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Introduction


Much has been spoken about the assertive communication style, not all of it complimentary! Many people confuse it with being aggressive, bamboozling others into submission and getting what you want, despite what they want. However, assertive communication is not domineering; it’s just a means of saying what you mean, meaning what you say and allowing others to do the same.


Taking the decision to adopt assertive behaviour will mark the beginning of a new way of life: a way of life where you make your own decisions and choices without feeling guilty, and where you are in control, not those around you.


By working through some simple steps, and by testing the techniques out in a ‘safe’ environment, you will soon become confident in your new-found powers of assertion. You will be able to command the respect of others, achieve your personal and professional goals and raise your self-esteem.


The steps to assertive behaviour are:


•  Understand the different styles of communication and the effect they have.


•  Identify your own style(s) of communication.


•  Know your own worth and the worth of others.


•  Be clear about your goals.


•  Be prepared to learn from your successes and failures.


•  Be flexible, and don’t expect too much.


•  Learn to listen.
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Today we will prepare the foundations for developing assertive behaviour and learn the different styles of communication: passive, passive/aggressive, aggressive and assertive.


This is the beginning of a long journey but it will be one that you’ll not regret as it puts you in the driving seat of your own life. This is the point – it is you who drives your life, not others, nor circumstances. You may make mistakes from time to time but, as your assertiveness skills advance, you’ll develop the understanding and the resources to pick yourself up, brush yourself down, and start all over again!


There are two main tasks here. The first is to identify your own style of communication:


•  passive


•  passive/aggressive


•  aggressive


•  assertive.
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Your second task is to know your worth:


•  understand yourself


•  accept yourself for the way you are


•  decide to change – if you want to


•  give yourself permission to succeed – and fail.





Communication styles


In order to understand ourselves, and why we don’t behave assertively, we must first examine our current pattern of behaviour. We will not dwell on our failures; we will merely use them for information – and for our motivation to change.


Note your behavioural pattern in both your personal and professional life. It is these behaviours that determine the way people respond to you and it is these behaviours that determine the outcome of all your communication.


If you have difficulty identifying these patterns in yourself, ask a friend to help – but remember, they are doing you a favour so try not to get defensive.


For instance: are you very aggressive, uncompromising, fixed in your views, intolerant or impatient? Are you sarcastic, manipulative, dismissive, arrogant or superior? Are you acquiescent, apologetic, deferring, self-effacing or inferior?


It is interesting to note that most people who want to develop assertive behaviour fit into the last category – that of ‘victim’.


What’s your message?


People always treat you the way you ‘ask’ to be treated. Understanding what you are ‘asking for’ is half the battle. You may think you are using assertive language but the way in which you convey your message and the demeanour you adopt when you do so can counteract any intention to be assertive and can undermine your success in doing so. Try ‘sitting on your own shoulder’ and observing yourself in action. What are you doing? What are people’s reactions to you? Are you getting your message across unambiguously? By observing yourself carefully, and honestly, you can identify the changes you’d like to make and make the changes that will make a difference.


Try not to feel hopeless at this point: from now on, everything is a positive step.
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Remember, all it takes to change is a decision.
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Most people’s behaviour patterns will demonstrate some characteristics from each of the four categories noted above – passive, passive/aggressive, aggressive and assertive – depending on the circumstances of the communication. However, one category will most likely dominate your style. Read through the descriptions below and see which one holds true for you most of the time.


Passive


Passive behaviour is usually associated with the ‘loser’: one who is always backing down, giving in and being submissive. Apologies are rife in this mode of communication, as are reluctant agreements and negative statements about oneself. Passive behaviour conveys the message ‘You’re OK, I’m not OK.’


Passive/aggressive


Passive/aggressive behaviour is usually associated with the ‘saboteur’. It is by no means overt, but the aggressive motivation is obvious nonetheless. The distinguishing features of this mode of communication are sarcastic comments, comments with double meanings and non-verbal signals such as mockingly gazing heavenwards. The underlying message is ‘I’m not OK, you’re not OK.’

Aggressive


Aggressive behaviour takes no account of the rights of others. Although this person may be perceived to be a ‘go-getter’ or one of life’s ‘winners’, they are usually feared and their style encourages deceitful behaviour from others who would rather not face up to their wrath. The message conveyed by this person is ‘I’m OK, you’re not OK.’


Assertive


Assertive communication does not diminish or ‘put down’ another human being, it does not trespass on any human rights and it does not shy away from important issues. Rather, it encourages satisfactory communication where everyone’s needs are met in the best way. The identifying characteristic of assertive behaviour is the use of ‘I’ statements. This indicates that the person communicating is taking responsibility for the message that is being conveyed. For example, ‘I am not happy with this decision, I would like to discuss it further.’ This form of communication is based on respect for oneself and others. It is driven by the belief that ‘I’m OK, you’re OK.’ There are no losers.


A word of caution. Assertive behaviour does not necessarily mean that you get your way all the time. It does mean that the chances of getting to the best solution, with everyone’s self-esteem intact, are significantly enhanced.


What’s your communication style?


If you are unsure of your dominant style of communicating behaviour, work through the following simple questionnaire. Do not worry if your responses fall into all the different categories; identify with the strongest trend. The mix of responses will help you focus on the specific areas in your style that you may wish to change.


Broadly speaking, if most of your responses fall into the ‘Sometimes’ category, you may tend to be aggressive or passive/aggressive. If they fall into the ‘Never’ category, you are certainly passive. If you find that your responses are predominantly in the ‘Often’ column, you are well on the way to being assertive.
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	Communication style questionnaire





	
Sometimes Often Never
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Know your worth


We all have basic human rights:


•  the right to choose


•  the right to ‘be’


•  the right to be respected


•  the right to make mistakes


•  the right to say ‘no’


•  the right to ask for what we want


•  the right to ask for what we need.


Understand your fears


It is often our fears that prevent us from developing assertive behaviour. What are yours? For example, they might be: ‘I will lose my friends’, ‘I will make a fool of myself’, ‘No one will like me any more’, ‘I will become irritating’, or ‘…………………………………… ’ (fill in your own).


Our fears are usually much larger than reality. Face them; they have a habit of shrinking.


Accept yourself for the way you are


It is very easy to put yourself down. We are our own worst critics. In the main, we are:


•  what we are supposed to be


•  where we are supposed to be


•  doing what we are supposed to be doing.


Release all your disappointments and guilty feelings – forgive yourself. Everything that you have done and experienced has brought you to this point of change. Everything is to play for.


Decide to change – if you want to


In making the decision to change your behaviour, you may find it helpful to project forward in time and imagine how it would look, and feel, if you were in control of your communication. Compare this to how you feel now.
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The power of ‘imaging’ or ‘visualizing’ cannot be over-stressed. It is a very useful tool for achieving your objectives, whatever they are.


By ‘bringing to mind’ or ‘picturing in your mind’s eye’ your desired state, you are actually putting images into your subconscious that, ultimately, determine your behaviour. Your subconscious mind can work only in images; it does not understand timescales or conditions. Imagine yourself as you would like to be and your subconscious will work tirelessly to make this a reality. It cannot fail. Keep reinforcing the images time after time, using positive affirmations if this helps (see Monday for more on this) and the old patterns will soon be obliterated and replaced with the new ones that you have chosen.


Old habits die hard, but they do die, with persistence and determination.
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If you continue to behave as you have always behaved, people will continue to treat you as they have always treated you.
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Give yourself permission to succeed – and fail


You are embarking on a journey of transformation.


Sometimes you will succeed on your terms; sometimes you will fail. Try to regard these occurrences with dispassion. They are merely learning experiences. It will not always be easy but it will be rewarding.


By now you should have identified your dominant style of communication and decided whether or not you are completely happy to continue in this vein.


If not, you may have come up with a conditional ‘maybe’ in response to the desire to change. This is good enough. It will drive your awareness and allow you to choose how to respond in different situations. There may be times when you want to submit, for instance. And there may be times when you feel the need to dominate. Being assertive is about the choice to communicate in the way you feel is most appropriate at the time. Being free to flex your communication style at will is part of being assertive.


If you decide to make changes in the way you communicate and in the way you are perceived by your colleagues, then proceed with enthusiasm; there is much you can gain from the following chapters.
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	Summary





	
To recap, the different communication styles are broadly divided into the followingl categories:


•  passive


•  passive/aggressive


•  assertive


•  aggressive.


These may sound pejorative descriptors but they do convey the underlying motivations of the person using this form of communication.


They are loosely associated with the following characteristics:


•  victim


•  manipulator


•  achiever


•  dictator.


Think about how these terms resonate with you. If you have a strong reaction to one or other of them, it may be worth exploring why this is so. Is it something you find distasteful because you feel it is a ‘bit close to the truth’?! Try to objectify the way you analyse your own style and try to prevent yourself from judging or criticizing yourself.










Fact-check  (answers at the back)


Think about the following questions and use them to build self-awareness and challenge yourself.


 1.   My dominant style of communication is…






	a)   Aggressive
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	b)   Passive/aggressive
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	c)   Passive
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	d)   Assertive
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 2.   I am able to be assertive…






	a)   At will
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	b)   Sometimes
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	c)   Occasionally
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	d)   Never
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 3.   I can flex between communication styles…






	a)   When I feel it’s appropriate
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	b)   With preparation and effort
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	c)   When I want to get something for myself
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	d)   I can’t change my style at all
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 4.   I think the assertive style of communication is…






	a)   Dominating and imposing
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	b)   Manipulative


	[image: image]







	c)   Highly effective
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	d)   For wimps!
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 5.   I believe the advantages of assertiveness is…






	a)   You can always get what you want
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	b)   You can establish good rapport
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	c)   You can make others feel like losers
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	d)   There are no advantages!
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 6.   When I need to make a customer complaint, I…






	a)   Apologize profusely for being a nuisance
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	b)   Get angry so that I can fire my complaint boldly
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	c)   Establish the context, the concern and discuss a solution
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	d)   Leave with the product I’m complaining about!
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 7.   When someone comes to me and asks me for advice, I…






	a)   Give it freely and tell them what to do
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	b)   End up taking on their battle
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	c)   Encourage them to think about how they’re going to deal with the situation
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	d)   Avoid getting involved in the first place!
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 8.   There are situations when assertive behaviour is definitely not called for!






	a)   This statement is true
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	b)   Assertiveness is always called for
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	c)   Communication styles are driven by external situations
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	d)   Communication styles are not dependent upon situations
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 9.   I believe that my personality drives my communication style and…






	a)   I’m stuck with the communication style that matches my personality
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	b)   I’m an ‘introvert’ and can never be assertive!
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	c)   I can learn different communication styles regardless of my personality
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	d)   I have to change my personality before I can change my communication style
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 10. If I could develop more assertiveness, I would benefit by…






	a)   Getting people to do as they’re told by me!
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	b)   Being in charge of my own life
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	c)   Making sure I was in situations that call for assertiveness
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	d)   There would be no benefit to me


	[image: image]
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Creating winning scenarios is the foundation stone for being assertive and being in charge of your own life. This does not mean that you always get your own way, but it does mean that you will be satisfied that you have represented yourself assertively and can live happily (or acceptingly!) with the outcome.


Today’s agenda is to bring you that little bit closer to being in control of your own life – asserting yourself in the way you choose. In order to achieve this, we will look at:


•  ‘winning’ language


•  positive affirmations


•  creative visualization


•  building self-esteem.
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Those who are adept at turning on assertive behaviour are also quite able to observe their actions, talk themselves through their learning and test the effect of new behaviours. Self-knowledge is the key to taking control of our lives.


Observing, questioning and asking for feedback are vital if we are to succeed.





‘Winning’ language


‘Winning’ language is the language of assertive behaviour. It speaks more than mere words to those you communicate with and tells them that you are in control.
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