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    Introduction
    


    When we wrote the first edition of How to Be Assertive we wanted to write a practical book on assertiveness for those students who weren’t able to attend our classes. This first edition has shown us just how universal is the interest in this issue; How to Be Assertive has been translated into 15 languages since it was first published in September 2010. It is interesting to consider that, despite cultural and religious differences in countries such as India, Germany, China, Norway and Russia, what we all have in common is a desire to live a fulfilling life that is not limited by fear and anxiety.
    


    We have found that sometimes people are confused about what the word ‘assertiveness’ means: being assertive doesn’t just mean standing up for yourself, it also means taking the other person’s feelings into account and often encouraging them to be assertive themselves. An assertive person is still kind and considerate; your personality doesn’t change when you become assertive – you just become more like the person you always wanted to be.


    When you are assertive your life is easier because you can stop worrying – you know that you can deal with things as they happen. You are no longer saying yes because you are afraid of what will happen if you say no; you are more authentically yourself. Being able to express your opinion without worrying about whether people won’t like what you say means you feel more self-confident and happier. A confident, calm and assertive person is also kind and considerate.


    Since the success of the first edition we have received many emails from fans of the book with helpful suggestions about situations that they haven’t found easy to resolve. We have taken these ideas on board and included additional material on the importance of personal values – that when you respond to others and make decisions that correspond with your values it is easier to be assertive. And we have added a new chapter with information on being assertive at meetings.
    


    In this second edition of the book we have responded to people who have asked us for specific help in difficult situations. There are two other new chapters. ‘How to help others to be assertive’ shows how you can help other people be more assertive with you and with other people. It explains how you can help them to be honest, open and direct about how they feel and what they do and don’t want in their dealings with others.
    


    The other new chapter, ‘How to deal with difficult people’, shows how you can deal effectively with those people who don’t seem to fit any of the usual assertiveness examples. For instance, the kind of people who wear you down with their negativity, those who drive you mad with their neediness and those who sulk with you for days on end.


    Whenever you are faced with a potential confrontation or difficult situation, ask yourself what you want the outcome to be. If your answer is ‘I’d like them to realise …’ or ‘I’d like them to understand …’, or even ‘I’d like them to change …’, then you don’t have much chance of success. One of the first lessons in assertiveness is that you can’t change another person, or make them say the things you want them to say or be the way you want them to be. You can only change your own responses and the way you react to them.


    “I wanted to change the world. But I have found that the only thing one can be sure of changing is oneself.”
    


    Aldous Huxley
    


    For details of our assertiveness courses and one-to-one assertiveness sessions, you can contact us via our website: www.makingsenseof.com
    









    Introduction from previous edition
    


    Many a major social and political change has started with one person deciding to assert themselves.


    Throughout history, men and women have stood up to express what they would or wouldn’t accept, and how they wanted themselves and others to be treated. They did not let a fear of conflict silence them and were prepared to take the consequences of their actions.


    On 1 December 1955, 42-year-old Rosa Parks decided to take a seat reserved only for white people, on a bus in Alabama. She refused the driver’s demand to give up her seat for a white passenger. Her action (preceded by a similar refusal from 15-year-old Claudette Colvin) prompted the Montgomery bus boycott and ended segregation between white people and black people on buses in the southern States of America.


    As a result of witnessing the deaths of three children on a Belfast estate in August 1976, 33-year-old Betty Williams, along with Mairead Maguire, the children’s aunt, began campaigning for peace. The two women founded the Peace People Organisation, a movement of Catholics and Protestants working to end sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Williams and Maguire were joint recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1977.


    Women such as these and men such as Nelson Mandela and Gandhi are just a few examples of people who have stuck to the principles of assertive communication and behaviour. They stood up for themselves and for others.


    They may not always have been confident of success, and often they may have been anxious about the outcome, but this didn’t stop them from taking action. They were able to make change occur through behaving assertively.
    


    You can do it too! You might not want to change the world but you can make changes in your world.
    


    What would it mean to you if you were more assertive?


    You would have the ability to express your feelings constructively, be open to others about what you do and don’t want. If you were more assertive, you would maximise the chances of getting the relationships you want, the job you want, the friends you want and the life you want. You could be more confident, less frustrated and less anxious. You would be able to help other people assert themselves.


    In our work as teachers of personal and career development, we are often struck by the extent to which many people are held back by their lack of self-confidence and ability to deal with other people assertively. We have written a book that will help them and you.


    How will it help? Quite simply, by helping you to understand clearly what assertiveness is, how to be assertive and how to help people assert themselves with you. In Chapter 1 we start by looking at what assertiveness is and is not. You will learn that there are advantages and disadvantages to behaving assertively and unassertively. No one is assertive or unassertive all the time – we explain why and when it is easy and when it is difficult to be assertive. The quiz in this chapter will help you identify in which situations and circumstances you could be more assertive. You will see that your self-esteem, expectations, values and rights all play a part in your ability to be assertive.
    


    Before you take those first steps to becoming more assertive, you will learn, in Chapter 2, that changing the way you behave and communicate is part of a process – a series of steps. One of the most important of those steps is being clear and specific about what aspects of your behaviour and communication you want to change and be more assertive in. When you have completed the quiz at the end of Chapter 1, you will already have a good idea of what those aspects are.
    


    It is important to know that, as with any changes, there will be ups and downs.


    However, you must not let setbacks undermine your confidence and determination to change your behaviour and become more assertive. You will feel more confident about being assertive if you identify your skills and strengths and the positive people in your life that will support you in your efforts to become more assertive.


    Of course, body language has an impact on your ability to be assertive, but you will also discover that an ability to give and receive compliments goes a long way in helping establish a positive approach.


    By this point in the book you will have learnt what assertiveness is and is not and you will have recognised in which aspects of your behaviour and communication you could be more assertive. You will have also understood the importance of acting from a position of strength. But there are two important things you need before you take action: you need to choose to be assertive and you need to know how to be assertive. Chapter 3 will show you how: you will learn how to tell other people what you do and do not want.
    


    This includes identifying how you feel and being clear and direct. It includes listening to and accepting other people’s views but at the same time asserting your own rights. It includes knowing when to stand your ground and when to compromise and negotiate. Finally, you will learn the importance of taking responsibility and not blaming other people for the outcomes of your interactions.


    In Chapter 4 the focus is very much on your reaction to other people: how to be assertive when you want to give criticism or have to take criticism. You will understand why you may react badly to criticism and we will discuss ways of dealing with it assertively. We will examine the reasons why some people bully, and suggest useful ways of responding to the bully at home and at work.
    


    Be patient with yourself as you learn the new skills. Becoming more assertive takes time, genuine intention and courage.


    It may feel difficult to imagine yourself being assertive. To help you, in Part 2 we look at situations where people are finding it hard to be assertive – typically, at work, with friends and family. You will also learn how to assert yourself at an interview and when buying products and services.
    


    The last chapter is about decision making. The ability to make good decisions in your life is all part of learning to be assertive. This chapter explores the reasons why you may, at times, be frozen with indecision and examines the mistakes that people often make to avoid making decisions. There is clear guidance about the decision-making process and you are taken through the six logical steps to becoming a more decisive person.


    For each chapter there are sample assertive phrases and actions for you to try out and you will find a useful list of assertive responses in Appendix 1.
    


    Asserting yourself will not necessarily guarantee that you are happy, that you are fairly treated by others, that your problems are solved or that you will always get what you want. One thing is certain though: asserting yourself increases your chances of those things occurring.
    









  Part 1
  





  What it means to be assertive
  


   




    ‘Action springs not from thought, but from a readiness for responsibility.’
    


    Dietrich Bonhoeffer
    


    In Part 1 we look at what it means to be assertive and what the alternatives are. You will learn why you might find it difficult to be assertive and what will help to make it easier to be assertive. You will see that changing your behaviour and opting to be assertive in every situation is not the only way forward. Instead, the emphasis is on choosing to be assertive – or not.
    


    First you have to learn how to be assertive – then you will be confident that you are making a choice and that you are not just avoiding confrontations because you are afraid. Once you are an assertive person you don’t have to be assertive at all times – you can behave in other ways, when it is appropriate and if you are prepared to take responsibility. Part 1 will explain how to do this.
    









  Chapter 1
  







  What does it mean to be assertive?
  




    ‘It is not the mountain we conquer but ourselves.’


    Edmund Hillary
    



  What does it mean to be assertive and what are the alternatives?
  


  ‘Just shout loudly and carry a big stick’, is what one friend replied when I asked him how to be assertive.


  But assertiveness isn’t about being loud and threatening or always getting your own way. That is aggression. Keeping quiet and going along with what others want isn’t always the best way to behave. That is being passive. Manipulating others and avoiding responsibility for getting your needs met is not a fair way to behave either. That is being passive–aggressive.


  Assertiveness is an entirely different approach to meeting your needs. It is about letting others know what you do and do not want in a confident and direct way. Both passive and aggressive people relate to others as though only one person counts: themselves. In contrast, assertive people are concerned with a fair deal for everyone.


  Although you can think of assertiveness on a continuum between passiveness and aggressiveness, assertiveness includes understanding the boundaries between these different behaviour and communication styles.


  
    
	Assertive: being confident and direct when communicating with other people.


    
	Aggressive: being arrogant, forceful and determined to get your own way.

    
	Passive: deferring your own needs and wishes in favour of others’ needs and wants.

    
	Passive–aggressive: indirect and manipulative communication and behaviour.


  


  Let’s look more closely at each behaviour and communication style.





  Assertive


  Being assertive is an honest and appropriate expression of your feelings, opinions and needs. When you are assertive you are able to let other people know what you do and do not want. This means calmly stating your needs, what you will or will not accept and how you want to be treated.


  You can choose whether or not to tell other people what you think, how you feel and what you believe. You can handle criticism without tears or tantrums. You do not let a fear of conflict silence you and are prepared to take the consequences of communicating your feelings and wants.


  Being assertive means you do not feel you have to prove anything, but neither do you think you have to allow yourself to be mistreated. You set boundaries, and feel entitled to defend yourself from exploitation, attack and hostility.


  When you are being assertive you are open to other people’s views, even though they may be different from your own. You do not try to dominate others or involve yourself in put-downs.


  You have the confidence to make decisions and take responsibility for what you say and do. You do not blame other people when things don’t go your way. You can give and receive both compliments and criticisms.


  You feel that the world is an OK place and you are just as important as everyone else. You know that you have rights and so does everyone else.
  





  Aggressive


  Aggressive behaviour and communication also involves expressing your feelings, opinions and needs but in a way that threatens, dismisses or controls other people.


  When you are aggressive you may feel you have to prove things and push a point. If you feel you are being treated badly you react with anger and hostility.


  Rather than being honest and direct, aggressive communication often involves being rude, sarcastic and blaming.


  Aggression is a win–lose situation. You win and others probably lose. It is a one-way process – you say what you do and do not want but do not listen to or take other people’s needs and feelings into consideration. If you are aggressive you talk over and interrupt others. Aggression is about domination and invasion; it is fundamentally disrespectful of other people’s personal boundaries.


  A relationship based on the aggression of one person usually gets worse unless the aggressive person is willing to change or others are willing to be more assertive.


  You feel the world is a tough place and you’re going to push your way through it.





  Passive


  Passive behaviour and communication involves not expressing your thoughts, feelings and needs.


  Being passive means letting other people dominate you and tell you what to do and not do. You are easily manipulated by others and let their needs overrule yours. You do not say what you do and don’t want or what you think. You find it difficult to stand up for what is right or wrong, or how you want to be treated. You often go along with others even when you do not agree with them.
  


  If you are passive you avoid friction of any kind. You may fear the reaction of others so stay quiet and agreeable.


  Your agreement is frequently misinterpreted. On the one hand, it leaves others uncertain of your feelings so they ignore or disregard you. On the other hand, it can lead others to take advantage of you. You often find yourself dumped with tasks you did not really want to do.


  It’s easy for other people to disrespect you. You are often indecisive so let others make the choices and make things happen. It’s a win–lose situation. They win, you lose. You don’t feel you have any rights – you often blame yourself when things don’t go your way.


  If someone is nasty or unfair towards you, you will keep feelings of injustice buried inside.


  Passive behaviour can result in you feeling disappointed in the relationships you have, and not feel in control of your life.


  You feel the world is a difficult and scary place. Other people’s needs and opinions are more important than yours.





  Passive–aggressive


  Passive–aggressive communication is an indirect and dishonest expression of your feelings, opinions and needs. It involves an avoidance pattern of behaviour – avoiding saying what you really do and do not want.


  If you are passive–aggressive, you manipulate people to get your own way. You control situations and people without seeming to. Typically, rather than saying what you do not want, you display a passive resistance to meeting the needs and expectations of others.


  You procrastinate, find excuses for delays, or ‘forget’ about what you were asked to do. You may even create a sense of chaos so somebody else will offer to take action instead.
  


  You often suppress your anger and frustration and use a non-verbal way of expressing it – for example, giving others ‘the silent treatment’ or ‘dirty looks’ when you are unhappy with them. This does not, though, let others know what you are really feeling.


  You may also be in the habit of using sarcasm and other subtle characteristics to avoid confrontation or avoid doing certain tasks.


  You are often deliberately obstructive and uncooperative, you will avoid responsibility for doing your share and manipulate others to make the decisions and do things for you.


  If you can find a way to blame others then you can shirk the responsibility for your own feelings and emotions that, in fact, you brought about by your own actions. You lose, I lose – both people suffer.


  You are adept at devising ways to catch others’ attention. For example, you rarely come on time to a meeting or party. You want others to wait for you and give you importance.


  You feel the world is an unfair place and you are going to avoid responsibility and blame other people for it.





  When is it OK to be aggressive or passive?


  If being assertive is the most effective, positive way to behave and communicate, why do we behave in other ineffective, negative ways? It is all down to our fight or flight response. This response evolved in primitive men and women to protect them from animals and humans that threatened their physical survival.
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  Fight was expressed by physically confronting the threat, and flight was expressed by retreating.
  


  Nowadays, we still have our fight and flight responses, but rather than fight or run away from stressful situations, we have a wider range of behaviours included in each response. The fight response is exhibited in typical aggressive behaviour: selfish, dominating, angry, loud. The flight response can be observed in passive behaviour such as giving in to other, more dominant people, being timid and quiet, anxious or resigned.


  In modern times, we may not meet many dangerous animals or marauding invaders, but when we do face dangers to our physical survival, the fight or flight response is still invaluable.


  When activated, the fight or flight response causes a surge of adrenalin and other stress hormones to pump through our body. This surge is the force that allows a person to run through the flames of a burning house to rescue a trapped child, or to stay low and quiet if an intruder is ransacking their house.


  More often, though, today’s threats are likely to consist of an uncooperative boss, a rude shop assistant, your hostile teenager or critical partner. They are all capable of provoking the same fight or flight response as bears and tigers and enemy marauders. Much as you may want to, you know it is counter-productive to, for example, slap your boss when he or she provokes you. On the other hand, it is also counter-productive to run away from him or her!


  There are, however, occasions when it is a positive advantage to be passive or aggressive. Anger is a very powerful and useful emotion. There is nothing wrong in being angry – it is how and when you express it that matters. There is also nothing wrong with keeping quiet and submitting to other people’s needs and demands – when it’s appropriate and as long as you do not behave this way all the time.


  As you can see, there are advantages and disadvantages to each behaviour style, which is why, subconsciously, you may behave and communicate in one way rather than another.
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  Unlike people who are unassertive, when an assertive person is aggressive or passive, he or she will take responsibility for choosing to behave or communicate in an aggressive or passive way. For example, if the normally assertive person is being aggressive, he or she will acknowledge it: ‘Yes, I’m very angry.’ Assertive people defend themselves when someone else attempts to dominate them, using any method necessary, including force. Assertive people use aggression defensively, never offensively.
  


  On the other hand, an assertive person may choose to respond in a passive way and admit, ‘I am not going to react or do anything about it. I choose to withdraw.’ They may not like being dominated, but they see it as the best option at the time – to avoid the possibility of violence or some form of coercion.


  In contrast, an aggressive person will not take responsibility for their actions – they will say that they were provoked. A passive person will say they were made to do something by other people. A passive–aggressive person will use either of those responses.





  Why do you struggle to be more assertive?


  There are a variety of reasons why you may struggle to be assertive. Most of your ways of behaving and communicating are established when you are very young. Your upbringing, past and current relationships, past losses and disappointments may cause you to feel you are not able to take control of your life.


  Gender has an impact too. Our culture tends to accept aggressive behaviour in men and passive behaviour in women. So men who are unable to say what they do and do not want, how they feel and what they believe may express themselves aggressively and women who are reluctant to assert their needs and beliefs express themselves passively.


  Let’s understand why you might behave in any one particular way.





  Aggressive behaviour – why do you do it?
  


  Aggressive behaviour is often the result of being ignored, misunderstood, cheated or put upon, in the short or long term. You might only behave aggressively in particular situations, for instance after drinking alcohol or when you feel that you are being undermined or laughed at, or when you are feeling impatient, angry or very upset.


  A pattern of responding in an aggressive way can be learnt behaviour – you may have been brought up to believe that behaving aggressively to get what you want and to refuse what you do not want is normal and acceptable.





  Passive behaviour – why do you do it?


  If your parents, teachers, siblings or friends were dominant and controlling, then you may have felt invalidated so much as a child that now you are afraid to speak up. If you were taught that others should come first then you may feel that it is not OK for you to ask for what you want. I once heard two small, excited children in the bakery ask their grandmother to buy them each a cake. ‘What have I told you?’, she asked. ‘Those who ask don’t get!’ What?!


  It’s understandable that if you’ve been discouraged from asking for what you want, and are afraid of displeasing others and of not being liked, you will avoid asserting yourself. You may think that others will be hurt, angry or disappointed if you do not do what they want.


  You may believe that you do not have the right to state your needs and opinions. Typically, if you find it difficult to make decisions, if you do not know exactly what you want in any one particular situation, you will go along with others who have stronger opinions.


  These types of beliefs and behaviours can be deeply ingrained. The theory of learned helplessness suggests that as a result of the negative outcomes of past experiences, passive people have learned to become helpless and resigned and perceive (rightly or wrongly) that they have no control over current and future events, so they are unwilling to even try to change things.
  


  Assertive people, on the other hand, have a much more positive outlook: they believe that they can positively affect situations.


  This tendency to anticipate the best possible outcome is, of course, optimism. Optimism allows you to feel in control of your life and believe that there is something you can do to manage your feelings and cope.


  Even though your beliefs and attitudes may have been learnt, your outlook is not fixed. Your beliefs and attitudes are not permanent – you can learn to think and behave in a more positive, assertive way, as you will see in this book.





  Passive–aggressive behaviour – why do you do it?


  You may express your hostility and resentment towards others in passive ways because you learnt that to express your needs, opinions and feelings was unacceptable, rude or selfish.


  If, as you were growing up, any display of anger, frustration or disappointment was discouraged or even punished, you have learnt to find less detectable ways to get your needs met and feelings expressed that would not directly jeopardise your relationships.


  If you behave in a passive–aggressive way it may be that you lack the self-confidence to ask for, do or say what you really want. A passive person will simply resign their fate to the decisions of others. In contrast, if you are passive–aggressive you are not at all happy to submit to the whims of others but you are reluctant to assert yourself. So, you allow others to take charge and then you resort to underhand ways, such as manipulation and sabotage, in order to get what you do or do not want.
  


  Certain circumstances may trigger passive–aggressive behaviour: situations where you think your abilities or performance will be judged; any situation where you have to deal with authority figures (parents, your manager, teachers and dominant friends) will often provoke indirectly angry behaviour.


  When you behave in a passive–aggressive way, although you know you cannot express your feelings overtly, you probably do not even realise you are behaving so manipulatively.





  Why is it difficult to be assertive?


  Some of the reasons why you might find it difficult are because:


  
    
	the other person is confusing or scaring you;

    
	the other person may become angry or upset;

    
	you are not sure of your rights;

    
	you are indecisive;

    
	you get no response from the other person;

    
	you lose control;

    
	you are feeling tired or stressed;

    
	you lack confidence or feel insecure; and

    
	you can’t think of any other way to deal with the situation – you don’t know how to be assertive.


  


  What reasons might you have for being unable to be assertive?
  





  The role of self-esteem and confidence


  Your ability to be assertive is very much linked to your self-esteem and confidence. How come?


  Suppose you accept that to be assertive you have to be honest and direct about your feelings, opinions and needs. You understand that if you are going to be assertive you need to let other people know what you do and do not want.
  


  Simple, right? No. Why not? Because you need self-esteem and confidence to be assertive.


  Confidence is a belief in your ability to do something. You need confidence to say what you do or do not want. You need confidence to tell other people what you think and how you want to be treated. You need to feel confident about your ability to handle the consequences of asserting yourself. You need confidence to make decisions and to take responsibility for what you say and do.


  A good level of self-esteem means that you have positive feelings about your self-worth and your abilities.


  If you are in the habit of not asserting yourself, you find yourself in a ‘catch-22’ or double-bind situation where one inaction influences the other inaction. You are trapped by two seemingly contradictory demands.


  For example, not telling a friend that you are offended by her remarks because you don’t want it to appear that you are oversensitive not only leaves you feeling frustrated with your friend but bad about yourself for not expressing your feelings. You might even tell yourself that if your friend valued you, she would not talk to you like that. This leads you to doubt yourself and your abilities even more, which lowers your confidence and decreases your chances of asserting yourself.


  The result? You bury your hurt feelings and they come out in another way – either you sabotage your friendship with passive–aggressive behaviour or, months later, you drag out every perceived past injustice and provoke a big row.


  Do assertive people ever feel anxious about expressing their needs and wishes? Of course they do, but the difference between them and non-assertive people is that they take action and take responsibility for the outcome. Rather than focus on how much fear and anxiety they feel, they deal with other people and situations despite their fears or worries. They recognise they have to start somewhere!
  





  The impact of different people and situations


  Different people and particular situations can affect your ability to be assertive. If the other person is aggressive, if they undermine your confidence or scare you, if you’re worried that you won’t be able to cope with their response if they become angry or upset, it can be difficult to assert yourself.


  If the other person is passive, if they are negative, anxious, insecure, uptight and disengaged, it can be difficult to be assertive.


  If the other person is passive–aggressive, if they are easily offended, confuse you, ignore you or sulk, it can be difficult to be assertive.


  If, on the other hand, the other person is assertive, they treat you with respect, support and listen to you and it’s far easier to be assertive.


  Certainly, other people and certain situations can affect your ability to be assertive. But, often, your expectations of others can be a barrier to assertiveness.





  Expectations, values and rights


  Ask yourself: do you have reasonable expectations of other people? You may need to adjust them.


  Often, we believe that there is a right and wrong way that others ought to behave towards us.
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Aware, warm, kind Prejudiced Accepting Pessimistic
Supportive, willing Blaming Placating Blaming
Secure Uncooperative Anxious Easily offended
Appreciative Unappreciative Uptight Envious
Resentful
Behaviour | Constructive Destructive Submissive Destructive
Problem-solving Self-centred and selfish | Compliant Manipulative
Solution-focused Excluding Helpless Self-centred
Negotiates Violent Directionless Selfish
Cooperates, listens Domineering Disconnected Blaming
Interested Attacking Underhand
Inclusive Insensitive Sabotaging
Able to give and take | Punitive Intentionally inefficient
compliments and Undermining
criticism Procrastinating
‘Forgets’ obligations
Avoids responsibility
Makes excuses and lies
Voice Calm, steady and Loud Quiet Dismissive
even Forceful Mumbling Critical
Encouraging Abusive Monotonous Sarcastic
Sincere Sneering Waffling Moaning
Sarcastic Complaining
Critical
Words Shall we? Stop it Sorry Now what have | done wrong?
What do you think? Don't It's not up to me It's not fair
I need Won't It's only me This will never work
I would like Can't It doesn’t really matter | Can't
Thanks Do it NOW I don’t know | haven’t done it yet
Piss off I don’t mind
It's your fault It's up to you
You always ...
Body Balanced, open Sharp, angular gestures | Shrinking Avoiding eye contact
language gestures Space-invading Hunching Frowning
Head up Eyeballing Fiddling False smiling
Eye contact Frowning Fiddling

Smiling
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