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A lot of us find it hard to stick up for ourselves. We worry about 
whether we have made the ‘right impression’. We try to avoid 
criticism. We don’t feel confident enough to say what we think, 
show how we feel or ask for what we want. That is where 
assertiveness comes in! 
 

What is assertiveness? 
Assertiveness is an approach to dealing with the people around 
you. It stems from: 
· being at ease with yourself and who you are  
· understanding respect and showing it. 
 

Being assertive means: 
� Standing up for your own rights in such a way that you do not violate another person’s rights. 
� Expressing your needs, preferences and feelings in a way that is not threatening to others, and 
without undue anxiety or fear of yourself. 
� Direct honest communication between individuals which assumes that they are each able to 
interact equally and take responsibility for themselves. 
 

Why do I need to know this? 
You need to learn to be assertive in order to stand up for your rights or deal with disagreements. 
This can occur in any situation — at home, at work, at college or with friends. Being assertive will 
enable you to: 
· save yourself from the pain of aggression 
· shorten difficult disagreements 
· command the respect of the people around you 
· see difficult situations in a problem-solving way  
· use language and body language effectively. 
 

How assertive are you? 
� if you are angry with someone, do you communicate your feelings? 
� If friends persistently use you as a shoulder to cry on, and ring up just when you are about to go 
out, do you listen patiently, or do you say that you are busy, and could they ring back later? 
� How do you behave if everyone leaves the washing up to you? 

� What do you do if your friends always disappear when it’s 
their round at the pub? 
� How do you deal with getting a low mark for an 
assignment when you feel certain that it is unfair dare you 
question it? 
Three types of unassertive behaviour : 
 
���� AGGRESSIVE - Although aggressive people come 
across loudly and forcefully, often they have little real self-
esteem. They need to prove their superiority by putting 
others down. This often alienates those they encounter. It 
may provoke an aggressive response in return. 
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���� PASSIVE - Passive people find it hard to make 
decisions, and tend to see themselves as victims of 
unfairness and injustice. As they cling to their hard luck 
stories people around will tend to feel guilty that they 
can’t do more to help them. After a while this turns to 
exasperation at their persistently negative outlook. Faced 
with any kind of confrontation, passive people either cry 
and give in, or run away! 
 
���� MANIPULATIVE - Manipulative people can never risk a 
direct approach. They will do anything to avoid rejection. 
People around manipulative people never quite know 
where they are with them.  They know how to push the right buttons to make people feel guilty, and 
can engineer things in such a way that they will get what they want. 
 
Assertive people.... 

� respect themselves and others 
� accept their own positive and negative qualities and do not need to put other people down in order 
to feel good 
� know that other people are not responsible for them.  They are in charge of taking actions and 
making choices. 
� do not need to make others feel guilty for not recognising their needs.  They can recognise them 
themselves and ask directly and openly even at the risk of refusal. 

Becoming more assertive 
� decide what it is you want or feel, and say so specifically and directly.  (Get to the point; try leaving 
out all the   unnecessary ‘beating around the bush’ we tend to use when we are anxious.) 
� Stick to what you want to say, repeating it, if necessary, over and over again. (Don’t be side tracked 
by the person you are talking to, who may be trying to avoid what you are saying.) 
� Be aware of your body posture, the tone and volume of your voice, and your use of eye-contact.  
(Assertive words will not come over as such if you are whispering and looking at your hands) 
Most importantly, t he abil ity to assert yourself appropriately comes from a sense of 
confidence and a belief in your own worth: your right to  be here. There are many good books 

if you want to  read more on assertiveness. 

 
Acting assertively 
You are acting assertively when you: 
·  politely put your point of view across 
·  seek a compromise in a situation 
·  respect another person©s point of view. 
You need to be able to deal with your tutors so that you: 
·  get the best from your classes and tutorials 
·  are able to tackle the course together instead of in opposition 
·  practise your negotiating skills for the world of work. 
You need to be able to deal with your fellow students so that you: 
·  belong to a supportive, friendly network 
·  can disagree without quarrelling 
·  can study together and exchange ideas and skills. 
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What is a good way to learn to be more assertive? 
One aid in learning assertiveness, as with any interactive skill, is through visualization. This technique 
allows you to come to grips with your feelings. When you give yourself time to think things through, you 
have less likelihood, and thus less fear, of doing "the wrong thing"--of handling a situation badly. You  
decide in advance which behaviours are appropriate for which assertiveness-demanding situations. You 
also imagine the worst things that could happen to you if you are assertive. Chances are, you will       
discover that they are not so terrible, after all. 
The next step is imagining how you will handle the various possible responses to your assertive          
behaviour. Finally, choose the most effective responses to what the other person might say, then       
visualize yourself delivering them. When you give yourself time to think things through (which is          
essentially what visualization is), things that used to cause you fear will suddenly become more         
manageable. 
Just as you need to make a good impression the first time you meet somebody, you need to create an 
assertive impression the first time somebody tries to take advantage of you. If you don©t, it will be much 
harder to do so the second time. 
People often treat shy people in ways they wouldn©t think of with those who are more extroverted.  
Interestingly, aggressive people (especially in a highly competitive environment) will often "test" the    
resolve of the new people with which they come into contact to "gauge" their assertiveness. This is their 
way of finding out just how "controllable" someone is. Confident, assertive behaviour will tend to gain 
their respect, while unsure or hesitant behaviour will usually invite further aggressive behaviour. 
In short, mastering the art of assertiveness means everybody wins, nobody loses. Other people respect 
you more, and you like yourself more. 
The best way to learn to deal with difficult people is to write down the situations and encounters you 
have with them and then to repeatedly visualize yourself responding effectively to them . Fortunately, 
visualization can be used to learn to deal with difficult people just as it can be used to learn to deal with 
any other type of social interaction. 
To use visualization to learn to deal with difficult people, start to keep a written record of those situations 
in which you have trouble with them. Then set aside a regular time during your daily visualization       
sessions to think about the encounters in which you feel you©ve been treated poorly. Be sure to give 
yourself plenty of time to enter a relaxed state beforehand. You want to start to associate a feeling of  
relaxation with the unpleasant task of dealing with difficult people, since remaining calm is one of the 
most important steps to doing so effectively. 
Next call up the difficult encounter in your mind. Review mentally the way you actually responded during 
the encounter. Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with that response? Why? 
Next, act out in your imagination the various ways you could have handled that situation. After a few 
mental run-throughs, the best response will become readily apparent. 
The final step is to go over the situation in your mind repeatedly until you really feel comfortable with the 
idea of behaving in the way you decided was best. Do this with every difficult behaviour you encounter, 
and continue to make a note of new situations with which you have difficulty. Repeat the visualizations 
occasionally to reinforce the desired behaviours in your mind. If you keep this up, you will eventually find 
yourself becoming more and more effective in dealing with the difficult behaviours in your everyday life. 


