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Self-Advocacy in the Workplace 
Self-advocacy is critical for career progression because it empowers individuals to show their value and seize 
opportunities. A wide variety of situations may require self-advocacy, from requesting a particular assignment 
to seeking a promotion. However, for many individuals, especially women, practicing self-advocacy may 
fall outside their comfort zones. Practical Law asked Lisa Horowitz of Attorney Talent Strategy Group and 
Sheila Murphy of WOMN LLC to provide guidance and actionable takeaways for effective self-advocacy in the 
workplace, including advice on overcoming obstacles to women’s career advancement.
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What does self-advocacy in the workplace entail?
Self-advocacy is a key leadership and management 
competency that is necessary to take charge of your 
career and drive it forward. People often think of 
self-advocacy as a stand-alone skill. In fact, it requires a 
number of other complementary competencies, including 
the ability to influence others, manage yourself and 
your colleagues, negotiate, and strategize. Additionally, 
self-advocacy calls for you to understand your own value, 
believe in yourself, and have courage and confidence.

What preliminary steps should you take to 
self-advocate effectively?
It is essential to have an intentional strategy for using 
self-advocacy to advance your career. Creating this 
strategy requires you to reflect on and address several 
key factors, including: 
�� Your career goals. In identifying the career goals 
around which you will self-advocate, you should 
consider both larger goals (such as a promotion, pay 
raise, leadership role, or flexible work schedule) and 
smaller goals (such as getting a particular assignment 
or additional training). Practicing self-advocacy on 
some of the smaller goals, especially early in your 
career, will help make self-advocacy a habit that 
becomes easier over time.
�� Your value. To understand your value, take inventory of 
your successes and create a written professional value 
statement. In crafting the statement, think about:
�z your career accomplishments; 
�z the qualities that make you great;
�z what unique attributes you bring to the table; 
�z why you are a key player; and 
�z why you are indispensable to your team at work. 

�� Your audience. Before advocating for yourself, it 
is helpful to gather information to determine how 
your goals align with those of your manager and 
organization. Determine answers to questions like:
�z What have others asked for and received?
�z What is the most opportune time to self-advocate?
�z What is your manager’s style?
�z How does your manager like to negotiate?
�z Would your manager prefer to receive a proposal or 

to collaborate with you?
�z How would your request help your manager and the 

organization?

How can you portray confidence and avoid 
underselling your value in your self-advocacy 
efforts?
Prepare and manage your mindset for success! 
Confidence, courage, and a growth mindset are integral 

and unavoidable parts of self-advocacy. Think of 
these traits as key muscles that support your efforts to 
self-advocate and that will become stronger the more you 
exercise them. To build these muscles, you should:
�� Draft your value statement (as discussed above) and 
frequently review and update it. This process involves 
unabashedly laying out your strengths, skills, and 
accomplishments. Having this information top of 
mind will give you confidence to ask for what you 
have earned.
�� Manage negative self-talk by: 
�z taking inventory of your successes;
�z intentionally observing your thoughts and writing 

them down to help you challenge any negative 
thoughts with positive ones;

�z acknowledging your fears to prevent your negative 
imagination from running wild; and

�z making a concerted effort to be optimistic and have 
a growth mindset.

�� Shortly before a conversation or meeting in which you 
plan to self-advocate:
�z review your value statement; 
�z jot down a quick paragraph or two about a time 

when you felt empowered, happy, or successful, so 
you can focus on something positive about yourself 
and appear more confident during the conversation;

�z foster the mind-body connection (which may seem 
silly, but research has shown it is integral in building 
confidence) by power posing, such as by standing 
like a superhero for a few seconds before the 
meeting; and

�z consider doing breathing exercises to calm your 
nerves because imagining yourself in a tranquil 
place helps bolster your confidence and courage. 

�� Weigh the costs of not advocating for yourself against 
the benefits of what self-advocacy might bring to you. 
There is rarely a downside to self-advocacy when you 
approach it the right way, even if you do not ultimately 
get what you want from the conversation. 

Take inventory of your 
successes and create 
a written professional 
value statement.
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�� Practice self-advocacy in front of friends or in other 
scenarios outside of work, such as when volunteering 
for non-profit organizations.
�� Be mindful of your body language and presence, 
which impact your ability to achieve your career 
goals. One trick is to visualize someone confident 
and powerful and try to emulate their body language 
and presence.

Who should you enlist to help you self-advocate, 
and how should you solicit this support?
Your contacts, allies, and manager are integral to 
helping you self-advocate and achieve your career 
goals. However, it is up to you to enlist their support. 
In particular, you should:
�� Harness the power of your network. Others in your 
network can help you gather information before 
making a big ask. For example, they might have asked 
for a pay raise, a flexible working arrangement, or 
particular assignments. These individuals may have 
advice about how to approach the situation, including 
what was or was not effective for them. Additionally, 
colleagues may have insight about your manager’s 
receptiveness or negotiation style. 
�� Create a personal board of advisors. These 
individuals can provide encouragement or may even 
help you get what you are seeking. Do not be afraid of 
asking others for help because you assume they are 
too busy. Many people enjoy assisting others and will 
gladly make the time to do so. Reaching out to the 
right person can offer many potential benefits with 
little risk. When considering who to ask, make sure to 
include both:
�z allies who can serve as mentors and sounding 

boards, even if they do not have influence in your 
organization; and 

�z sponsors who have influence in your organization 
and are willing to use their political capital to 
help get you the opportunity you are seeking (for 
example, you could consider asking a sponsor to 
vocalize support for your ideas during a meeting, 
which would show their agreement with your idea or 
their recognition of your ownership of the idea). 

�� Communicate clearly with your manager. 
This includes:
�z owning your accomplishments instead of keeping 

quiet due to fear of sounding like a braggart;
�z asking for specific feedback and constructive 

criticism on your performance so you can develop 
and improve (for more information, search Receiving 
Feedback Checklist on Practical Law); and

�z asking for regular meetings to set and check in on 
your goals to keep yourself on track.

What other advice do you have on how to best 
engage in self-advocacy during conversations 
with managers? 
To effectively self-advocate and enhance your success, 
you should:
�� Listen actively. This means you should:
�z observe your manager’s body language, ask neutral 

and open-ended questions, and offer feedback 
and empathy; 

�z be attentive, open-minded, and cognizant of what 
your manager is and is not saying; and

�z try to react to the message and not the messenger.
�� Be prepared to negotiate. Before the conversation, 
you should determine the things you might consider 
to be a win even if you do not receive your full ask. 
You should also know your manager’s options (and 
correspondingly your leverage) and point out what 
might be most relevant and helpful to your manager in 
your ask. Go into the conversation with a collaborative 
mindset and be prepared to present options rather 
than fixating on a single solution.
�� Know how to influence. This includes:
�z being strategic about what and who you ask;
�z bringing facts to the table to support your position; 
�z understanding and appreciating the personal dynamics 

at play, including each person’s approaches, priorities, 
and concerns, and asking powerful questions to open 
up other possibilities and views; 

�z mastering your position so you can respond to 
concerns, present realistic costs and benefits, and 
be fair and respectful; and

�z ensuring everyone, including yourself, stays focused 
on the current ask and avoids rehashing past decisions. 

If you are ultimately unsuccessful, ask yourself what you 
can learn from the experience to apply to your next ask. 

How can you better position yourself for positive 
performance reviews and career opportunities?
Positioning yourself for success requires having 
courageous conversations. Start by asking your 
manager for specific, actionable feedback to identify 
the steps you must take to receive a positive review or 
coveted opportunity. When looking for development 
opportunities, be as specific as possible about the goals 
you want to achieve and the types of assignments you 
want to obtain in the upcoming year. 

Throughout the year, make sure to:
�� Seize opportunities to tout your achievements. 
�� Track each of your accomplishments so that, at 
year-end, you have metrics and data that demonstrate 
your value to the company (for a sample spreadsheet 
an attorney can use to record and evaluate feedback 
based on their performance on a specific project or 
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assignment, with explanatory notes, search Feedback 
Tracker for Attorneys on Practical Law).

When the time comes to make your case for a request, 
own your accomplishments and, whenever possible, 
tie your request to your manager’s goals and your 
organization’s business and financial objectives. 

What are some common obstacles to women’s 
advancement and recognition in the workplace?
Research has shown that men communicate for control 
and power, whereas women tend to communicate to 
develop relationships, regardless of their title or position. 
Some day-to-day obstacles for women in light of this 
difference are: 
�� Mansplaining. This is a recognized phenomenon that 
occurs when a man speaks to a woman as if she has no 
knowledge on a topic, even if the woman is equally or 
more qualified on the topic than the man. 
�� Manruptions. This refers to when a man interrupts a 
woman while she is speaking. For example, it has been 
found that on the US Supreme Court, male justices 
interrupt female justices more than their fellow male 
justices (see Tonja Jacobi and Dylan Schweers, Female 
Supreme Court Justices Are Interrupted More by Male 
Justices and Advocates, Harvard Business Review, 
Apr. 11, 2017). 
�� He-peats. An example of this is when a woman says 
something during a meeting and no one acknowledges 
or recognizes the idea, but when a man later says 
the same thing during the meeting, it suddenly 
gets traction.

It is important to note that although these scenarios 
traditionally involve a man as the “bad actor” and are 
driven by fundamental differences in the way women and 
men communicate, women can be equally guilty of these 
behaviors.

What are effective strategies for overcoming 
gender-based obstacles? 
One of the most effective strategies is to anticipate the 
issues and prepare appropriate and polite responses in 
advance. For example:
�� In a mansplaining scenario, consider responding to the 
offender with statements like: 
�z “Based on what you said, it seems you might not 

be aware of my background, so it might be helpful 
to let you know that I …” and describe your relevant 
experience or qualifications.

�z “Thank you for sharing. You may not know I have done 
this before and am familiar with these issues, but I am 
glad you are interested in talking about this.”

�� For manruptions, consider your own counter-interruption 
with a statement like “I am almost done with my points 
and need a few more minutes to finish them.”

�� For he-peats, particularly those that involve important 
ideas that you should receive credit for during a 
performance review or should use as an example of 
your worth when self-advocating, it is critical to take 
back your ideas and own them. Make it clear after the 
he-peat that it was your idea by responding with a 
statement like “Thank you for putting that spin on my 
idea. I really like your spin, but if I could take back that 
thought for a minute and go one step further on this 
point, I can explain how we can have a greater impact.” 

Another valuable tool to overcome these obstacles is to 
adopt stronger speaking strategies, including: 
�� Using more direct, shorter sentences.
�� Choosing firmer words and eliminating phrases like 
“I believe” or “I think.” 
�� Making eye contact and leaning in while you speak.
�� Asking pointed questions.
�� Emphasizing you are a team player as you present 
ideas or requests.

Additionally, consider asking an ally or a sponsor in 
advance for help in diffusing these situations if they 
participate in meetings with you. For example, they can 
reinforce or support your idea by acknowledging the idea 
and attributing it to you immediately after you present it, 
or directing the conversation back to you as the leader if 
another participant interrupts or attempts to take credit 
for your idea.

What steps can you take if you have repeatedly 
advocated for yourself, but you feel as though 
nothing has come of it?
The most important thing you can do in this scenario is 
to ask for feedback and not let it go. Although it takes 
courage to ask for answers you may not want to hear, 
getting feedback also gives you the freedom to figure out 
what you could do differently or if there is another role or 
organization that might be better for you.

To get useful feedback, consider:
�� Going to your personal board of advisors to explain 
what you said when you made your request, including 
how you said it. In some cases, you may think you 
have been clear in your request to your manager, but 
your board of advisors may view it differently and may 
be able to provide tips on how you can present your 
request another way next time. 
�� Asking your manager or another colleague:
�z what people say about you when you are not in the 

room to help provide context for why your requests 
are being dismissed; and 

�z for specific, actionable feedback so you can 
implement changes. 

 

17The Journal | Litigation | August/September 2021© 2021 Thomson Reuters. All rights reserved.  


