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ASSERTIVENESS
W9
Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre
Summerstrand South Campus:

Tel: 041- 504 2511

Summerstrand North Campus:

Tel: 041- 504 3222

2nd Avenue Campus:

Tel: 041- 504 3854

Missionvale Campus:

Tel: 041 504 1106
24hour crisis helpline which is operated by LIFELINE: 

082 4285009
What Is Assertive Communication? 

Assertive communication – that’s where you punch out someone you don't agree with, right? Maybe not... Assertiveness is often confused with aggressiveness. However, there is a big difference between these two concepts. 

Assertiveness may be defined as behaviour which helps us to communicate clearly and confidently our NEEDS, WANTS AND FEELINGS while respecting the rights of others. It is an alternative to passive, aggressive and manipulative behaviour.

Behavioural Styles

There are basically three ways in which people relate to others:

AGGRESSIVELY

ASSERTIVELY

PASSIVELY

It is useful to think of a continuum along which the whole range of human behaviour lies. Some behaviour is extremely passive (at one end of the continuum); some is extremely aggressive (at the other end), and some (assertive) lies somewhere in between:

PASSIVE<------------>ASSERTIVE<------------>AGGRESSIVE

Most of us who are concerned with becoming more assertive feel we are too passive; it is difficult to stand up for ourselves in situations in which it would be justified and appropriate. Being assertive does not mean stomping on another's turf or toes – that is aggression. It does mean that we say and do what we need to, but not to gain revenge or hurt another person. The basic messages underlying these styles of relating to others are as follows:

BASIC MESSAGES

	AGGRESSIVE 


	Your feelings and views don’t count 

This is what I think - you are stupid for believing differently 

This is what I feel - your feelings don’t matter 

	ASSERTIVE


	This is what I think 

This is what I feel 

This is how I see the situation 
This is what I would like to happen  

	PASSIVE
	I don't count 

You can take advantage of me 

My feelings don't matter


 

By analysing four characters – Agnes, Ivy, Dulcie and Selma – we may understand more clearly the differences between the above three behavioural styles. 
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Agnes is the AGGRESSIVE type. She comes across as loud and forceful. She belittles the thoughts, values and capabilities of others. She never considers another's point of view because she views every encounter as a competition which she is hell-bent on winning. She has a desperate need to prove her superiority and she does this by putting others down. Her outright attack often provokes a verbally or physically aggressive response.
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Ivy is indirectly aggressive. Her attacks are concealed but none the less just as damaging as Agnes' attacks. She will never risk a direct approach using guilt as her main weapon. She trusts no-one. Needing to be in control, she manipulates and deceives those around her.
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Dulcie, nicknamed the Doormat, represents the PASSIVE type. She is ideal fodder for Agnes and Ivy. While they attack, Dulcie opts out. She sees herself as a victim of unfairness and injustices, so she always finds something or someone else to blame. She finds it difficult to make decisions and avoids taking responsibility for making choices in her life. She is unable to accept compliments and starts sentences with "If only ...” She continually puts herself down. As she clings to her hard-luck stories, she stagnates in passivity and resignation, infuriating those around her. 

 

NOTE: ALL OF THE PREVIOUS THREE CHARACTERS HAVE A LOW SELF-ESTEEM
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Selma represents the ASSERTIVE type. She respects herself and those she is dealing with. She is able to accept her own positive and negative qualities. She acknowledges that she is in charge of her actions, her choices and her life. She knows her rights and recognises her needs and asks openly and directly (without violating the needs of anyone else or feeling guilty). She has a high self-esteem and is thus not dependent on the approval of others.

 

 

After reading these descriptions which type do you feel you resemble most often? (recognising that we sometimes behave differently with different people, or in different situations)      

.......................................
So, What Keeps Us From Communicating Assertively?
Most people report that what makes it hard to be assertive is a fear of hurting another person's feelings and/or rejection by that person. Relying on what we think others think of us for our self-worth makes it hard to be assertive. Not being assertive often leaves one feeling hurt or angry at oneself or at someone else when you have not stood up for yourself.

Why Be Assertive? 

· It increases one’s control over oneself. 

· Leads to greater self-confidence, less insecurity and vulnerability. 

· Leads to better interpersonal relationships.  

· Helps interacting parties to achieve their goals and satisfy some needs. 

· Leads to increased competence and interpersonal effectiveness in interacting with others. 

Self-Assessment

In which areas do you find it difficult to be assertive? Assess yourself by ticking YES or NO.

POSSIBLE PROBLEM AREAS
	AM I ABLE TO …?
	EXAMPLES

	EXPRESS POSITIVE FEELINGS?
YES   /   NO
	I like your coat. 

I think you did a really good job today. 

I love you. 

I’m feeling happy today. 

	EXPRESS NEGATIVE FEELINGS? 

YES    /     NO
	I didn’t like the way you did that... 

I much prefer the natural colour of your hair. 

I’m scared.
I feel really miserable today. 

	REFUSE REQUESTS AND INVITATIONS 

YES     /    NO
	No, I can’t work late tonight. 

No, I don’t like that kind of film, music, etc. 

No, I don’t wish to get involved. 

No, I can’t help you today - or ever! 

No, I don’t want to make love tonight. 

	EXPRESS A PERSONAL OPINION? 

YES     /    NO
	I think the meeting has gone on long enough. 

I disagree with... 

I think... 

	EXPRESS JUSTIFIED ANGER? 

YES     /    NO
	You are late again - I feel angry. 

I feel really irritated when you... 


 

Some Strategies for Behaving More Assertively

To communicate thoughts, feelings, needs and opinions assertively, you need to choose words that are direct, honest, appropriate and respectful.  Here are some guidelines as to how to achieve that.
1. 
Identify your personal rights, wants and needs.

2. 
Identify how you feel about a particular situation, e.g., "I feel angry", "I feel embarrassed", "I like you".

3.
Express thoughts, feelings and opinions using "I-statements" rather than "you statements".

In this way we own our feelings and opinions rather than blaming or evaluating others.

(E.g. "I feel hurt" rather than "You hurt me" or “You are inconsiderate.")

Compare the following two statements:


"I get so angry when he breaks his promises!" (Assertive & owns feelings) 


"He makes me angry!" (Denies ownership of feelings)

Compare the next two statements: 


"I felt embarrassed when you said that in front of all those people." (Assertive) 


"You embarrassed me in front of all those people." (Aggressive) 

4.
Use factual descriptions instead of judgements or exaggerations.


Connect your feeling statement with some specific behaviour in the other person.


(e.g. "I felt hurt when you left without saying goodbye," rather than “I felt hurt because you were so inconsiderate.")

Compare the following two statements:


"If you don't change your attitude, you're going to be in real trouble." (Aggressive) 

"If you continue to arrive after 8:00 I will be required to place you on 2 days probation without pay." (Assertive) 

Additional tips for behaving assertively

· Be direct – deliver your message to the person for whom it was intended. Express your request directly in one or two easy to understand questions.
· Try not to make assumptions about what the other person is thinking or feeling, about what their motives are, or about their reaction. Check things out with them first.
· Avoid sarcasm, character assassination or absolutes (e.g. using words like “You never...”, "you always....”, "you constantly...”, etc.) and avoid labelling the person (e.g. "You are a lazy, useless person").
· Avoid statements beginning with "Why…", or "You…" This may put the other person on the defensive.
· Ask for feedback: "Am I being clear?" or “How do you see this situation?" This helps correct any misperceptions and helps others realise that you are open to communication and are expressing an opinion or feeling rather than a demand.
How to Deal With Destructive Criticism

· Avoid responding with hostility or defensiveness.

· Listen without interruption and ensure that you fully understand the criticism.
· Restate the criticism objectively, referring to the specific behaviour or action which is being criticised. 
· Probe for more understanding of the real reason why your attacker or critic is objecting to your behaviour. Prompt your critic to be more specific and more assertive. This helps you either to use helpful, constructive criticism more effectively or to get to the real reason and expose negative, manipulative criticism. Example: "You’ll find that difficult, won’t you, because you are so shy?"  Reply: “In what ways do you think I am shy?"
· State your own opinions, saying where you agree and/or disagree with the other person.  Use self-disclosure - discuss openly aspects of your feelings, behaviour and personality (whether negative or positive) to promote trust and mutual communication without feeling guilty, awkward, ignorant or anxious. This usually reduces aggression and manipulation. Use "I" statements and take responsibility for your feelings and behaviour without being apologetic. Example: "Yes, I agree, I could have spent more time and effort in writing the report."
· Make suggestions as to how the problems can be resolved and discuss these. Agree on what action will be taken by each of you. 

 
Test Your Understanding of Behaviour Styles
Can You Identify The Body Language Associated With The Three Styles Of Behaviour?

How would you classify the following? ( P=PASSIVE / AS= ASSERTIVE / AG=AGGRESSIVE)

.......1 Elbows out, fists on hips

.......2 Shifting repeatedly from one foot to the other while standing.

........3 Constantly nodding head up and down.

........4 Leaning back, propping feet on desk, grasping hands behind head.

........5 Looking at toes while speaking.

........6 Rapidly tapping pencil (like a drumstick) while listening.

........7 Standing with arms folded while listening.

........8 Looking over the tops of eyeglasses.

........9 Elbows on table, hands together at fingertips forming a "steeple".

.......10 Hand held over the mouth while speaking

.......11 Stands with open relaxed posture, arms at sides 

.......12 Twirling a pencil with fingers at each end while talking.

.......13 Direct eye contact
.......14 Firm, but not crushing, handshake
.......15 Shouting with pointed finger
.......16 Calm, controlled voice, moderate pitch and volume
 

Which Is Which - Quick Quiz

Identify the behaviour style in the following examples.

P = Passive; AS = Assertive; AG = Aggressive

........1. "Only an idiot would think of a solution like that! Don't you ever think before you talk?"

........2. "You know, maybe we might want to think about a different alternative, uh, what do you think?"

........3. "Oh, I can't go - I have other plans."

........4. "I'm not completely comfortable with your solution. Will you please develop at least one more option?"

........5. "No, thank you. I appreciate your asking, but I really don't enjoy opera."

........6. "Opera! You've got to be kidding!"

........7 "This probably isn't what you wanted, but I guess I wasn't too sure about what you said, and, anyway, I'm not very good at this kind of thing."

........8. "Well, okay, if that's what you want to do."

........9. "Great idea! Let's do it!"

........10. "Tracy, please send this to all regional offices today.”
 

Answers to Body Language Quiz

	1. Ag
	2. P
	3. P
	4. Ag

	5. P
	6. Ag
	7. Ag
	8. Ag

	9. Ag
	10. P
	11. As
	12. P

	13. As
	14. As
	15. Ag
	16. As 


 

Answers to Which is Which Quiz

	1. Ag
	2.  P
	3.  As
	4.  As
	5.  As

	6.  Ag
	7.  P
	8.  P
	9.  As
	10. As
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