or not. In this course, leadership and 
personal development experts Lisa Earle McLeod and Elizabeth Lotardo outline how 
individual contributors can exhibit leadership by influencing, inspiring, mentoring, and 
motivating others. They also help you overcome unique challenges such as how to 
communicate when you think your boss or team is headed in the wrong direction. Take this 
course to explore strategies for developing a leadership mindset, building a network of 
support, inspiring others, and navigating high-stakes situations.  
   
https://www.linkedin.com/learning/leading-without-formal-authority-25887473/setting-
yourself-up-for-formal-leadership?u=56745513 
  
**  
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