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1
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. 
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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
Having Clear Boundaries and Communicating Them
Myths About Assertiveness
 What lies at the heart of self-improvement success?  


	Learn proven relaxation techniques that you can use anywhere and anytime;
	Change your mental and emotional patterns using proven steps and techniques. 
	Develop an attitude that will drive you towards change and achievement. 
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