Assertiveness

The need to learn how to assert oneself appropriately applies not only to the diffident and unassertive, but to those who tend to respond to challenge with aggression or excessive emotion.  Assertiveness is seen as the ability to express one’s needs, opinions, feelings, ideas and beliefs freely but in ways that are socially appropriate, effective and do not infringe the right of others who have differing views.

Whether it be selling an idea, being appraised by a manager or giving feedback to a subordinate to ensure something is done, assertiveness is not only a matter of what you say but how you say it.

Assertiveness is an important influencing skill for three reasons:

1. Assertive people are much more likely to get more of what they want.  However, that does not mean we always get our own way. It is a method of working with other people to achieve results of benefit to both parties. 

2. It enables us to feel good about ourselves and our behaviour as we handle difficult situations in a straightforward way.

3. It gives us a language and a process to use when we find ourselves getting into difficulties.

Passive, Aggressive and Assertive

When we mention ‘assertiveness’, there may be the response ‘Oh, I don’t want to be aggressive’.  The difference between being passive, aggressive and assertive is laid out in the Body Language table below.

Assertiveness and Body Language

	
	Assertive


	Aggressive
	Passive

	Posture

Head 

Eyes
	Upright/Straight

Firm, not rigid

Direct, not staring, good and regular eye contact.
	Leaning forward.

Chin jutting out.

Strongly focused, staring, often piercing or glaring eye contact.


	Shrinking.

head down.

Glancing away, little eye contact.

	Face

Voice
	Expression fits the words.

Well modulated to fit content.


	Set/Firm

Loud/Emphatic
	Smiling, even when upset.

Hesitant/Soft, trailing off at the end of words/sentences.



	Arms/Hands

Movement/ Walking
	Relaxed/Moving easily

Measured pace suitable to action
	Controlled extreme/ sharp gestures/ fingers pointing, jabbing.

Slow and heavy or fast, deliberate, hard.
	Aimless/Still

Slow and hesitant or fast and jerky




Source:  The Business of Assertiveness,  BBC Business Matters 

Assertiveness techniques

A.
Ways of saying ‘No’

There are three steps to this type of assertiveness

Step one - 
actively listen to what is being said then show the other person that you both hear and understand what they are saying.

Step two - 
say what you think and feel in a direct way

Step three -
say clearly what you want to happen

This demonstrates to the other person that you have been listening to them. 

Situation

‘You don’t mind if I smoke do you?’

Potential responses
How might a passive person answer?  An aggressive person?  An assertive person?

Here is what an assertive person might say.

Step one - active listening
‘I can see that you would like a cigarette and I appreciate you asking’

Step two - what you think and feel

‘I feel uncomfortable with cigarette smoke’
Step three - say what you want to happen

‘I would prefer you not to’
Is there anyone that you could legitimately  say ‘No’ to, yet you find yourself making excuses or weaken what you say by saying ‘I’m sorry but.....’?  Sometimes, we need to be able to say ‘No’ bluntly, but without causing offence.

Examples of saying no.

‘No, I don’t want to come for coffee today, maybe we could get together on Friday?

‘No. It is my rule never to lend that equipment’

The other person may not like it, but you have a right to say ‘no’ without feeling guilty or having to justify yourself.

B.
Broken record technique

This assertiveness technique sounds deceptively simple, yet many people find it hard to do. The technique works well with someone who is not, or does not want to listen to you.  It is a particularly useful technique if you are feeling bullied. 

The key is in the tone you use. Avoid sounding angry, nagging, sarcastic or shouting. Simply repeat your message in a calm, thoughtful, patient manner until it gets through.

‘It is not possible for me and my staff to complete all the tasks between now and Friday.  If you tell me what are the priority items for you I can let you know what we can do by Friday.’
Repeat

‘I understand you want all of these done but the facts are it is not possible to get all of it done for Friday.  What do you see as priority?’

Repeat

We can’t get all of that done for Friday.  What do you see as the priorities so we can get started as soon as possible? I can then let you know when the rest can be completed.

To avoid being diverted and getting into an argument, use some of the words over and over in different sentences. This will also help to avoid you being diverted, which is what happens when we start to explain why we cannot do something.  Including some of the other person’s needs demonstrates you have been listening.  

Persistence pays!

C.
Agree with what you can (Fogging)

This technique helps you deal with someone who is aggressive by disarming them. It is often just not worth getting involved when someone is aggressive as the heightened emotion gets in the way of effective discussion.

This is a way of avoiding the conflict while maintaining your self respect.  You recognise what is happening without agreeing to it.  It is called fogging because it drops suddenly, like a blanket of fog.  It generally disconcerts the other person and interrupts the confrontation.

Insult ‘How could you have arranged things in this way’

Fog (you don’t want to get involved) - ‘Yes, isn’t it  interesting how many different ways the things could be arranged’

Advantages

1. Useful when the criticism is invalid and you want to discourage the person from putting you down again.

2. The approach helps you listen to what is being said.

3. You respond to what is being said, not implied.

4. It makes it easier to avoid explaining yourself and being defensive, responses which tend to fuel arguments.

Disadvantage

If overdone, it can put a barrier between you and others.

What to do when you feel you are getting in over your head

Most people have times when they feel an impostor and allow their fear of being found out to affect their behaviour.

They may feel:

· expected to do well yet not quite up to doing their new job

· expected to know more than they do

· a failure because they handled a situation badly but only they may know about it

· inadequate because colleagues appear to know more than them.

The more these feelings are covered up the more difficult it is to admit the fears or mistakes.  This situation can lead to several negative outcomes:

· the person may become a bully, covering up their anxiety by being overbearing towards others

· mistakes may be covered up, with potential dangerous consequences for colleagues and patients

· the person may rise to a level of incompetence by learning how to create a good impression and telling others what they want to know 

· they may become depressed

Here are two ways you can cope with the fear:

1. Ask for information and help before things get out of hand. Remember asking questions is a sign of confidence.

2. Be open about mistakes and share the learning from them.  As well as being a relief to you, this modelling will be of immense help to younger or less experienced people.

Assertiveness Activities

· After a meeting go through your contribution, evaluate the degree to which you were effectively assertive.  Compare your behaviour to that of others. Were you able to make contributions without being interrupted or interrupting others inappropriately?  How do you feel about the way you disagreed and agreed with others?  Were your suggestions or points of view considered by the others? 

· Did you speak firmly, clearly and economically or were you too timid/emotional/long-winded?  Was your physical stance such that others would notice you?

· Engage your partner or colleague in debate on an issue on which you disagree, so you can get practice and feedback on how you handle confrontation verbally and non-verbally.  Be clear with them that this is the purpose of the exercise!

· List situations you would like to handle more assertively e.g. challenging your boss, getting your point across at meetings, not losing your temper. Then rank them in order of difficulty, start with the least challenging.  Discuss with colleagues who have seen you in the situation how you handled it.  Rehearse with them more effective tactics, test your rehearsed responses in ‘real’ life until you begin to see improvements and them move onto the next situation on your list.

· Read a good book on assertiveness to gain a clearer understanding of the difference between assertiveness, aggressiveness and submissiveness and the impact of each of these behaviours on situations.

· Discuss with colleagues how they try to assert themselves in different situations.  Identify people at work who seem successful in stating their case or exerting influence and observe how they respond when challenged.
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