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BOOK I: THE ART OF EVERYDAY ASSERTIVENESS

Become Strong Willed and Stop People Pleasing
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Introduction


No is the most powerful word in any language—it is also the most irritating and the hardest to say. 
Why?
Because it brings conflict, and for many of us, conflict is more uncomfortable than trying to be friends with a crazy ex. No is not just a word. For the person at the receiving end, it can be surprising, disappointing, and damn right annoying. However, for you, simply saying no to requests and demands that overwhelm and drain you can be extremely liberating.
Despite how hard it is to say no, the truth remains that this small, two-letter word protects us, our time and resources, enables us to create and enforce boundaries in our different relationships, and makes life generally more fulfilling.
In this book, we will look at the concept of assertiveness as a whole, the reasons we find it so hard to be assertive, and how to practice assertiveness—and the art of saying no—in our different relationships. 

      [image: image-placeholder]
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Part 1: Assertiveness and the Basics of Behavior
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Personality, Behavior, and Conflict Resolution Styles


Human behavior flows from three main sources: desire, emotion, and knowledge 
Plato


When two or more are gathered, conflict is inevitable. This is because of the natural differences between our needs, wants, likes, and dislikes, and as each of these variables come in contact, there is bound to be friction as we compete for supremacy. To resolve this conflict, we  adopt different conflict resolution styles which are largely determined by our experiences, personality, and environment. And this is where it gets interesting.
Psychologist Alfred Adler was the first person to delineate different personality types. His concept hinges on the premise that our actions and inactions are motivated by conscious and unconscious goals. An easy way to identify the objective behind our behavior is to look at the result it produces. If, for example, a person always says “yes” to people’s demands even when it’s inconvenient, one can assume this person needs to be liked or seen as a good person. To make things even simpler, let’s look at some things we do when we experience various emotions:
•	We shout when we are angry, not to scare the other person—although this is possible with certain personality types—but because we feel disconnected from them and unheard. 
•	Studies show that when something exciting or pleasant happens, the brain releases endorphins and transmits signals that make your facial muscles relax into a smile. In a feedback loop, the brain receives the signal that you are smiling, releases more endorphins, and the smile becomes wider. So essentially, we smile because our brain is happy and really wants to show it. [1]


Personality and Behavior
Personality classification is one of the most popular areas of psychology. There are oodles of websites devoted to helping you a.) find your personality type and b.) navigate different aspects of life based on your personality type. Some of the most popular personality type classifications include:
•	The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), which has 16 different personality classifications.
•	The temperament classification, which divides personality into four groups (Sanguine, Choleric, Phlegmatic, and Melancholic) [2] and was popularized by Tim Lahaye’s seminal book, "Why We Think and Act the Way We Do".
•	Dr. Helen Fischer’s Personality Types, which divides personality into four groups: The Explorer, The Builder, The Director, and The Advocate. [3]
•	The Indian Ayurveda Classification, which divides personality into the doshas (elemental groups) of Vata, Pitta, and Kapha. [4]
•	The Jungian model, which broadly classifies personality into extroverted and introverted. [5]  This is often extended to include a middle ground called the ambivert or omnivert.

One thread that runs through these different approaches to personality is that we are intrinsically different, and this affects our reactions, actions, and inactions. While behavior and personality are often used almost interchangeably, they are very different. Personality cannot be helped, but behavior can be changed and altered.
For this book, I want you to think of behavior as a gas meter. At the lower end is passivity. You are running on empty, bending to others, and neglecting yourself. At the higher end is aggressiveness. Your tank is too full (of yourself), you can be extremely rude, and are disrespectful and neglectful of others. The beautiful middle is assertiveness. Here, you are respectful of yourself and others and attentive to your needs and the needs of other people. You’re neither too hot nor too cold. In the words of the fairytale character, Goldilocks, assertiveness is “just right.”
Based on this idea, there are three types of behaviors:
•	Non-assertive, or Passive
•	Aggressive
•	Assertive 


Non-assertive or Passive Behavior
Remember how we agreed there is a goal behind every action or inaction? Well, with the non-assertive or passive person, the major goal is to avoid conflict at any cost. This primary goal can branch into other secondary goals and ultimately result in ignoring your needs when it intersects and interferes with those of another. The passive person’s thought pattern goes like this:
“I will say yes to her even if it is not convenient for me, because I don’t want her to be disappointed. If she is disappointed in me, she may not want to be friends with me.”
Here, disappointment is the conflict they try to avoid, while being liked is the secondary goal. 

There are two basic types of non-assertive/passive behavior: [6] 
•	Situational Passivity
•	General or Global Passivity

1.	Situational Passivity
As the name implies, this is passivity exhibited in the face of specific situations or with specific people. This can be observed when someone is assertive at work and in their friend group but is passive with their partner or pushy salespeople. Another great example is when a person is passive in the face of danger (e.g., a robbery situation or a police altercation). Situational passivity can be a good or a bad thing depending on the reasons for it and the situation in question.

2.	General or Global Passivity
This is where a person’s default is passivity. They are passive in all their relationships and only get their needs met when said needs intersect with that of others. There is nothing good about this type of passivity. With global passivity, three things are likely to occur:
•	Intrapersonal or Internal Conflict: While interpersonal conflict is avoided, the passive person constantly feels unhappy and irritated as their needs are disregarded. It can also result in feelings of shame, persistent low self-esteem, self-doubt, and self-disregard.
•	Constant Mistreatment: If you give people an inch, they will take a mile. However, they will happily take three miles if you smile while giving them an inch. People are selfish—this is just a fact. Left to their own devices, people will only and constantly do things that favor them. The good thing is when you are assertive, healthy people are willing to compromise. On the other hand, manipulators don’t and wouldn’t compromise. This is why they often seek out passive people. It is a marriage of convenience: the passive person gives and gives while the manipulator takes infinitely.
•	Passive-aggressive Behavior: People often erroneously classify passive-aggressiveness as a distinct behavior type. Passive-aggressive is an offshoot of passivity. Think of the passive person as a kettle boiling from the heat of unmet needs. They can only hold it in for so long. When they get to the boiling point, all hell lets loose. This is usually the point when they become passive-aggressive. Passive-aggressiveness can manifest as a tendency to cry or sulk just to finally get people to meet their needs. It can also result in the seesaw effect where a person is non-assertive for a while then becomes aggressive—and even violent—at points where it is no longer possible to deny their essential needs. The passive-aggressive person desperately wants to be assertive but is inhibited about it due to certain self-beliefs or goals (e.g., needing to be liked). So when they get overwhelmed from saying yes, they feel so angry and frustrated that they swing to the other extreme of things.

Signs of Passive-Aggressiveness
Passive-aggressiveness can look like many things. It can be calmly accepting insults from a partner only to, without warning, send them a long breakup text in the middle of the night. It can also be saying something rude and adding an “I’m joking” just to calm the wound. All these manifestations are divided into three primary groups:

Triangulation
We all have that friend with whom we confide about virtually everything. They know all our love interests, trials, and wins. Most importantly, they know who we dislike and why we dislike them. But be careful—while it is ok to confide in someone, there is a thin line between confiding in people and triangulation. For example, if you are frustrated with your spouse and talk to your friend about it, you are confiding in them. However, if you are saying negative things about your spouse to your children so that the kids will see you as the better parent, chances are you are triangulating. Triangulation is a manipulation tactic used to avoid direct conversation and attain control. [7] Just like a triangle has three sides, triangulation involves three people:
•	The person triangulating (i.e., the passive person in this scenario).
•	The person being talked about (i.e., the spouse).
•	The person to whom the triangulator is venting (i.e., the child or children).
As a passive person is inept at direct conversation and cannot stand up for themselves, triangulating helps them let off steam. Triangulation gives the passive person the illusion of control. During triangulation, they are direct with their feelings, which allows them to avoid becoming aggressive later on. They can gossip about or run the other person down in situations like this. However, the problem isn’t solved, as they are not confronting the person they need to stand up to. 

Undermining
Carol is a people pleaser. This leads her to take on more work than she can handle to make the other person happy. While Carol feels fulfilled when the other person thanks her and calls her a good friend, she feels constantly stressed. Last week, her friend Alice wanted Carol to help her review some essays. Between taking care of her kids and working ten-hour shifts for the past five days, Carol is exhausted. She wants to say no, but she cannot bear to disappoint Alice. So she agrees to review the essays. But Carol has an idea. Knowing Alice will ask her for more favors if the reviews were done correctly, Carol purposely does a shoddy job in hopes that Alice will never ask her for a favor again.
And it works!
This is called undermining. Undermining is a passive-aggressive way of turning down future requests by intentionally mishandling current requests. Instead of outrightly refusing to do things, you accept and deliver poorly. While undermining might seem like an excellent strategy to the passive person, it is a terrible idea as it:
•	Gives the other person the decision-making power.
•	Creates a bad impression of your work.
•	Can trigger low self-esteem due to poor performance.

Sarcasm
The sharpest tool in the passive-aggressive person’s arsenal is sarcasm. Joe is a charming guy. His friends love him for his generosity, compassion, and easygoing attitude. However, this easygoing attitude often leads to Joe’s boundaries being breached and his needs not being met. Joe’s friends have gotten used to him being a sport and taking extreme jokes in stride. So it was confusing when Joe, instead of smiling away Billy’s joke about his height, replied, “At least I’m taller than your IQ.” Billy was visibly hurt and confused. Joe noticed this and chuckled. “Dude!” he says. “I’m just joking, man!” A scattering of uncomfortable laughter followed. Somehow, everyone knew Joe was not joking. Like triangulation and undermining, the passive person uses sarcasm to gain momentary control and expel some of the heat that comes with being walked all over and not having their needs met.

Aggressive Behavior
Whereas passivity is perpetual silence, aggressiveness is like a debate. The goal is to win, dominate, and get your way. With this style, your own needs are primary, and the other person’s needs are relegated to the background. Like passivity, aggression can be:
Situational: Here, the person is aggressive with certain people (e.g., partners and children) but passive with others (e.g., friends, bosses, coworkers). This is often very obvious with problematic personalities like narcissists who will put up a charming front with acquaintances and powerful people but be dismissive, condescending, and aggressive with the people in their inner circle.
General or Global: Here, the person’s default behavior is aggression.
On paper, the aggressive person is the king of the jungle. Their needs are met, and as individuals, people respect, revere, and even fear them. However, they:
•	Alienate people because of their forcefulness and aggression.
•	Repel healthy people due to their inability to compromise.
•	Lack intimacy, as they most often cannot handle vulnerability.
•	Have unhealthy relationships, as they often seek out passive people who quietly resent them despite always acquiescing to their will.

Assertive Behavior
If passivity is perpetual silence and aggressiveness is a debate, assertiveness is a dialogue. Assertiveness is a belief in the democracy of needs. It is the prioritization of compromise in the face of any conflict. The goal is to resolve conflict in a way that is satisfactory to both parties. In any given conflict situation, the assertive person asks two critical questions:
•	How do I stand up for myself in a way that respects the other person’s dignity?
•	How do I get what I want without robbing the other person of their needs?

Assertiveness is that willingness to step up and drive things forward. This can come from using dynamic language that clearly communicates one’s needs and boundaries. To piggyback off Plato’s quote, assertive behavior flows from four primary sources: desire, emotion, self, and other-directed knowledge.
The four main features of an assertive style are:
•	The ability to freely express needs and feelings in a self-satisfying and socially effective manner.
•	A focus on reasonable compromise, not winning or letting “peace reign.”
•	Ability to negotiate practical changes and solutions.
•	The ability to plan, sell, and implement agreeable solutions.

Barbara has had a stressful week and does not feel like cooking tonight. She calls her partner, Jim, and asks him to bring home Indian food, as she cannot cook tonight. Jim agrees. However, he wants pizza instead.
“That’s fine,” says Barbara. “You can get a pizza for yourself, love, but could you still pick up some Indian food for me before you get home?”
Jim is not happy with the arrangement. The pizza place is closer to home. Getting Indian food meant driving for ten extra minutes to the Indian place at the town center, and Jim was exhausted.
“Sorry, babe,” he sighs into the phone. “I’m bushed. I feel like I only have the energy to get the pizza and come straight home.”
Barbara is disappointed. However, she understands Jim’s need for rest too.
“No worries, love,” she replies. “How about I just ring them up and have them deliver it here? Then you can pick it up from the doorman before coming up.”

This is an example of an assertive relationship dynamic. They are both aware of their needs and communicate them effectively and respectfully. However, they are also attuned to the other person’s needs and are willing to negotiate and come to mutually favorable solutions. If Barbara had been passive and not aware of her needs, she would have decided to go with pizza, even though that was not what she wanted. This can lead to resentment over time, and to her feeling like Jim doesn’t care about her even if that’s not the case.
On the other hand, if Barbara was aggressive, she would have gotten upset at Jim for wanting pizza and perhaps said something along the lines of, “You always do this. You can’t even go ten minutes further to do something for me. Indian is healthier than pizza, anyway. I don’t care how exhausted you are—we are having Indian, and that’s final!” It’s safe to say this version of the relationship is operating on borrowed time.
Assertiveness is both self-advocacy and advocating for the needs of others. While many people will not respond well to an assertive style, most healthy adults in a free democratic society usually do respond positively, making it the most effective way of conflict resolution. While the passive person fears being open with their needs would lead to losing friends, the assertive person understands assertiveness is crucial for a good relationship. It builds excellent self-esteem, as you are being more truthful to your values and opinions as well as that of others. 
While assertiveness is respectful, it can also be uncomfortable for you and others. It demands that we speak directly, which may feel awkward for you and the other person at first. This awkwardness is why many people trained to be overly accommodating conflate assertiveness with rudeness. And if you are not educated on the difference between the two, you can easily end up shifting back into being walked all over.
It’s Friday, and the workday is gradually ending. Francisco is rounding up his tasks. Now and then, his eyes drift to the clock on his table as he works. The time is half past four. Just thirty minutes left until he could finally go home, rest, and spend time with his family. At a quarter to five, his boss, Frederick, walks into Francisco’s office and drops some papers on his table.
“Cisco, my man!” Frederick bellows. “I need your magic brain on this project. I would need to see a draft by Sunday.”
Francisco takes a deep breath and looks from the document to his boss. “I understand, but Sunday won’t be possible for me. I have a weekend trip with my wife that I can’t get out of, but I should be able to have it to you by Wednesday.”
The boss looks bothered and somewhat angry. Francisco maintains eye contact. “I’d be happy to do this, but like I said, I’d need longer than Sunday. But maybe Mike could have it done in time if you want to consider him?”
 Frederick has clear options:
•	Give the work to Mike—who is less skilled—and get the work by Sunday.
•	Insist Francisco works on it over the weekend and risk it not being delivered.
•	Let Francisco work on it next week and receive the usual excellent results.
It can be very uncomfortable saying no to someone: a superior, a friend, or someone we really care about. However, saying no assertively is not rudeness. It shows you have a wealth of self-knowledge and a great deal of self-respect.

So what are the characteristics of assertive communication?

1.	Confident Body Language
Our words make up just 3% of our conversation. The remaining 97% consists of non-verbals such as body posture, arm and hand placement, eye contact, voice pitch, speech speed, etc. The most crucial aspect of assertive communication is confident body language. No matter how direct and clear your words are, if you avoid eye contact, fidget and draw circles in the sand as you speak, you still come off as passive. Our bodies are like tuning forks amplifying our feelings and emotions. So when you pair confident words with unconfident body language, the other person picks up on that and pushes back even harder.
Let’s go back to the Francisco example for a moment.
The boss comes into the office and asks Francisco to work his magic on a new project and deliver it by Sunday. Francisco looks from his boss to the document. He twists his fingers together and begins his reply. “I’m sorry if this sounds weird, but can I not do it this week?” Francisco looks at his fingernails. He starts playing with the hangnail on his left index finger. “I kinda, uh, have plans for the week,” he stammers. “I really want to help, but I’m sorry I cannot. Please don’t be mad.” Unlike Francisco from before, this Francisco is trying to be assertive and failing at it. His words are weakened by “I’m sorry-s” and “kinda-s.” His inability to make eye contact shows he is afraid and probably believes he has no right to state his own needs. The fidgeting shows he is anxious and trying to expel that anxiety. For communication to be assertive and effective, it has to be paired with confident and assertive body language. 

Make sure to:
•	Establish eye contact.
•	Speak in a calm and measured tone of voice.
•	Avoid fidgeting or playing with your hands and hair, or excessively touching your face.
•	Not apologize unnecessarily and use weak words like “Kinda” or “I guess.”
•	Avoid ventilating actions like readjusting your tie, running your hands through your hair, or fanning yourself, as they signal anxiety and discomfort.

Being Respectful and Open to Compromise
As expressed earlier, assertiveness is all about self-advocacy and other-directed advocacy. This means you understand that the other person’s needs are just as important as yours. This concept is wonderfully captured by the Christian saying, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” The Mosaic Law has a similar injunction: “Whatever is hurtful to you, do not do to another person.” The assertive person knows how important it is to have one’s needs acknowledged and met. So in advocating for the fulfillment of their needs, they try to find a mutually beneficial arrangement. An effective way to do this is by offering choices.
Post-graduation, I worked as a healthcare assistant in a care home. My wards were primarily elderly people dealing with different levels of dementia. Working there taught me a lot about life and conflict resolution. Despite their current states, most of my wards had had fulfilling lives and had been in positions of authority. So it was hard for them to adjust to the regimented life at the care home. They had to eat, sleep, freshen up and take their meds at specific times. This was naturally uncomfortable for people used to calling the shots over all aspects of their lives.
And what do people do when they are uncomfortable?
They rebel.
The residents would swear at staff and throw tantrums when staff tried to help them with personal care, feeding, or any of the scheduled activities. It was, for want of a better word, hell. It was emotionally and physically draining. One moment your ward is confused about their surroundings and why they are here. The next, they are describing you with words that would make a sailor blush.
After working there for four months, I found a way around this. First, I understood that there is always a goal behind all behavior. Nothing is ever idiopathic. So what was the goal behind the curses and tantrums? Control and a feeling of independence. These guys who had run the world around them in their youth were not used to being dependent on others to meet their basic needs. So in cursing out staff and throwing tantrums, they felt a sense of power, and when the insulted staff left them alone, the residents regained a facsimile of that lost independence. To solve this, I learned to negotiate with the residents. Instead of saying, “Hi, Jim. We’ll be having breakfast at 8,” I would say, “Hi Jim would you like to have breakfast at 8:00 or 8:30?” They always complied and gave me a convenient time.
By giving them options, I made them feel like a part of the decision-making process, making them more amenable and easier to work with. I did the same thing with their outfits and day trips. I would always give them two or more appropriate options to choose from, and it was evident from the satisfaction and peace on their faces that they loved feeling like they were steering the wheel of their daily life.

Having Clear Boundaries and Communicating Them
A critical part of assertiveness is self-knowledge. On the surface, self-knowledge connotes knowing your likes, dislikes, and hobbies. However, it goes deeper to encompass knowing:
•	Your deal breakers in a relationship or friendship.
•	How much time you are willing to devote to others.
•	Things that are intolerable when done or said.
•	The amount of time you need for daily and weekly self-care.
•	Your values.
•	The areas of life you need to improve on.
Knowing this helps you set concrete boundaries. So when someone talks to or treats you in a way that violates your boundaries, you quickly inform them as clearly as possible. With boundaries, you have to draw them firmly because people will naturally try to go around or beat them down. Boundaries are born out of our experiences and values. They prevent abuse, misuse, and disuse by simply saying, “This is where you end, and I start.” 

Myths About Assertiveness
Myth 1: You Always Have to be Assertive
There is time for everything, even passivity. While assertiveness is great most of the time, there are certain situations where it is advisable to be passive or aggressive. For example, it is more prudent for a father whose autistic child is having an episode at the mall to be passive as he calms the child. A passive style is also beneficial if you are working with the elderly or dealing with babies. On the other hand, an aggressive manner is more appropriate in competitive situations. Just like you cannot eat pasta with a spoon, it is not logical to adopt a passive style in competitive situations like war or when leading a raid

Myth 2: Extroverts Are Always Assertive While Introverts Are Passive
This myth stems from the false belief that introverts are timid and battle low self-esteem. Introversion is not passivity. An introvert is simply someone who is quickly exhausted by social stimulation and needs intermittent periods of isolation to recharge. On the other hand, the extrovert is a good conversationalist nourished by social exposure. No one has a monopoly on assertiveness and passivity. I have met quiet and introverted people who are quick to assert themselves and reinforce their boundaries. On the flip side, I know extroverts who are too agreeable, have watery boundaries, and cannot assert themselves effectively.

Myth 3: Assertiveness is Rudeness
Rudeness is a subset of aggressiveness. As mentioned earlier, aggressiveness is a debate while assertiveness is a dialogue. People mistake assertiveness for rudeness because we live in a world that encourages us to sugarcoat our words and beat around the bush. So when an assertive person calmly and clearly says, “I don’t like being talked to like that. Please don’t do that anymore,” it makes people feel awkward. It is this resultant awkwardness causes them to mistake assertiveness for rudeness. To healthy people, calmly stating and insisting on your boundaries is not and will never be rude.

Myth 4: Assertiveness Means I Always Get What I Want
Assertiveness is about finding a middle ground where both parties can coexist peacefully. [8] Sometimes, finding that middle ground will entail more compromise on your side and vice versa. The concept of assertiveness is born out of the understanding that both sets of needs are important and need to be met. It is not like non-assertiveness that prioritizes the needs of the other; neither is it as selfish as aggressiveness.

Summary
•	While they are often used interchangeably, personality and behavior are different.
•	Personality cannot be helped and is set by adulthood. Behavior, on the other hand, is changeable.
•	Behavior is broadly divided into passive/non-assertive, aggressive, and assertive.
•	Non-assertiveness, or passivity, is when someone consistently prioritizes the needs of the other person at the expense of theirs.
•	Non-assertiveness can be situational or general.
•	General or global non-assertiveness can lead to internal conflict, passive-aggressiveness, and mistreatment and manipulation.
•	Over time, the passive person can become passive-aggressive due to the accumulation of neglected needs.
•	Passive-aggressiveness is an offshoot of passivity and is often erroneously delineated as a distinct behavior type.
•	Triangulation, undermining, and sarcasm are the three primary signs of passive-aggressiveness.
•	Aggressiveness is the other end of the spectrum and the belief that one’s needs are more important than that of others.
•	Aggressiveness can be situational or global.
•	Assertiveness is the equal valuation of one’s needs and those of others.
•	Assertiveness is characterized by confident body language, respect and openness to compromise, and clearly communicating boundaries.
•	Non-assertiveness is perpetual silence, aggressiveness is a debate, but assertiveness is a dialogue.
•	There are times when an aggressive (and even a non-assertive approach) is best.
•	Assertiveness is not rudeness.
•	Introversion is not passivity, and extraversion is not assertiveness.
•	Introverts can be assertive, and extroverts can be passive.
•	Assertiveness doesn’t mean you always get your way.
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Tag You’re it!: Strong Characteristics of the Non-Assertive Person


Assertiveness is your ability to act in harmony with your self-esteem without hurting others. 
Unknown


As human beings, we are naturally prone to overestimation. The copier at the office breaks down, and suddenly, our day is ruined.   The zip of our favorite dress splits and we swear we have the worst luck in the entire world. This tendency to overestimate or catastrophize is often seen in our assertiveness journey. Many people overestimate how assertive they are. It is not uncommon to see a passive person believe they are assertive—or worse, aggressive. This faulty belief makes them shrink further into themselves and become even more passive. In the previous Chapter, we established that the non-assertive person triangulates and can sometimes become passive-aggressive when their needs start to choke. However, there are other covert and overt ways to know if you are being non-assertive in your personal and professional life.

1.	You are easily manipulated/You attract narcissists
Everyone loves a yes man because he is always ready to neglect his own needs in favor of other people's needs. This is one primary reason non-assertive people attract manipulators and narcissists. Think of manipulators and narcissists as sharks. Sharks do not go after healthy fish or other sharks.
They go where the blood is.
Similarly, manipulators and abusers thrive on emotional wounds and vulnerability. They go after bleeding people. As we will see in Chapter four, non-assertiveness usually stems from the scars of childhood trauma and faulty upbringing, making these guys prime targets for manipulators. When you know your boundaries and are not afraid to communicate and enforce them, you become manipulation-proof and uninteresting to an abuser.

2.	You Are Resentful
As their needs are rarely met, the passive person is perpetually resentful. They resent themself for not advocating for their needs and others for not considering them. This resentment affects their self-image, causes internal conflict, and can lead to aggression down the line. “Being married to Ruth,” Peter laughs, “is like being married to a Stepford wife.” The men guffaw heartily and clap each other on the back. They knew what Peter meant. Ruth was the “perfect wife.” She never said no, always let her husband have his way, and turned a blind eye to his infidelity. Ruth was in the other room fighting tears as the men laughed at Peter’s insensitive jokes. The more insulting the remarks became, the harder it was for her to hold back grief.
What was wrong with her?
Why couldn’t she stand up to him and leave him like everyone had been telling her to do?
She hated him for constantly humiliating her. But worse, she hated herself for condoning it. Two months later, Ruth stabbed Peter in his sleep. They had argued the night before. Peter went to bed while Ruth stayed up. She had finally had enough. When his soft snores filled the room, she went into the kitchen and took out the knife she used to carve the Thanksgiving turkey earlier that day. She stabbed him 21 times. When she was sure he was dead, she called the police and turned herself in.

3.	You Are Overwhelmed
According to the world health organization, the stress people gain from long hours and being overloaded by tasks at work contribute to the increasing number of health problems workers experience, like getting sick more often and eventually quitting their job. When you say yes to everything and everyone, you say no to yourself, your health, your personal goals, and the things that truly matter.
As the non-assertive person has watery boundaries and a vague idea of what he can and cannot handle at any point, he takes on too many responsibilities. This is why non-assertive people are often overworked, burnt out, and unproductive. They take on tasks they have no business doing. When they finish these side tasks, they are too tired and overwhelmed to work on their tasks or connect meaningfully with their loved ones. The drive theory of motivation stipulates that we are motivated to do things because it satisfies our needs, eases tension in our body, and keeps everything in balance, but when we commit too much, our body’s harmony is affected, and our motivation to do things wanes. So if you are feeling overwhelmed and finding it hard to focus, try saying no more often.

4.	The Quality of Your Work is Reducing
There is a simple rule with cake icing: how thin or thick your icing ends up becoming depends on how far you spread it. If you what a finer but thinner layer of icing, you have to spread the buttercream mix thoroughly. While spreading extensively may be a good approach to icing a cake, it is not efficient in time management. Stretching yourself thin affects the integrity of your work. If you notice you find it hard to concentrate on simple tasks or have been receiving more complaints on delivered assignments, chances are you are stressed—and it is probably because you have been accepting way more than you can handle in your personal and professional life. If this is you, this would be a great time to assess your commitments and cut off unnecessary tasks

5.	You Never Have Time
Do you always feel busy?
Are you often so busy that your appointments sometimes clash?
Are you usually so busy that you find it hard to make time for essential things like eating, resting, and spending quality time with your immediate family?
If your answer is yes, then you are probably not assertive enough. In his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Steven Covey states a universal truth: we cannot manage time; we can only manage ourselves. Sometimes, it is not time management that is the problem. It is that you have too many things on your plate.
Do you know the greatest resource we all have? It’s not money, real estate, or even youth; it is time. Time is important, non-renewable, and fleeting. Guard your time jealously. Remember that each time you bite down on the no and agree to help a work colleague look over a spur-of-the-moment side project, you are saying no to other personal commitments you may have. You must learn to say no to demands that stress you and do not contribute to your life purpose.

6.	 Your relationships are not honest
Assertiveness is crucial for a good relationship. It builds great self-esteem as you are being more truthful to your values and opinions. The non-assertive person often feels like he is constantly masquerading to make other people happy. When their friends talk about how helpful they are, the assertive person feels like a fraud. Deep down, they know they wanted to say no to about 70% of those requests. Unfortunately, because of the disease to please, fear of abandonment, or guilt, they say yes even when every fiber of their being screams no. We often say yes because we want to impress and achieve something. However, none of this matters when we compromise who we are. As new opportunities or relationships arise, we work hard to prove ourselves but when it gets to the point of us losing ourselves, then we should start saying no. There is no opportunity or relationship worth losing yourself for. Honesty is the bedrock of every prosperous and healthy friendship or relationship. Your friends may not like to hear you turn down their requests. However, if they truly care about you, they would be more hurt to realize you have not always been honest with them.

7.	Take a Baseline Test on Assertiveness
It is natural for us to overestimate how assertive we are. This is why it is essential to take baseline tests on assertiveness. Like SATs and IQ tests, baseline tests on assertiveness are standardized tests that use specific indicators to determine how assertive a person is. A great example would be the Rathus Assertiveness Schedule (RAS) developed by Spencer Rathus in 1973. Psychologists often use it in assertiveness training to monitor and track changes and improvements in assertiveness. The scale comprises thirty items/scenarios. Depending on the test taker, the scores for each item could range from -3 (or very much unlike me) up to 3 (or very much like me). Some of the test scenarios seen in the RAS include:
•	I have hesitated to make or accept dates because of “shyness.”
•	If a salesperson has gone to considerable trouble to show me merchandise that is not quite suitable, I have a difficult time saying “No.”
•	To be honest, people often take advantage of me.
•	There are times when I look for a good, vigorous argument.
•	I will hesitate to make phone calls to business establishments and institutions.
•	I find it embarrassing to return merchandise.
•	I often don’t know what to say to people I find attractive.
•	I avoid arguing over prices with clerks and salespeople.
•	I often have a hard time saying “No.”
•	I tend to bottle up my emotions rather than make a scene.
While some people see the RAS as outdated and heterosexist, it can help beginners pinpoint situations where they might find it challenging to be assertive. For example Person A may be able to engage with people they find attractive but find it hard to turn down salespeople. From this, person A can infer that they are a.) more assertive in private interactions or b.) find it hard to say no. 

Summary
•	Non-assertive people attract narcissists and manipulators as they are always ready to neglect their own needs while catering to the needs of others.
•	As their needs are rarely met, the passive person is perpetually resentful. They resent themself for not advocating for their needs, and others for not considering them.
•	As the non-assertive person has watery boundaries and a vague idea of what he can and cannot handle at any point, he takes on too many responsibilities. This is why non-assertive people are often overworked, burnt out, and unproductive.
•	Stretching yourself thin affects the integrity of your work. If you find it hard to concentrate on tasks that were previously easy or have been receiving more complaints on delivered assignments, chances are you are stressed—and it is probably because you have been accepting way more than you can handle in your personal and professional life.
•	Sometimes, it is not time management that is the problem. It is that you have too many things on your plate.  Guard your time jealously.
•	The non-assertive person often feels like he is constantly masquerading to make other people happy.
•	A baseline test on assertiveness is often a great way to pinpoint how assertive you are and under which situations you are likely to be non-assertive.
•	The Rathus Assertiveness Schedule (RAS) is a baseline test on assertion and is often used by psychologists in assertiveness training.
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A Bouquet of Wallflowers: Why We Find It Hard to be Assertive


Most of us have a hard time communicating assertively because, in one way or another, we are afraid. 
Nick Wignall
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In a cut scene from the movie School for Good and Evil (2022), one of the main characters, Agatha—a self-sacrificing “witch” who was trying so hard to convince the school authorities that her friend, Sophie was a good—was  confronted by Lady Dovey, the principal of the School of Good. Sophie and her love interest, Tetros had been put to a test to see if they were meant for each other. The test would also determine if Sophie was truly good like Agatha claimed. However, Agatha interfered in the test, thus saving Tetros’ and Sophie’s life.
Lady Dovey was, however, not concerned with Agatha’s meddling. Saving someone from a reaper required a great deal of emotion—and Lady Dovey knew what that meant. Agatha loved Tetros.
“Have you told him?’ the excited Lady Dovey asks.
“Of course not,” Agatha shoots back.
Lady Dovey smiles encouragingly. “Perhaps he shares those feelings?”
With a look of certain disgust, Agatha replies, “Trust me he doesn’t.” There is a long, painful silence.
“I’m not beautiful,” Agatha says in a voice full of holes.
Lady Dovey tries to convince Agatha that she really is truly beautiful but the poor girl doesn’t believe it. It is almost like she finds comfort in that subterranean perception of herself. The principal tells her Cinderella thought the same thing when all she needed was a clean dress and a nice pair of shoes.
Hope blooms in Agatha’s heart. Her voice is filled with that hope as she asks. “So you can make me beautiful? Beautiful enough to be loved?”
Beautiful enough to be loved. Let that sink in for a while.
Here was a girl actively trying to convince the world that her friend and the man she loved were meant for each other because she did not feel beautiful enough to be loved. This is the same thing with assertiveness. A lot of us settle for comfortable passivity because deep down, we feel we don’t deserve what we are asking for. But this is one of the very many reasons why we find it hard to be assertive. 
So why do we find it hard to be assertive? In the gamble of reaction, why do we settle into passivity time and time again? Marsha M. Linnehan, American psychologist and the brain behind Dialetical Behavior Therapy (DBT), outlines a number of myths that make it challenging to be assertive. [9] 

Myth 1: I don’t deserve what I am asking for
Agatha is the embodiment of this myth. Due to an interplay of upbringing and personal adult experiences, a lot of us have come to subconsciously believe we do not deserve the basic emotional courtesies. We are surprised when people love us for who we really are and respect our boundaries. Why?
Because previous experiences have led us to believe we are not enough and thus do not deserve what we are asking for. If this myth is the main reason behind your non-assertiveness, then it is necessary to work on your self-esteem. How you feel about yourself reflects in what you allow. By working on your self-esteem and coming to terms with your worthiness, assertiveness becomes easier.

Myth 2: Asking for help is weak, pushy or rude
The supermom syndrome.
This is the belief that you need to do it all, at once and by yourself. This myth comes with a suck it up mindset. Anytime you want to insist on your boundaries or ask for the most basic of needs, you tell yourself you are being sissy. You keep holding feelings in because you wrongly believe that that is the right and strong thing to do. You always go the extra mile for friends and family even when you are running on empty and really need to be filled up. The way you see it, the need to maintain that illusion of always having it all together, outweighs admitting you are stressed and overwhelmed. To get around this myth, you have to unlearn the need to always seem strong all the time and relearn how to ask for help and for your basic needs to be met. You also have to let go of the negative beliefs you have about asking for help. Contrary to what a lot of people think, asking for help does not mean you are weak. It shows you are strong and wise enough to know you cannot do it all.
Our current work system is built on asking for help. Organizations and individuals outsource tasks in order to improve efficiency. Supervisors delegate tasks to their subordinates. Even in leadership training, you are made to understand that the greatest leaders are not the ones that do it all by themselves but rather the ones that can carry everyone along and make them feel like important parts of the process. This also reminds me of a quote by Theodore Roosevelt:
“The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to do what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling with them while they do it. . .”

Myth 3: I have to know someone will say yes before I ask for something or if they say no it will kill me
This particular myth stems from the fear of rejection. Before we even assert ourselves we think of how the other person will respond. If the chances of them responding negatively/saying no are higher, we decide not to even go through with it in the first place. As we would see in chapter four, this particular trait is a trademark with people with low self-esteem. They are so afraid of rejection that they reject themselves before you reject them. The way they see it, self-rejection hurts less than rejection from others. If this myth reflects your thought process, you have to understand that all your requests will not be met with a yes - and that’s ok. Assertiveness is not all about always getting what you want. It is all about negotiation and finding middle ground or withdrawing from the situation if not favorable consensus can be reached

Myth 4: If I ask for something or say no, I can’t stand it if someone gets upset with me
If you have always been a yes man, chances are you’d find assertiveness awkward.
But you know what’s worse?
The people closer to you will find it more awkward. As they are used to you being passive and amenable, they will struggle to expand their perception to include this new, improved assertive version of you. Some of them might get visibly disappointed, offended and even upset when you assert yourself. A lot of people give up at this stage and run back into the passive comfort zone. What you have to understand is that that awkwardness walks hand in hand with negotiation, which is very vital to your peace of mind and the fostering healthy interpersonal relationships.

Myth 5: Saying no is selfish
This goes hand in hand with the supermom syndrome and the second myth. For people that are overly empathic or have been raised in cultures and religions where altruism is enthroned, saying no can often feel like one of the seven deadly sins. However, you have to realize that sometimes saying no can be an act of mercy to yourself.
A lot of the times, we get so mired up in trying to provide and be there for other people that we forget we have to extend the same courtesies to ourselves. Saying no to requests when you are financially, emotionally, physically, spiritually and mentally drained is not selfish. It is simply you saying, “they matter but I matter too.”

Myth 6: If I don’t have what I want or need, it doesn’t make a difference
I will be fine. I always am. This is the mantra of the self-sacrifice. You convince yourself that all you have to do is to make everyone else happy and find joy in their happiness. While this is a pretty sentiment, it doesn’t play out that way in real life. Needs are called needs for a reason; they are necessary and crucial to our holistic wellbeing. And you can only ignore them for so long. Ignoring your needs over a long period of time can result in mental health disturbances like depression, anhedonia, anxiety and sometimes suicide ideation.

The Gender Factor
Men and women are socialized differently. Studies show that baby boys receive less cuddles than their female counterparts and are taught to “suck it up” when they cry while girls are consoled. This difference in socialization continues as they grow and accounts for the difference in toys, professions, etc. that the different genders tend toward. In the midst of all this is the reality that different genders are rewarded differently for being assertive. While some might make the case that women are biologically wired to be agreeable as that makes them better with handling children, the truth is that the average woman does not interact with others the way they interact with their child. They don’t want to coo and play with other adults in the same way they do with children, neither do they feel a fierce urge to protect when they see other adults. Thus, it is fitting to surmise that 1.) Women are more likely to be situationally passive 2.) In times when women are globally passive, the reason is more social than biological.
In different social, cultural and even religious settings, men are rewarded and encouraged when they are assertive. Adjectives like “confident,” “self-assured,” “powerful,” and “in control” are rightly used to describe assertive men. [10, 11]  ,  On the other hand, women are (mostly) punished and reprimanded when they are assertive. Adjectives like “pushy,” “bitchy,” “catty,” “unreasonable,” “aggressive” and “bossy” are used to describe an assertive woman. [12, 13] The different expectations that society has for men and women in terms of assertiveness affects how the two groups interact with the world around them. For example:
•	Men tend to initiate more and be more assertive and communicative in class and public settings. They are more direct and interrupt more in groups than women. Conversely, women tend to be more assertive in private interpersonal settings. [14]
•	On average, women make less ambitious outcomes and get worse results than men on the bargaining table.
•	In general, men are more reticent in dating settings than women. [15]
•	Women overestimate how assertive they are being and generally think they are being aggressive by saying no and stating their needs. [16]
•	According a study by the European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, women who were perceived as nice because of their passive behavior had the lowest salaries—even lower than their passive male counterparts. [17]
•	In another study by the American Psychological Association, Men reported being more outspoken when stating opinions and readily taking the initiative in social contacts with members of the opposite sex. Women, on the other hand, reported themselves as more assertive in expressing love, affection, and compliments, as well as expressing anger to one's parents. [18]
•	When women act more assertively, they breach feminine stereotypes and suffer a likeability penalty that, in turn, limits their professional success. [19]
•	While assertive moves like asking for a raise, challenging the status quo and speaking up about their needs may help a male employee get ahead, thanks to the assertiveness backlash, female employees are labelled as “rude” and “uncooperative” when they do the same. 

The Personal Bill of Assertive Rights
The best and most effective way of getting rid of a bad habit or negative mindset is to replace it with a positive and adaptive habit and mindset. In this chapter, we have looked at some myths and beliefs that make it hard for us to be more assertive. However, to effectively eliminate these maladaptive myths, there is a need to replace them with a new set of beliefs.
Generally, the passive person feels unempowered and disempowered. They don’t believe they have the right to state their needs or stay no. They let themselves be carried along by things and are grateful for those rare times when their needs intersects with the needs of the other person. And that’s a very sad and uncomfortable way to live.
Assertiveness starts first with a mindset change. After jettisoning the negative beliefs we have about asking for help, saying no, etc., it is necessary to recalibrate our values and replace these maladaptive beliefs with positive ones. To do this, we need a personal bill of assertive rights. The bill of rights will serve as a compass, guiding your interactions with people and reminding you of your right to be assertive. Below is your personal bill of assertive rights:
•	I have the tight to ask for what I want
•	I have the right to say no to requests that I can’t meet
•	I have the right to express all of my feelings, positive or negative
•	I have the right to change my mind
•	I have the right to ask for help
•	I have the right to determine my own priorities
•	I have the right to follow my own values and standards
•	I have the right to not be responsible for others behaviors, actions, feelings or problems
•	I have the right to be angry at someone I love
•	I have the right to respect people’s choices and decisions and act accordingly when those choices don’t benefit me
•	I have the right to not give reasons and excuses for my behavior and choices
•	I have the right to expect honesty from others
•	I have the right to be honest about my feelings
•	I have the right to protect my mental, emotional, financial, spiritual and physical well-being.
•	I have the right to be in a non-abusive environment
•	I have the right to have my needs and wants respected by others
•	I have the right to be treated with dignity and respect
•	I have the right to be happy
•	I have the right to request or refuse a favor
•	I have the right to right a wrong and be treated with dignity and respect. 
This is by no means an exhaustive list. Feel free to increase the list with specific assertive traits you struggle with. Write some of these rights on post-it notes and stick it on your mirror, car dashboard or headboard. Read them every day and let their import sink into your bones.

Summary
•	A lot of us settle for comfortable passivity because deep down, we feel we don’t deserve what we are asking for. 
•	One of the myths that can prevent us from being assertive is the belief that asking for help or voicing needs makes us seem weak, pushy or rude
•	The fear of rejection can also make us less likely to be assertive. The thought that they’d say no cripples us and makes us not voice our needs in the first place. 
•	The belief that saying no is selfish can also make us remain non-assertive.
•	Non-assertive people also believe that they will be fine even if their needs are not met. However, overtime, having our needs relegated to the background can do damage to our sense of self-worth and can even result in mental health issues like depression, anxiety, anhedonia (life numbness) and even suicide ideation.
•	Men and women are rewarded differently for being assertive, with men being idolized and praised for it and women being shamed and reprimanded for being assertive.
•	Women are generally more assertive in private interpersonal settings. Men, on the other hand, are more assertive in public interpersonal settings.
•	The personal bill of rights serves as a compass, guiding your interactions with people and reminding you of your right to be assertive.
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The Little League: Different Types of Non-Assertive People


You’re the master of your fate and the captain of your soul. 
William Ernest Henley (in Invictus)


      [image: image-placeholder]Choices are the most beautiful aspect of life. From the moment we are born until we die, we are constantly making choices. Some of these choices may have no severe implications on our lives, while others may determine our survival.
A mother has to choose between having a child or not. A young child has to choose between playing with LEGOs or coloring.
Teenagers must choose between attending a local college or one many states away. The list is endless.
Amid this long list of choices is the choice to be assertive or non-assertive. Yes, non-assertiveness is a choice. Each time people speak rudely to you, make unnecessary demands of you and your time or order you around, you are consciously or unconsciously choosing to let them do so. You might be thinking: “But Ian, she’s my boss! I know she can be a pain, but I need this job. I had no choice.” This is what I like to call the Myth of No Choice. While there are situations where it’ll be genuinely unwise to be assertive, assertiveness is an option we should endeavor to choose as often as possible throughout the day and over the course of our lives.
There are many reasons why people default to or choose to be non-assertive. On the surface, it might look like they are trying to keep their job or get
People Pleasing Penny
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