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Introduction

One of the most valuable and liberating skills you can acquire in life is assertiveness. Most people are non-assertive or aggressive at times, and it is much more effective to be assertive. All too often many of us don’t express our feelings, opinions, wants and needs as assertively as we might. The language we use is weak rather than powerful. When our voice becomes loud or harsh in tone it signals aggression. A quiet voice and soft tone indicates non-assertive behaviour. When someone is assertive they appear and sound confident – people listen to their opinions.

Saying what you think, want and feel is the key to assertiveness. When you’re assertive you make requests, state your opinions, disagree when you want to and say ‘no’ to others rather than ending up doing what you don’t want to do. Another skill that requires assertiveness to be effective is giving and receiving feedback. Many people don’t enjoy giving or receiving negative feedback and some people don’t mind it at all. They experience it as something useful rather than perceiving it as an attack. It is easy to develop the skills for giving feedback and attitude for receiving it once you know how.

Some people find it easy to be assertive in everyday situations but struggle when faced with difficult people or in specific environments. They fear that, if they become more assertive, people won’t like them. Instead of saying what they think, they either avoid the situation or accommodate other people’s needs at their own expense. Tough situations are when your assertiveness skills are needed most. Follow the advice, tips and techniques in this book and you will find it’s easier than you think to become assertive without going over the top.


1  Understanding assertiveness

You’ll learn many skills in your lifetime, and one of the most valuable and important is assertiveness. Wherever you go, whatever you do, you’ll communicate with people and build relationships. To be able to do this effectively you need to be assertive. And the first step to mastery is to understand what assertiveness is and what it isn’t.

Most people can identify non-assertive behaviour when they experience it in others. They are also often confused about the difference between assertive and aggressive behaviour. Read on to make sure you’re on the right track.

This chapter will help you to:

[image: image]     understand why lack of assertiveness is a problem

[image: image]     recognize the range of situations in which assertiveness can be applied

[image: image]     appreciate the differences among assertive, non-assertive and aggressive behaviour

[image: image]     understand how the life position adopted in childhood affects our behaviour

[image: image]     be aware of your rights and responsibilities in communicating assertively.

The only healthy communication style is assertive communication.

Jim Rohn

Why lack of assertiveness is a problem

Many people lack assertiveness. They find it hard to ask for what they want, express their feelings honestly, say ‘no’ to others and put forward their opinions. A lack of assertiveness holds them back – both in their careers and in their personal lives.

Seven benefits of being assertive

1     Feel more comfortable in a range of social situations.

2     Know how to say no to others.

3     Be more confident to speak up in different situations.

4     Be better able to give honest feedback.

5     Feel equipped to deal with senior or difficult people.

6     Be able to influence people more effectively.

7     Get more of what you want in life.

When and with whom do you want to be assertive?

Everyone, everywhere! In group situations, one to one, with colleagues at work, with friends and family.

Common situations in which you need to have assertive skills and behaviour include:

[image: image]     making requests

[image: image]     refusing requests – saying ‘no’

[image: image]     following up on requests

[image: image]     saying what you think and feel

[image: image]     standing by your opinion

[image: image]     challenging the opinions of others

[image: image]     disagreeing with someone

[image: image]     giving negative feedback

[image: image]     receiving negative feedback

[image: image]     giving praise

[image: image]     receiving praise

[image: image]     delivering bad news.

There’s a lot of confusion out there!

The big problem with assertiveness is that people think that they know what it is – and many are wrong. They think that it means being forceful, confrontational and ‘in your face’ – saying what you think ‘no matter what’. But that’s not assertiveness – that’s aggression.

If you want to learn how to be assertive, it’s important to understand what it really is.
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The assertiveness zone

There is a continuum, with non-assertive at one end, aggressive at the other and assertiveness in the middle. Assertive behaviour varies between quietly, firmly and strongly assertive. You will be most effective when you’re within the assertiveness zone and move between the quietly/firmly/strongly according to the situation.
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The basic difference between being assertive and being aggressive is how our words and behaviour affect the rights and well-being of others.

Sharon Anthony Bower

Definitions

In their seminal book Assertiveness at Work Ken and Kate Back define assertiveness, aggression and non-assertiveness in the following ways.

Assertiveness

‘Standing up for your own rights in such a way that you don’t violate another person’s rights. Expressing your needs, wants, opinions, feelings and beliefs in direct, honest and appropriate ways.’

Aggression

‘Standing up for your own rights, in a way that violates the rights of others. Ignoring or dismissing the needs, wants, opinions, feelings and beliefs of other people.’

Non-assertiveness

‘Failing to stand up for your rights, in a way that others can easily disregard them. Expressing your needs, wants, opinions, feelings and beliefs in apologetic, diffident or self-effacing ways. Failing to express your needs, wants, opinions, feelings and beliefs.’

Forms of non-assertiveness

Accommodating

When you accommodate you give up on what’s important to you in order to maintain a relationship with someone else.

Avoiding

When you avoid you give up what’s important to you and avoid discussing it with the person.
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What about passive–aggressive behaviour?

Passive–aggressive behaviour takes the form of covert aggression. A person behaving in this way doesn’t directly confront the other person. Such behaviour includes silence, not taking action and even sabotage. When asked if there’s a problem he or she will say ‘no’ – but doesn’t mean it.
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What’s your life position?

In his popular book I’m OK – You’re Not OK Thomas Harris argues that human beings adopt one of four life positions, based largely on their early childhood experiences.

People in quadrant 1 realize that they and others are of equal importance and behave accordingly.

Those in quadrant 2 prioritize their own wants and needs over the wants and needs of others.

People in quadrant 3 put others’ needs above their own, which leads to non-assertive behaviour.

Those in quadrant 4 see neither themselves nor others as being important or of value.
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Know your rights and responsibilities

Understanding your rights and the responsibilities you have to others is central to being assertive.

 



	Rights
	Responsibilities



	To be treated with respect – as an intelligent, capable and equal human being
	To treat others with respect – as intelligent, capable and equal human beings



	To state my needs, feelings and opinions and to ask for what I want
	To allow others to express their needs, feelings and opinions and to ask for what they want



	To change my mind without offering reasons
	To allow others to change their minds



	To ask for more time or information
	To listen when others ask for more time or information



	To say yes or no without feeling guilty
	To take responsibility for the consequences of my actions



2  The origins of aggressive behaviour

Why do some people become aggressive while others shrink from conflict? Is it nature, or is it nurture? Are we born to be wild, or do we learn to be mild? The evidence is compelling and conclusive. Most of us demonstrate aggressive behaviour when we’re younger and then learn to control our impulses as part of the socialization process.

Understanding where aggression comes from and how the beliefs we hold drive our behaviour helps us to shift to using assertive rather than aggressive behaviour more often.

This chapter will help you to:

[image: image]     understand where aggression comes from

[image: image]     appreciate why people behave the way they do

[image: image]     recognize that the ‘rules’ we live by drive our behaviour

[image: image]     know how to change these rules to achieve better results

[image: image]     manage the emotions that lead to aggressive behaviour

[image: image]     know what to do when others behave aggressively.

Peace cannot be kept by force; it can only be achieved by understanding.

Albert Einstein

Nature or nurture?

Many children are naturally aggressive. Research has shown this definitively. One in every four interactions between children aged 2–4 has an aggressive element: pushing someone, grabbing a toy, pulling hair and sometimes even biting.
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Why do we do this? Because at this age our brain isn’t fully developed and we have little control over our impulses. When we want something we want it now – and we don’t really understand the concept of sharing and co-operating.

We are also programmed by our genes to vie
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