Assertive Communication
Do you have trouble saying no, even when you really should?
Do you feel like people walk all over you?
Do you tend not to tell people what you want or how you feel?
Do you have trouble keeping your temper under control?
Do you say raise your voice, or use loaded words when trying to get your
point across?
Do you have a win at all costs strategy?
If you answered yes to any of the above questions, you might find it really helpful to
learn about assertive communication. Read on …
What is Assertiveness?
Assertiveness is the ability to honestly express your opinions, feelings, attitudes, and
rights, without undue anxiety, in a way that doesn't infringe on the rights of others.



It's not aggressiveness, it's a middle ground between being a bully and a
doormat.



It's dependent on a feeling of self-efficacy, a sense that if you behave in a
certain way, something predictable will occur.



Where does non-assertive behaviour come from? Many of us are taught that
we should always please and/or defer to others, that it is not nice to consider
our own needs above those of others, or that we shouldn't "make waves", that
if someone says or does something that we don't like, we should just be quiet
and try to stay away from that person in the future. Alternatively, some of us
“learn” that to get what we want we have to take it, or that nice guys come
last.
Another alternative is passive aggression. That is where we don’t outwardly or
obviously disagree or object but we make it clear with our non-verbals or
behaviour that we are not going along.
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Why is Assertiveness Important?
If you don't know how to be assertive, you might experience -

Depression. From anger turned inward, a sense of being helpless, hopeless,
with no control over your life.



Resentment. Anger at others for manipulating or taking advantage of me.



Frustration. How could I be such a wimp? Why did I let someone victimize
me?



Temper/violence. If you can't express anger appropriately, it builds up until it
blows
.
Anxiety, which leads to avoidance. If you begin to avoid situations or people
that you know will make you uncomfortable, you may miss out on fun
activities, job opportunities, relationships, and lots of other good stuff.





Poor relationships of all kinds. Non-assertive people are often unable to
express emotions of any kind, negative OR positive. It's murder for a
relationship when the partners can't tell each other what they want and need
and how the other person affects them. No one is a mind reader. The same is
true for friendships and work relationships.



Physical complaints. Headaches, ulcers, high blood pressure. We all know
what stress does to our bodies, and assertiveness, when it becomes a habit,
is a great stress reliever.



Parenting problems. Kids are born knowing how to test the limits their parents
set for them. If parents aren't assertive and firm, their kids will walk all over
them!
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Assertiveness means all people have basic human rights including:
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

have the right to say "No" without feeling guilty.
have the right not to understand.
have the right to make mistakes.
have a right to express my own opinions and feelings including anger.
have the right to be listened to and taken seriously
have the right to have my needs met.
have the right to contribute.
have the right to dignity.
have the right to make my own decisions.
have the right to consideration from others.
have the right to be treated as a capable adult and not patronized

Basic Human Responsibilities
I

am responsible for treating others fairly, honestly and with respect for their
dignity.
 I am responsible for my own actions and their consequences.
 I am responsible for upholding the rights of others whenever I can.
 I am responsible for my own decisions.
 I accept responsibility for my own life. What happens to me is generally as a
result of my own decisions
A note about selective assertiveness:
Most people find it easier to be assertive in some situations than in others. This
makes perfect sense. It's a lot easier to hold your ground with a stranger than with
someone you love who might get angry if you express your true feelings. But the
more important the relationship is to you, the more important it is to be assertive.
Assertive behaviours lead to increased respect from others, their willingness to see
you as a person who respects him/herself as well as them, a worthwhile person, a
more loveable person!
Is assertiveness always the best way to go? Before you decide to act assertively
in a given situation, you have to decide if you can live with the consequences.
Although assertive behaviour usually will result in a positive response, some people
might react negatively to it. For example, if your boss is completely unreasonable
and is known to go ballistic if anyone dares question his/her orders, even nonaggressive, respectful, assertive behaviour might set him/her off and you could lose
your job. If that's your situation, then you may decide you can't afford to be assertive,
and learn other stress management techniques. Similarly, if you are in a domestic
violence situation or with someone who may react violently to any hint of
disagreement then assertiveness may not be the best option.
Setting the stage: If you're planning to try assertive behaviour, remember that the
other person is used to your behaving in a certain way, and may be thrown for a loop
or thoroughly confused when you change your communication style. Why not tell the
other person up front what you're trying to do? It helps to choose a peaceful moment
for this. Then you might say something like
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"I need to tell you something and I'd like you to hear me out before you comment.
I've noticed lately that after we've been working on a project together, I find myself
feeling frustrated and overwhelmed. I've been thinking about it and I've realized that I
often go along with your ideas, without insisting on considering some of my ideas as
well, because I'm afraid of upsetting you. From now on I'm going to try something
different. When I start to get those frustrated feelings, I'm going to ask that we stop
before making a final decision and be sure we have considered all the options. I
know that will be a change for you, but I really think it's fair and I know I'll do a better
job and feel better about myself if I can tell you about my ideas."
How can anyone argue with that statement?
Techniques:
Okay, here's another example of an assertive communication. Read it, and then we'll
discuss the different parts of it.
"I've noticed that whenever we're preparing to go somewhere, you start rushing me
to finish dressing as soon as you're ready, even if it's not yet the time we had
planned to leave. I know you get anxious when you're all ready to go and I'm not, but
when you do that, I get all flustered and take even more time. By the time we get in
the car, we're mad at each other and not much in the mood to have a good time.
From now on, let's be sure we know what time we want to leave, and if you're ready
before I am, will you please just go to another room and read the paper or watch TV?
From now on, if you come into the bedroom or bathroom before it's time to leave and
start asking me to hurry up, I'm just going to remind you of the time, ask you to go to
another room, and close the door until I'm ready. I know this is going to seem weird
at first, but I bet we'll enjoy our outings a lot more over the long run."
A: There are three parts of each assertive intervention:

1. empathy/validation: Try to say something that shows your understanding of
the other person's feelings. This shows them that you're not trying to pick a
fight, and it takes the wind out of their sails. From the above example, "I know
that you get anxious when you're all ready to go and I'm not … ."
2. statement of problem: This piece describes your difficulty/dissatisfaction,
tells why you need something to change. For example, "… but when you do
that, I get all flustered and take even more time. By the time we get in the car,
we're mad at each other and not much in the mood to have a good time."
3. statement of what you want: This is a specific request for a specific change
in the other person's behaviour. For example, "From now on, let's be sure we
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know what time we want to leave, and if you're ready before I am, will you
please just go to another room and read the paper or watch TV?"
B: How to be effectively assertive:


Use assertive body language. Face the other person, stand or sit straight,
don't use dismissive gestures, be sure you have a pleasant, but serious facial
expression, keep your voice calm and soft, not whiney or abrasive.



Use "I" statements. Keep the focus on the problem you're having, not on
accusing or blaming the other person. Example: "I'd like to be able to tell my
stories without interruption." instead of "You're always interrupting my stories!"



Use facts, not judgments. Example: "Your punctuation needs work and
your formatting is inconsistent" instead of "This is sloppy work." or "Did you
know that shirt has some spots?" or “I noticed that shirt has some stains.
Would you change it for a clean one?” instead of "You're not going out looking
like THAT, are you?"



Express ownership of your thoughts, feeling, and opinions. Example: "I
get angry when you break your promises." instead of "You make me so
angry." or "I believe the best policy is to…" instead of "The only sensible thing
is to …"



Make clear, direct, requests. Don't invite the person to say
no. Example: "Will you please ... ?" Or “I’d appreciate it if you would …”
instead of "Would you mind … ?" or "Why don't you … ?"

Special techniques for difficult situations:
o

Broken record: Keep repeating your point, using a low level, pleasant
voice. Don't get pulled into arguing or trying to explain yourself. This
lets you ignore manipulation, baiting, and irrelevant logic.
Example: You are taking something back to a store that you know
gives refunds, but the clerk first questions your decision, tries to imply
that there's something wrong with you because you changed your
mind, tells you that she can only give a store credit, etc. Using
the broken record, you walk into the store and say "I decided I don't
need this and I'd like my money back." Then no matter what the clerk
says, you keep repeating "I decided I don't need this and I'd like my
money back." If she doesn't get it, simply ask to speak to a manager
and say the same thing. Trust me, it works!

o

Fogging: This is a way to deflect negative, manipulative criticism. You
agree with some of the fact, but retain the right to choose your
behaviour.
Example: Mum: "Your skirt is awfully short; Don't you think you should
wear longer skirts? They're the style now." You: "You're right, skirts are
longer now." Agree with as much of the facts as you want to, but don’t
agree to change your skirt length. Fogging is great for avoiding fights
and making people stop criticizing. With significant others, when you
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need to keep living together, it's best to quietly hear them out, then
assertively give your response.
o

Content to Process Shift:: This means that you stop talking about the
problem and bring up, instead, how the other person is behaving
RIGHT NOW. Use it when someone's not listening or trying to use
humor or a distraction to avoid the issue.
Example: "You're getting off the point. I'm starting to feel frustrated
because I feel like you're not listening." Or “I feel like when we talk
about this, you make jokes. Maybe you are just trying to lighten the
tension, but I feel like you are dismissing what I’m saying.”

o

Defusing: Letting someone cool down before discussing an issue.
Example: "I can see that you're upset, and I can even understand part
of your reaction. Let's talk about this later." Also, if they try to stay with
it, you always have the right to walk away.

o

Assertive inquiry/stop action: This is similar to the content to
process shift. "Let's hold it for a minute, something isn't working, what
just happened?, how did we get into this argument?" This helps to
identify the real issue when the argument is actually about something
bigger than the immediate topic.
Example:
 "Can you help me with this statistics problem?
 Man, will you just get off my back? You know how much I have
to do today!
 Why is it such a problem to take 15 minutes to help me with
this? You told me last night that you would!
 I get so tired of you always asking me to do these things right
when I'm in the middle of something!
 Your always in the middle of something! You never have time!
 I would have more time if you would just help out more around
here!
 Whoa, let's take a break here. How did we get from my stats
problem to us being in a fight? I didn’t mean to upset you."

The real problem is not the stats problem, it's timing. Now that topic is open for
discussion and they're becoming aware of how their arguments escalate.
o

Summarize: This helps to make sure you're understanding the other
person. Example: "So what you're trying to tell me is ...."

o

Specificity: It's really important to be very clear about what you want
done. This helps prevent distractions. Example: "The thing I really wish
is that you'd pick your clothes up off the floor."

IV. Some Final Points:
One of the most common problems in communications is caused by trying to read
people's minds or expecting them to read yours. If you want people to respond to
your ideas and needs, you have to be able to say what they are, and say it in a way
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that will make others want to respond nicely. Do you remember the self-efficacy part
from the beginning of this piece? The belief that if you do something in a particular
way, you will be effective? Even if you don't believe that now, but you muster your
courage and try some of these techniques in situations that are not hugely
threatening, and where the stakes are not hig. The results will probably be so
encouraging that you will begin to believe in your effectiveness.
If it's really scary to think about being assertive, try it first with people you don't know.
Think of someone you know who is assertive and pretend you are that person. Once
you become comfortable with assertive behaviours in less threatening situations, you
can crank it up a notch and use it all the time. When assertiveness becomes a habit,
you will wonder how you ever got along before you started using it. The nicest thing
about all of this is that after you've become truly assertive, you probably won't need
to use these techniques very much. As people practice assertive communication,
you can almost see that little spark of self-respect glimmer, flicker, take hold, and
burst into flame. People can sense it when you respect yourself, and they will treat
you with respect. And that is the ultimate goal of assertive communication.

Adapted from a handout by Vivian Barnette, Ph.D. for the University Counseling Service, The
University of Iowa.
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