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Meet the author


Few of the people who know me were surprised when I said I was writing a book on assertiveness. ‘Oh well – right up your street!’ was the general response. I come across as a pretty assertive person. And most of my work takes place in areas where you’d assume assertiveness isn’t just preferable but absolutely obligatory.


I trained as a teacher, worked for the Family Planning Association and Brook Advisory Centres as press and information officer and then moved into being a freelance journalist. I became agony aunt of Essentials magazine, then Woman’s Own and BBC Health Online and have written columns for the Saturday Guardian and The Times. I now write a family advice column in Woman magazine. I trained with Relate to become a counsellor, and Triple P (Positive Parenting Programme) to become an accredited parenting educator and I am a spokesperson and trustee for Family Lives, the major UK parenting charity, and a trustee of The Who Cares Trust, for ‘looked-after’ children. I’m one of the founding agony aunts in the Kids In The Middle alliance, lobbying for increased support for children caught up in family breakdown, and edit the KITM website. I make frequent appearances on national and local television and radio, as a counsellor and agony aunt, on programmes such as BBC Breakfast, Woman’s Hour and You and Yours, and am a regular on BBC 5 Live, BBC Scotland and BBC Wales. I’m also an occasional presenter on my local BBC radio station, BBC Radio Cumbria. I presented my own series on BBC1, Stepfamilies. This will be my twenty-eighth published book and I write features, mainly on relationships, parenting, counselling, health and sex matters, for a wide range of national magazines and newspapers – most recently The Times, The Independent and the Guardian. I have conceived and written leaflets and website material for Parentline Plus, the NSPCC, One Parent Families, the Family Planning Association, Parenting UK and Brook Advisory Centres and contribute an agony page voluntarily to ‘Who Cares?’, the magazine for kids in care produced by The Who Cares Trust. I am regularly asked to give expert comment in national and local media, and to speak at conferences and give seminars on a wide range of issues to do with relationships and parenting.


Not exactly the profile of a shrinking violet, is it? But the first time I stood up in public to speak I made an absolute mess of it. On my initial forays into media appearances I’d turn up with sheaves of notes, a dry mouth and shaking knees. And when I talked with other people, rather than leading I dominated; sometimes, the last view heard was mine simply because other people were too blown away to come back with their twopenny worth. I’ve never been one to hold back, but it wasn’t always effective or sensitive to other people’s feelings, because I wasn’t assertive. One of the lessons assertiveness taught me was to let other people have their say and to refrain from leaping in like a thundering rhino. It taught me the value of self-esteem and self-confidence and the trick of knowing when to come forward and when to wait. Learning how to be assertive helped me see:


 




	It’s a skill you learn, not a talent you’re born with.


	Everybody could benefit from gaining assertiveness skills, not just those who feel they don’t get a fair hearing from others.


	It’s as much about what you feel inside as what you show outside.





I would say, now, that yes, I’m an assertive person. So, yes, writing this book to help you gain those skills is right up my street. But it is so, most of all, because I know it’s a process and a slow one and because I’ve done the work myself. Before I could talk the talk, I had to walk it. Learning how to be assertive doesn’t happen overnight and it can be tough as you go along. I can remember my partner grumbling about some of the things I was beginning to do differently, and my stepson once burst out ‘Don’t you try all those bloody techniques on me! I know what you’re doing – it’s that damn course, isn’t it?’ But I stuck with it and both came round. I can honestly tell you if you make that journey it will transform your life – your working life, your family life, your personal life – as it did mine, and for the better.


Suzie Hayman





1: Only got a minute?



To be assertive is to be confident, positive and self-assured. It means being able to say what you feel and think in an open, honest and direct way. Being assertive allows us to take responsibility for ourselves and our actions without judging or blaming other people, and without making them feel bad. What it is not is aggression or manipulation. Being assertive doesn’t mean behaving like some of the people who might have led you to think ‘I really need to stand up for myself more!’


Assertiveness isn’t only pleasanter than fighting and much nicer than always giving in, it’s a more efficient way of behaving, too. What you need is to accept and recognize and acknowledge that you matter. You have as much right as anyone else to have what you need and want. Not more and certainly not less – but as much.


Being assertive is not a natural response. We have evolved when under threat to respond with ‘fight or flight’. Being assertive means learning to overcome this instinctive and often inappropriate reaction. To be assertive, you need to retrain yourself and to learn a toolbox of strategies, ideas and approaches to help yourself.


Probably the most important strategy you need to learn to become assertive is to use ‘I’. We make ‘You’ statements for several reasons. ‘Look what you made me do’ or ‘You make me so angry!’ blames the other person for what has happened and lets us off the hook. A statement such as ‘Everyone thinks you’re lazy’ avoids taking responsibility for angry or critical remarks by saying they belong to someone else. When being assertive, you need to own what you say. Being assertive is standing up for what you feel, think and mean in a direct statement of your feelings and needs.


A useful formula to use is to say:


When… (Describe the situation or behaviour that is troubling you.)


I feel… (Say how it makes you feel.)


Because… (Say what it is about the situation or behaviour that upsets you.)


What I would like is… (Explain what you would like to be different.)





Introduction




	Do you feel you’ve lost, or never had, control?


	Do you feel no one ever listens to you?


	Do you feel your opinion, thoughts, feelings, needs don’t matter?


	Do you think everyone else is more important or has more say or more rights than you?





Unless you’ve answered a resounding ‘no’, ‘never’, ‘absolutely not’ to every one of those questions, this book is for you! All of us, at some time or other, need a boost to our self-confidence. We’ve often been taught that to be acceptable we have to be polite, nice and give way. The only problem with that is it tends to lead to your being a doormat. If you’ve said ‘yes’ or even ‘maybe’ to any of the above, what you may need is to become more assertive.


What is assertiveness? To be assertive is to be confident, positive and self-assured. It means being able to say what you feel and think in an open, honest and direct way. Being assertive allows us to take responsibility for ourselves and our actions without judging or blaming other people, and without making them feel bad. When you are assertive you know that you are as important as anyone else – not more, not less but equally – and that you have rights as well as responsibilities.


What it is not is aggression or manipulation. Being assertive means standing up for yourself, but not to the disadvantage of other people. It means helping each of you to come away from an encounter feeling that you have been heard and understood. It’s not about winning or losing arguments or about getting your own way. It is about making choices and feeling good about them. Be More Assertive will help you, whether at home with partner or family, out and about with friends or members of the public or at work with colleagues, to find a better way than the usual one of winners and losers. Instead of confrontation, assertive people use negotiation to smooth a way through life without either imposing on others or allowing others to impose on them.


Becoming assertive is not about taking over or insisting you must have what you want. It is about resisting being controlled or dictated to, put down or ignored. If your self-confidence is shaky, you’ll find assertiveness skills particularly useful to help you reassess your self-image and raise your self-esteem. Be More Assertive will emphasize the value of clear, calm, frank communication as a means of establishing relationships in which everyone knows where they stand and no-one feels ill-used. You’ll find the help you need to state your case and make your point, whether you want to be positive and agree or need to step back and disagree. Using tips and strategies, explanations and illustrative stories, Be More Assertive will help anyone, whether at home or in work, to practise being composed, clear-cut and in control. Practical activities will allow readers to rehearse expressing their views, opinions and ideas and to listen to the views, opinions and ideas of others. Readers will also learn to recognize when and how to use assertiveness strategically, because sometimes it’s necessary to step away and not be assertive!


How long will it take you to get to the end of the course and be a perfectly assertive person? The simple answer is – maybe never. Self-development and change are journeys that tend to go on – you never arrive. No one is, can or should be 100 per cent assertive all the time. Sometimes you have to accept that assertiveness skills will get you nowhere and it’s better to retreat or accept the situation. Sometimes we may trip and behave aggressively. The trick is to make the latter a lapse – we can all slip at times – and the former a choice – sometimes it is appropriate to take a back seat.


Our level of self-confidence tends to show in the way we behave. You might be passive – and that tends to go with low self-confidence. When you behave passively, you allow aggressive people to harm you, push you around, tell you what to do and what to think. Imagine an invisible wall around you – that’s your personal boundary. Boundaries are important because they protect you. When you let down your boundary, you let people influence you or affect you. You want to have a boundary that lets in the people you love and trust and keeps out the people you’d prefer to be at arm’s length. Passive people find it hard to defend their own personal boundaries and thus allow anyone to tell them what to do and think. If you’re passive, you are also not likely to risk trying to influence anyone else. Aggressive people do not respect the personal boundaries of others. They charge on in, rolling over boundaries and not only seizing control but forcing their own feelings and opinions on the people around them. They may not mean to do harm but are careless about it because their main aim is to be Number One and Top Of The Heap, and to have their own way. You may think that aggressive behaviour goes hand in hand with high self-confidence, but that’s not always true. It might go with arrogance – an assumption that you know what’s best and should be the centre of attention. But actually, all of that is more akin to a lack of self-confidence than an excess of it. If you have to shout or put someone down to make your wishes known, it’s because you don’t have real self-assurance. Standing on someone’s shoulder may lift you above the crowd but it doesn’t actually make you any taller.


In contrast, if you have self-confidence you can be assertive. And if you are assertive, you display self-confidence. Best of all, both self-confidence and assertive behaviour can be learned – and that’s what Be More Assertive offers you. As an assertive person you will speak your mind. You may try to influence others, but you’ll do so in a way that offers them the choice and that respects their personal boundaries. You will also be willing and able to hold your own boundary against aggressive moves, standing up for yourself and your rights.


Being assertive is always to your benefit. That doesn’t mean, however, that being assertive will result in you always getting what you want. The result of being assertive is that:


 




	you feel good about yourself


	other people know how to deal with you because you are open and authentic.





Assertive people have the following characteristics:


 




	They feel free to express their feelings, thoughts and desires.


	They have control over their emotions.


	They know their rights.





They feel free to express their feelings, thoughts and desires


If you are assertive, you feel able to tell other people that something makes you feel upset, happy, confused. You have the self-confidence to go against the crowd in disagreeing with a proposed action or to propose something new. You can tell people what you’d like to happen or what you want to do. In contrast, if you’re passive you keep quiet for fear of being shouted down or contradicted and you don’t feel able to ask for anything. And if you’re aggressive, you blast away, often not telling people what you feel but simply what they are going to do.


They have control over their emotions


We all feel strong emotions. We can be delighted, happy, sexy. We can be angry, envious, jealous. Passive people keep their emotions in check, until they burst out, often self-destructively and at the wrong moment. Aggressive people tend to allow their emotions to run unchecked, as a way of intimidating and controlling others. If you’re assertive you recognize and accept negative emotions and deal with them, and you display your positive emotions in a suitable way.


They know their rights


We all have rights and responsibilities. Passive people tend to be heavy on their responsibilities and light on their rights, doing everything for other people and letting their own interests be forgotten. They allow themselves to always be back of the queue. Aggressive people push to the front of the queue, insisting on getting theirs first. They tend not to think of other people and their rights and responsibilities. Assertive people, however, keep the balance. They know what is due them – no more but no less than anyone else. In doing so they take responsibility for themselves rather than always putting other people in front of them, or everyone else always behind them.


Being assertive makes life so much easier. It helps you get on with your partner, your family, the people you work with and those you encounter day to day.


So how can you begin? Here are four tips to start:


 




	Say what you mean.


	Don’t take it personally.


	Don’t make assumptions.


	Do your best.





Say what you mean. Starting today, watch the number of times you’re vague and evasive and give people the wrong impression because you’re scared to say what you really think or feel. Or the number of times you say ‘I’m fine’, ‘Yes, of course I’m happy to do that for you’, ‘Oh, I agree’, when none of it is true. What you’re going to be working towards is being kind, caring, tactful… but truthful. ‘I’m tired and overworked. I’d really appreciate some help’, ‘No, I’m sorry, but I can’t do that for you’ and ‘We have different opinions on that’ are going to be the things you’ll say instead. It may take time, but we’ll get there!


Don’t take it personally. We often suffer because we assume if people are offhand, angry or controlling it must be because we made them feel so, it was our fault and we should change. When people behave badly it’s usually because of something going on with them. What we’ll be moving towards is you taking responsibility for your own actions and leaving others to do so for theirs.


Don’t make assumptions. Assuming that you can’t change, you can’t manage this and others won’t accept it, gets you stuck. You may be right in thinking it won’t happen overnight. Recognizing that you’ll have to work at it and that other people may take some time to come round is reasonable. Assuming you’re doomed to fail and that it will never be different is not.


Do your best. Nobody can be perfect. You’re not trying for perfection but for being ‘Good Enough’. This means you can take your time, can make mistakes and that what is right for you and works may vary from time to time and place to place. Avoid judging yourself and your efforts and don’t indulge in self-abuse or regrets. Simply, get on with it!


There’s a wonderful quote that is often believed to come from Nelson Mandela’s inauguration speech. It doesn’t – it comes from a book called A Return to Love by Marianne Williamson (1992). It speaks to anyone struggling with self-confidence issues, who is about to begin learning how to be assertive:


 


Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? … Your playing small doesn’t serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do … It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we subconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we’re liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.


You should shine. You should be showing how brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous you really are. Be More Assertive is going to help you do just that.





1


Do you want to be assertive?


In this chapter you will learn:




	the pros and cons of assertive behaviour


	what it means to be assertive


	why assertiveness could work for you


	to understand your and other people’s behaviour


	to consider with whom you might want to be assertive – family, friends, colleagues


	the tools and strategies you might need to become more assertive.





Do you want to be assertive?


If you feel you’ve suffered years of being overlooked, pushed around, and having your ideas and needs ignored, ‘Do you want to be assertive?’ may seem like a silly question. Of course you’d like to be able to speak up and speak out! But if you’ve been finding it hard to make your voice heard, you do need to consider whether one of the reasons is that you have some reservations about being that assertive person. To choose assertiveness, you first have to consider what you feel is meant by being assertive. You then have to think what you might feel are the drawbacks, as well the advantages, of being assertive.


Being assertive doesn’t mean behaving like some of the people who might have led you to think ‘I really need to stand up for myself more!’ It does not mean always getting your own way; it does not mean always being in charge. Being assertive isn’t when your voice is always loudest or your demands always to the fore. Being assertive is not the same as being dominant, hectoring or bullying. You don’t have to be that sort of person to be more in control and more forward than you might be now.


THE DOWNSIDES OF BEING ASSERTIVE


But there are some downsides of being an assertive person. These may be what come to mind when you think of making changes and becoming more forward. And these may be what hold you back. If you are assertive, you:


 




	must make choices, and acknowledge that not making a choice and doing nothing is a choice in itself


	have to take responsibility for yourself and your choices and stand up and say ‘Yes, this is what I think and believe, and do’


	can’t make excuses or hide behind other people – you cannot say ‘I couldn’t help it’ or ‘They made me do it’ or ‘Everyone thinks…’ or ‘Of course, it’s not what I think…’





THE ADVANTAGES OF BEING ASSERTIVE


If you could be a more assertive person, what advantages might you enjoy? You could:


 




	express your opinions, and feel confident in knowing they are as good as anyone else’s


	express your feelings, and know you have as much right to have them as anyone else


	feel in control, and recognize that you have responsibility for your life and your decisions


	make choices, and acknowledge that you can do so


	get some of what you want, knowing that we can’t always have everything we desire or need but have a right to ask anyway


	have the right to refuse to do what you don’t want.






What is assertiveness?


We’ll look at why other people in your life may resist your becoming assertive, and how to help them see it is to their advantage too. But before we get to that, you need to face up to the resistance you yourself might have. At the same time as wanting to change and knowing you need to change, you could be sabotaging yourself. If I take this step, you may ask yourself, will I become confident? Will I become overconfident? Will I become downright bossy?





Insight


When you make changes to your life, you may come up against opposition. You might expect that from other people but be less prepared for the obstacles you, yourself, may put in your way. It’s as important to recognize and be prepared for your own objections as for those of others.





When you talk about wanting to be more assertive, what you might really mean is:


 




	How can I get people to listen to and take notice of me?


	How can I stand up to people who push me around?


	How can I have a little more control over my life in general or some situations in particular?





To achieve any of these, you don’t have to become that bossy person. Bossiness is hardly a helpful behaviour pattern and it’s certainly not what I would like to help you practise. But sometimes, words such as bossiness are used by people getting upset that you’re no longer a pushover, not because you are doing anything wrong.





Insight


When I was younger, I was often accused of being bossy. It took me many years to untangle what was really going on. Part of the accusation was because I can be overpowering, and I realized I had become that as a reaction. When you’re held down and ignored, sometimes you can come on a bit too strong to be heard at all. But most of it was simply because I was a woman willing to speak up. I wasn’t bossy – I was self-confident. You need to watch out for people wishing to cut you down to size, simply because it doesn’t suit them for you to be able to hold your own.





But rest assured – becoming assertive doesn’t mean you’re going to become someone you don’t recognize or can’t like. You also don’t have to blame or beat yourself up for finding it so hard. The fact is that assertiveness isn’t necessarily a natural behaviour for us.


Why is it often hard to be assertive?


Being assertive is not a natural response, either in human beings or in other members of the animal kingdom. What all of us have evolved to do in any situation where we feel uncertain or under threat is to go into the ‘fight or flight’ response. If you think you’re in danger, a primitive part of your brain tells you to act, at once. It says you should either step up and attack, or batten down the hatches and get out of there. And to make sure you do so as quickly and efficiently as possible, it floods your body with a cocktail of chemicals that enables you to see clearer, run faster, and fight harder. You feel a rush of adrenaline and your fists may clench, your breathing increases, your face flushes and the hairs on the back of your neck stand on end. You may want to wade in there and have it out. Or you may want to freeze and be as invisible as possible, or to run and hide.


Your primitive brain cannot distinguish between little threats and big ones or even real threats and imaginary ones. It’s not subtle but it is quick. The effects of the fight or flight impulse can overwhelm you even before you realize you’re feeling stressed. You’re flooded with the emotions triggered by that primitive and powerful brain. And this emotional flooding often makes rational thought not just hard but impossible. Instead of thinking things through, and acting in control, you find yourself being pushed to be either aggressive – ‘fight’, or submissive – ‘flight’.





Insight


The instant physical reaction to attack or flee may have worked very well when we were living in caves and any animal or stranger who came in sight was a genuine threat to our survival. It doesn’t work when the fight or flight reaction is triggered every time someone steps in front of you in the bus queue or when a friend or colleague or family member annoys you.





OVERCOMING INSTINCT


Being assertive means learning to overcome this instinctive and often inappropriate reaction. Clearly, when you step in front of a bus or when someone does seek to do violence to you or someone you love, you’ll be glad of that rush of strength and speed that allows you to react as is needed. But how often does that happen? Not nearly as often as we find the automatic response is triggered. And freezing or running away or hitting out with words or fists is more likely to get us into a miserable situation than save our lives. One reason to become assertive and to learn to overcome the fight or flight response is that assertive behaviour works so much better, whether at home or at work.





Insight


Whether in your job or in your family, what you want to be is someone who gives a good example, who listens and cares and brings out the best in yourself and those around you. Being someone who fights or flees does neither!





Assertive behaviour includes and involves other people, it does not dominate or exclude them. It helps you and those around you grow and develop. Dominating your work colleagues or your family or people you meet in everyday life is not a good management style in any circumstances. It tends to be based on short-term rewards and results – the dominant person has their way and feels they have done the right thing because it seems to work.


DOWNSIDES OF BEING DOMINANT


Being dominant can be beneficial for the person in the lead, but it fails completely to make effective use of the abilities and potential of everyone else. And in fact, it’s not much good for the leader either, in the long run. If you only ever get your way because you push, scream and shout yourself into that situation, you may never develop real skills – to assess situations and make the best decision, to lead and inspire others to have their say, to change and to adapt. The day someone else stands up and is a bigger bully than you, you’re lost. Use this method in families and you may lose out dramatically. A partner may put up with it for years, and then suddenly opt out. Children may vote with their feet, getting as far away from you as they can as soon as they are able. And even if people stay physically close, you may find they absent themselves emotionally, avoiding intimacy with you.


DOWNSIDES OF BEING PASSIVE


But it’s a mistake to think that taking the apparently easy line and not standing up for yourself is any better. Being passive is not a good style to live by, either. Again, it has short-term rewards and results – you may feel it works for you because you keep your head down, stay out of the line of fire, have an easy life with little conflict because you always give in. But constantly buckling under isn’t good for you or for the people around you. It means never getting your own needs met and that can lead to buried anger and seething frustration. It means that neither you nor anyone else you encounter has the important chance to learn how to compromise and negotiate – you always step aside for them and let them have what they want.


Using the fight or the flight option is the result of a similar condition – that of having low self-esteem and low self-confidence. You can see how that works with anyone who backs down and seeks to hide or flee, can’t you? You may not feel you have the right to make your feelings known, you may feel you don’t have the skills to stand up for yourself, you may believe that your views and your needs are not as important as anyone else’s.


But in fact, a similar belief also often fuels those who bully their way through life.





Insight


Those who throw their weight about are usually very insecure people. They dominate because they don’t have the confidence to allow other people to have responsibility and influence. And when we back off and allow a person who is bullying to get their own way, the behaviour persists because we’re rewarding it.





You may think someone behaves like this because they want to and like it. Often, they simply do it because it works and because once they’ve started to behave this way, everyone around them reinforces the behaviour by letting them get away with it.


WHY DO WE BEHAVE THIS WAY?


Early childhood experiences play an important part in creating this sort of pattern of behaviour. When children only get attention if and when they scream for it or insist on it they learn that’s the way to behave. If they find from experience that when they play quietly or ask nicely they are ignored but when they fight and have tantrums and act up they get noticed, then that’s the way they will go on behaving. Bullies are victims as well as aggressors. And although it’s a tough challenge for anyone on the receiving end of their behaviour to see them in a positive light, they actually deserve sympathy and help to change to more positive ways of interacting. That’s yet another reason for you to become assertive – you’ll be helping those people in your life who have such self-destructive behaviour patterns to change to more positive ones.


Don’t feel that becoming assertive means totally changing your way of life and your core being. You’re seeking to become you – but a you who feels better about yourself and has healthier dealings with those around you. In becoming assertive, you’re not going to become a person who throws their weight around, who is always ahead and in charge. And you’re certainly not going to become a bully. You’ll want to say your piece, to stand by your feelings and beliefs, to defend yourself, to control your own choices and destiny, but not to control others.





Insight


Becoming more assertive is going to help you resist being put down by other people, but not at the price of becoming the person who does the putting down.





IS BEING ASSERTIVE THE SAME AS NAGGING?


As well as being bossy, you may find yourself being accused of nagging as you work towards becoming assertive. Being assertive is not the same as being a nag. But what is nagging? Sometimes, people accuse us of nagging because they don’t want it hear what we’re saying – please empty the rubbish, clear the table, do your chores, feed the cat, make that call…. It’s called nagging when really it’s ‘Yes I know I should be doing that but I don’t want to, so I’ll try to make you feel bad for asking, to stop me feeling bad for not doing it!’


Repeating a request works sometimes. You can repetitively tell a child to do their homework, turn down the music, wash the coffee mug and they may finally go do it. You can ask an adult to make a call, take out the rubbish, pick up their clothes over and over again and they’ll probably, at long last, give in. But the chances are next day you’ll be back repeating the same old thing because neither of you has learnt anything. What has often happened is that the other person has not, for various reasons, heard our request and we get into a loop of repeating it. While there is one, and only one, circumstance where it can pay off to keep repeating a message (and we’ll deal with that later…), on the whole if they aren’t listening we need to think it through and change tactics. If you or the person you’re addressing feels you’re nagging, it’s a lost cause. If you find yourself saying any variation on ‘But you said…’; ‘I told you…’; ‘You didn’t…’; ‘I’ve asked you a hundred times…’; ‘When are you going to…’ that’s the moment to take a deep breath, regroup and come at it a different way. Part of being assertive is learning when to put your foot down because the other person is using the old ‘Stop nagging!’ tactic to avoid a reasonable request, and when to jump tracks and use a new strategy.





Case study


Sonia contacted me because she was at the end of her tether. She and her husband ran a busy hotel, they had three children and her elderly mother was becoming an increasing responsibility. When I suggested some work on her ability to be assertive would help, she was horrified. ‘I would hate to be one of those people!’ she insisted. What sort of people? ‘Oh, you know – those bossyboots who tell everyone what to do!’ Her father, she explained with great pride, had been someone who knew his own mind and was very successful. Of course, he never had any time for any of his children. Even now, his response to his wife’s increasing frailty was to get other people to take care of her. Her mother had been loud and unrelenting – Sonia always felt she had to get it right first time or face a tirade, and she was never good enough. I pointed out that it sounded as if Sonia had two interesting models in what she had assumed was assertive behaviour. In fact, neither was assertive but sounded more akin to aggression or passive-aggression. Sonia didn’t want to become like either of them, but when we talked she realized she didn’t need to do so. She could become assertive without ending up like either of her parents.





PUTTING THE TOOLBOX TOGETHER


To be assertive, you need to retrain yourself and to learn a toolbox of strategies, ideas and approaches to help yourself. As already said, assertiveness isn’t instinctive behaviour. Our instinct is to fight or run. But it is something we can learn to do. Anyone, at any time, in any circumstances can learn assertive behaviour and become comfortable in using it.


 




	Being assertive is something we learn to do, not are born knowing how to do.


	Being assertive helps you and it helps the people around you.


	Being assertive makes you feel good about yourself, good about other people and good about what you are asking for.


	
Being assertive won’t get you everything you want every time but it will get all of you what you need.





Because it is not instinctive behaviour, it takes some work and some effort to pick up and learn to manage the skills of assertive behaviour. Because it is not instinctive behaviour, you don’t need to blame yourself or feel bad about not having those skills at present. Because we are thinking and learning beings, the fact that it is not instinctive behaviour does not mean we are stuck forever with being unassertive. Human beings can learn and change – that’s what makes us human. And what we can come to recognize is that a little work and effort now saves time and misery later.





Essential points to consider


 




	Be aware of the changes in your life that becoming assertive can bring.


	Weigh up the pros and cons of these changes before you choose to start.


	Becoming assertive will mean learning to overcome some of your instinctive or inherited responses.


	Look back and realize how early childhood experiences can still have a big effect on how you are now.








Where and when do you want to be assertive?


Where and when do you want to be assertive? You may have one particular person with whom, or one particular circumstance where, you’d love to be more self-assured. It may be with a spouse or partner, your children, the wider family, friends, work colleagues or clients, neighbours, kids on the street, shop assistants, cold callers, doorsteppers, other customers, people you encounter in all sorts of situations. These may be everyday, regular situations, or unusual and particularly stressful or even dangerous situations. The skills of assertiveness, once learned, can help you in any and all of them.


 




	Being assertive is the route to self-esteem and respect for ourselves and for others. You feel good about yourself for doing it and good about the people with whom you interact, even if you don’t always get exactly what you want.
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