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Preface to the Second Edition



From time to time, most of us are uneasy with other people; we feel left out, put down, or cheated. But too often we can’t speak up for our legitimate needs and rights. Instead, we tell ourselves, “I don’t want to look pushy.” Or, “I’m afraid I won’t be taken seriously.” “I never could stand up for myself.” “Nothing will change anyhow.” These phrases don’t help; they simply reflect low self-esteem.


We have written this book to help remedy this situation. We want people to gain self-esteem and confidence in expressing themselves effectively and forthrightly. We want readers to be able to stand up for their rights and negotiate productively with others who put them down. Assertiveness doesn’t mean being pushy or aggressive. Indeed, assertive people avoid aggression because they can resolve their problems more easily.


The goal we stress in this book is better self-management. We promote the values of personal growth and fulfillment for everyone. The self-managed life style rests upon humanistic values, particularly the idea that each person must take responsibility for the quality of his relationships with others. Assertiveness training is a process that can make it possible to achieve this goal of self-management.


We believe that this book represents a unique approach to helping people become more assertive. The techniques that we introduce and use here have come from our experiences. Sharon Bower, a former actress and director, studied behavior-change techniques while working toward a master’s degree in counseling and guidance at Stanford University. During her clinical training, Sharon started assertiveness training with middle-aged women who were then trying to reenter the working world. Drawing upon her experience in theatre, Sharon helped her students develop assertive “scripts”—DESC scripts—for various interpersonal conflicts in their lives. She also taught her students how to rehearse their scripts and deliver them with expressive voice and body language.


She has expanded these methods in the many workshops she conducts for colleges, small businesses, industry, and government. DESC scripts have proven particularly useful in helping to solve interpersonal conflicts on the job. Using them, people are better able to ask for cooperation, negotiate reasonable work loads, speak up for equal treatment, clarify priorities, and improve understanding with colleagues and supervisors.


Gordon Bower, a professor of psychology at Stanford University, specializes in experimental studies of human learning and memory. He has helped formulate some of the behavior modification concepts and exercises in this book. Also, he has helped in explaining the learning theory underpinnings for the step-by-step program which Sharon has used in her workshops and which forms the basis of this book.


We hope that you will find the information and techniques in this book helpful in designing your own personal program for positive change. Asserting Yourself can be an important first step to a better life. We hope that you will take it.






	Stanford, California

	S.A.B.






	January 1991

	G.H.B.
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Introduction



An anthropologist interviewing the average person today would come to a startling conclusion: despite our society’s economic abundance, cultural opulence, and technological sophistication, many people think they aren’t getting enough satisfaction out of life.


When asked what is wrong, people point to different things: their bodies, personalities, jobs, bad habits, and so on. Nevertheless, improving how they feel about these parts of their lives doesn’t necessarily make them feel more satisfied.


For instance, surveys have found that up to 90 percent of respondents were unhappy in some way with their bodies. People felt they were too fat or too thin, that their hair, nose, mouth, waistline, or figure deviated from some standard of beauty and fitness. In the last decade, more people have sought to take charge of their physical health. Following the advice of medical science, they stopped smoking, exercised regularly, and ate healthier foods. They dieted to lose weight. However, while many people say they feel better about their bodies, this has not necessarily made them feel happier. People can enjoy a healthy body and still suffer from low self-esteem.


All kinds of people experience feelings of personal inadequacy, from housewives and students to movie stars and politicians. As people interact, these feelings come to the surface in various forms, perhaps most of all as shyness. In one survey,1 82 percent of the American college and high school students interviewed felt that they had been disturbingly shy for a substantial part of their lives, and 42 percent wanted counseling to help them overcome their shyness and passivity. They were dissatisfied because they couldn’t get along with other people as well as they wanted.


Recently there has been a trend for people to recognize how some experience, such as growing up in a dysfunctional family or a traumatic event, has lowered their self-esteem and affected their relationships. Other people have confronted the addictions—to drinking, drugs, gambling, and other obsessions—that often result from feelings of inadequacy. Whether “surviving” or “recovering,” these people have taken an important first step, but they still need skills for relating to others in new ways.


When people complain of unhappiness at work, it almost always derives from interpersonal problems. To get a job done, individuals have to interact with each other. Many people end the workday upset that they were too passive with a boss, or too aggressive with a young employee, or bothered by an obnoxious coworker. Because jobs are such a large part of almost everyone’s life, even if these people don’t bring their work home with them, they bring home their stress.


Anxiety about how to solve interpersonal conflict can be haunting. In these trying situations, individuals report becoming obsessed. In their minds they go over and over what happened, how unjust or difficult the other person is, what they would say and do next time. This behavior usually doesn’t solve the problem; it only makes people feel more inadequate.


Not only does ruminating about unresolved conflicts upset our mental well-being, it can increase our physical stress: our heart rate speeds up, and cholesterol and blood-sugar levels rise. Possible unhealthy results include more susceptibility to headaches, backaches, digestive problems, heart attacks, and increased sensitivity to pain of all kinds—including the mental pain of depression and paranoia.


Why has feeling unable to solve interpersonal conflict persisted as a significant stress factor? We believe it’s because most people lack the necessary basic communication skills and coping strategies. They need to learn how to assertively analyze a situation, determine a reasonable solution, and choose objective, confident, assertive language that will help them get at the problem, not the person. Instead, they either remain silent, passive, and ineffective, or they lash out in aggressive, hostile ways that make things worse.


We were led to write Asserting Yourself because of our basic belief that lack of assertiveness makes millions of people feel uneasy and inadequate. Furthermore, we believe that assertiveness is the product of a set of learned attitudes and communication skills that can be changed for the better.


The program suggested in this book comes from behavior-change psychology, speech and communications, and acting. A large part of our behavior, undesirable as well as desirable, depends on the learning experiences we have had, and our learning continues as we constantly adjust to our changing environment. Believing that behavior can be changed, psychologists suggest that we can learn new behaviors to replace older, less productive ones. And that is the purpose of this book—to help you learn to change your behavior in a positive way, to relate to others more effectively, to help you speak up appropriately when you feel put down.


This process of change involves some systematic work.


First, you need to estimate how assertive you are now and identify situations in which change is both an important and a realistic goal. To help you with this assessment, we have provided several self-tests in Chapter 1.


Second, you will work on improving your self-esteem. Many people who feel inadequate report a negative self-concept. Throughout their lives, they have learned to think of themselves as shy or inept or passive. They constantly berate themselves with, “I’m too weak,” or “I’m stupid,” or “I could never talk in front of all those people.” In Chapter 2, we provide a number of examples and exercises to help you replace negative self-statements with more positive ones. With a systematic approach to thinking positively about yourself, you can begin improving your self-image and your assertive actions.


Third, we will offer some tips on coping with stress. Chapter 3 provides information on progressive relaxation and coping skills exercises that can help you deal more systematically with the fear or anxiety you may feel in a stressful confrontation.


Finally, you can learn specific skills for relating to others more assertively. The main part of this book (Chapters 4 to 10) is devoted to helping you acquire and practice these skills. You can learn to:




• Become more objective in observing what you and others are doing in upsetting situations.


• Plan a campaign to “contract” for favorable behavior changes from yourself and others in upsetting situations.


• Speak up with assertive language, voice quality, and body movements.


• Follow through on the consequences of the contract you have negotiated with the other person.


• Learn to deal with the occasional, one-shot put-down situations where you interact with an offensive person only once.




Also, since nonassertive people often have trouble developing friendships, in Chapter 11 we have included exercises to help widen your circle of acquaintances and develop more rewarding and meaningful friendships.


Our assertiveness training program is action oriented, so we provide many exercises for you to develop your assertiveness. You don’t need to do every single one, but the more you do, the more you can help yourself. At first you may feel a little awkward learning the skills of assertiveness. But it is like learning to ride a bicycle or to ski—the more you practice carefully, the more skilled you become. It won’t always be easy. But it will be worth your time and effort, because you will be able to develop more balanced relationships with other people. Chances are you’ll feel less stifled and put down when you have developed the skills needed to speak up positively. You can gain in confidence and self-esteem just knowing that you can assert yourself to solve interpersonal problems and enrich the quality of your life.
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How Assertive Are You Now?




Behavior is a mirror in which
everyone shows his image.


GOETHE





Assertiveness has many forms. It is the ability to express your feelings, to choose how you will act, to speak up for your rights when it is appropriate, to enhance your self-esteem, to help yourself develop self-confidence, to disagree when you think it is important, and to carry out plans for modifying your own behavior and asking others to change their offensive behavior. The dictionary defines assertiveness as “the disposition to bold or confident assertion without need for proof,” and assertion as “confident declaration or affirmation of a statement.” To assert oneself is “to compel recognition of one’s rights or position.”


This book presents a step-by-step program for becoming a more assertive person. We have combined a number of techniques from behavior-change psychology, speech, communications, and acting to create a strong, practical program. With this program, you can work on confidently declaring and affirming yourself with others, and you can learn to stand behind what you say and do.


As an assertive person, you can do the following:1




• Use feeling-talk. You can express your personal likes and interests spontaneously rather than stating things in neutral terms. You say “I like this soup” or “I love your blouse” rather than “This soup is good.” You can use the phrase “I feel” or “I think” when it is appropriate.


• Talk about yourself. If you do something worthwhile and interesting, you can let your friends know about it. You don’t monopolize the conversation, but you can mention your accomplishments when it is appropriate.


• Make greeting-talk. You are outgoing and friendly with people you want to know better. You smile brightly and sound pleased to see them. You say, “Well, Hello! How good to see you again” rather than softly mumbling “H’lo” or nodding silently or looking embarrassed.


• Accept compliments. You can accept compliments graciously (“Yes, I like this shirt, too”) rather than disagreeing with them (“Oh, this old thing?”). You reward rather than punish your complimenter.


• Use appropriate facial talk. Your facial expressions and voice inflections convey the same feelings your words are conveying. You can look people directly in the eye when conversing with them.


• Disagree mildly. When you disagree with someone, you do not pretend to agree for the sake of keeping the peace. You can convey your disagreement mildly by looking away, or grimacing, or raising eyebrows, or shaking your head, or changing the topic of conversation.


• Ask for clarification. If someone gives you garbled directions, instructions, or explanations, you can ask that person to restate them more clearly. Rather than going away confused and feeling dumb, you can say, “Your directions were not clear to me. Would you please go over them again?”


• Ask why. When you are asked to do something that does not seem reasonable or enjoyable, you can ask, “Why do you want me to do that?”


• Express active disagreement. When you disagree with someone and feel sure of your ground, you can express your disagreement by saying things like “I have a different view of that matter. My opinion is…” or “I think your opinion leaves out of consideration the following factors…”


• Speak up for your rights. You do not let others take advantage of you when you feel put upon; you can say no persistently without feeling guilty. You can demand your rights and ask to be treated with fairness and justice. You can say, “I was next in line,” or “Excuse me, but you will have to leave as I have another appointment now,” or “Please turn down your radio,” or “You’re half an hour late for our appointment.” You can register your complaints firmly without blowing up.


• Be persistent. If you have a legitimate complaint, you can continue to restate it despite resistance from the other party until you get satisfaction. You do not allow one or two no’s to cause you to give up.


• Avoid justifying every opinion. In discussion, if someone continually argues and asks you why, why, why, you can stop the questioning by refusing to go along, or by reflecting it back to the other person. You can state simply, “That’s just the way I feel. Those are my values. I don’t have to justify everything I say. If justifying is so important to you, you might try justifying why you’re disagreeing with me so much.”





Above all, as an assertive person you can learn to negotiate mutually satisfactory solutions to a variety of interpersonal problems—from dealing with your neighbor whose dog likes to march over your marigolds to adjusting an unsatisfactory relationship with a friend or relative.


You may have trouble handling such situations now because of your habitual ways of acting toward a spouse, a child, a teacher, a friend, a co-worker, a boss, an employee, or a parent. A situation recurs over and over in which some other person frustrates you, “misbehaves,” takes advantage of you, hurts and upsets you. We call these persisting situations “put-down” scenes, and we call the other person—your “antagonist” in any specific put-down situation—the “Downer.” You may have several Downers—perhaps a demanding child, an overweaning parent, a nosy neighbor, a ridiculing friend, an overly dependent employee.


Your goal is to change the way you and your Downer interact in that old put-down situation so you both derive more satisfaction from it. Achieving many such goals is the aim of assertiveness training and it’s what this book is all about.


DO YOU HAVE A RIGHT TO BE ASSERTIVE?


Some people believe that assertiveness training must turn a nice person into a constant irritant, a rebel, a complainer, and a general, all-around pain. Others charge that assertiveness training teaches people to be calculating and manipulative, and helps them control others for selfish ends. Views like these are based on a misunderstanding of the goals of assertiveness training, or reflect a distorted sense of humanistic values.


To be sure, adopting more assertive habits will “make waves” and disturb the relations that passive people had with their Downers. But only a misguided form of humanism would say you cannot under any circumstances create unpleasantness or discomfort for someone else. One of your basic human rights is self-defense when your rights are being stepped on. When being exploited and mistreated by a Downer, it is your basic right to object and to change that exploitive relationship. Of course, your legitimate rebellion may cause the exploiter some discomfort! To draw an analogy, slave masters used to gain many advantages from slaves, so they tried to squelch “slave revolts” to protect those advantages. But few people would argue that slaves should not have revolted because it displeased the slave masters.


Our human rights flow from the idea that we are all created equal in a moral sense and we are to treat one another as equals. In social relations between two equals, neither person has exclusive privileges, because the needs and goals of each person are to be equally valued. As equals, two people (say, a husband and wife) may work out—or “fall into”—a diverse set of agreements, compromises, and rules to “govern” themselves. Such agreements, often inexplicit, allow the day-to-day business of the relationship to proceed without daily arguments and negotiations about who is to do what and when. There is no universally correct form for these social accommodations; any arrangement or division of labor is okay provided both parties are satisfied with it and the arrangement doesn’t infringe on the rights of others. But whatever the agreement, it rests on the premise that we are equals with the same rights. This means that each party has a moral right to renegotiate what he thinks is an unfair or inequitable arrangement.


As for the charge that assertiveness training teaches people how to manipulate others for their own gain, it simply does not apply. “Manipulate” is a negative term meaning to control someone by devious or underhanded means, perhaps without his awareness and for selfish motives. Rather than using devious methods, assertiveness training promotes explicit above-board “contracts” setting out for the Downer exactly what “rewards” will be provided for changing specified behaviors. Moreover, this assertiveness training program recommends taking account of the Downer’s needs and interests, and trying to negotiate a behavior-change contract agreeable to both parties. The aim is mutual satisfaction, not “turning the tables” so that the newly assertive person becomes the dominant member in the relationship. The object is to speak up for one’s rights without aggressively putting down other people and trampling on their rights.


Assertiveness training aims to help you (1) get control of yourself, to be less shy and more expressive (or less aggressive and hostile), with the result that (2) you can influence the way others behave towards you, particularly those who mistreat you. To object that it is immoral to try to influence anyone is just plain silly. Interpersonal influence through rewards and punishments is a fact of life just like the law of gravity; you can’t turn it off. It pervades all areas of our life—the wages we earn for our work, the disapproval we show our children’s or mate’s bad actions, the good (or bad) “example” we set for our children or co-workers. Everyone uses many social rewards and punishments every day, often unwittingly and in destructive, self-defeating ways. We suggest that you use behavior-change methods consciously and ethically, with concern for the other person, to foster positive behavior change in yourself as well as in the Downers in your life.


Of course, there are alternative approaches to trying to alter an unjust, exploitive relationship—for example, “moral persuasion” or arguments about the “fairness” of the current relationship. But these are simply weaker methods of trying to influence a Downer. They typically produce only arguments, not behavior change. Few real Downers are ever at a loss to rationalize their behavior! So to get a satisfactory behavior change from your Downer in a put-down situation, you need some more powerful methods, which this book suggests.


Remember, you are starting from the observation that you are unhappy about the way several areas of your life have been going: you are the one who is feeling indignant, downtrodden, put-upon, mistreated. You have a basic right to rectify these situations, to ask for equal treatment, to search after more personal satisfaction. One goal of assertiveness training is to equalize the balance of power between two parties, redressing the former “master-slave” relation, so that both parties win something in resolving their conflict.


Assertiveness training, then, is concerned with speaking up about interpersonal conflicts, and very often with getting problems resolved. To clarify what assertiveness is, let’s contrast it with two opposite but self-defeating behavior patterns—inhibited passivity on the one hand and excessive aggressiveness on the other hand.





[image: image]

WHICH IS YOUR STYLE?









THE PASSIVE, THE AGGRESSIVE, AND THE ASSERTIVE STYLES OF BEHAVIOR



The differences among passive, aggressive, and assertive styles of behavior show up in the way a particular problem would be handled by a “script” which typifies that style. Let us begin with a simple problem: suppose a person wants to get her roommate to cooperate in cleaning the apartment once a week. This is important to her but not to him. For a setting, suppose the roommate is playing some music on the stereo.


The Passive Scene


She Uh, I was wondering if you would be willing to take the time to decide about the housecleaning?


Downer [Listening to the music] Not now, I’m busy.


She Oh, okay.


That’s a pretty short script, but it illustrates several points. The passive person starts by asking permission to even broach the subject. This in itself conveys timidity, along with the impression that the Downer probably does not want to waste time on this problem. The Downer’s answer is a standard put-off, evading the issue and postponing action. The “I’m busy” justification is empty; it is equivalent to saying “I am doing something that I don’t want to stop in order to deal with your request.” People are always busy doing something. This particular “I’m busy” means “I like my music more than keeping the apartment clean.”


The “Oh, okay” reply only rewards the Downer’s put-off. The passive person will now go off somewhere and suffer silently a little. She may run some other dialogues through her head, such as “I should have said…” or “If only he would…” But we can be reasonably sure that the next time the scene occurs she won’t say it, and he won’t do whatever it was she wished he would.


A person who reacts passively plays that kind of scene hundreds of times. And like drips of water slowly wearing away a rock, those experiences wear away confidence and self-esteem. Whenever you react passively by retreating when you feel you should assert yourself, you lose some self-respect.


Passive people are likely to blame other people more than themselves for their unhappy lot. They do not take responsibility for what is happening, for the quality of their life. They become silent martyrs. But that position is a mistake and a delusion: often they are just as responsible as their Downers for the poor situation.


Passive people have quiet ways of punishing their Downers. The passive wife may forget to buy her husband’s favorite food at the market; the passive husband may sabotage sexual relations by getting too eagerly engrossed in a book to come to bed when expected. The most frequent punishment is for the injured person to withdraw from the Downer, to sulk or to cry. Sulking and crying are classic manipulations by which injured passive people call forth sympathy and guilt, and hence “get their own way.” But such manipulative behaviors (sometimes referred to as “passive aggression” or “indirect aggression”) are an emblem of inadequacy, the sole form of aggression left for the person who feels helpless.


The Aggressive Scene






	She

	Listen, I’ve had it with you not even talking about cleaning this damn apartment. Are you going to help me?






	Downer

	[Listening to the music] Not now, I’m busy.






	She

	Why can’t you even look at me when you turn me down? You don’t give a damn about the housework or me! You only care about yourself!






	Downer

	That’s not true.






	She

	You never pay any attention to the apartment or to me. I have to do everything around here!






	Downer

	For God’s sake, are we back to that again? Leave me alone for a second! Don’t nag me all the time!






	She

	You don’t care two cents for anything around here except listening to that awful droning and—






	Downer

	Oh, shut up! You’re just neurotic about cleaning all the time. Who are you, my mother? Can’t I relax with my stereo for a few minutes without you pestering me? This was my apartment first, you know!







Although the script builds up the aggression faster than might be realistic, it nonetheless illustrates the main points. What is happening in this scene of roommate warfare? First, the opening line is an attack. The woman may intend it only as a statement that she wants help in planning to clean the apartment, but her voice is loud, harsh, demanding. The Downer naturally resists. She interprets the Downer’s resistance as a put-down, which calls up all the old memories of his unhelpful evasions. For good measure, she includes herself in the list of things he supposedly does not care about. She replays the angers of earlier irritations with him. He denies her charges, but she comes back with more. He demands that she leave him alone. Interpreting this as an insult, she downgrades his simple pleasures as laziness. Finally, he fires off the curtain-closing salvo, one usually followed by the slamming of doors.


Such scenes have no winner: both parties storm away from it feeling miserable, ready to flee. He becomes increasingly lazy, unconcerned, diffident; she becomes increasingly bossy and nagging. Her aggression shows in the way she immediately puts her roommate on the defensive, trying to make him feel guilty. Angered by her accusations, he counter-attacks with insults. If passive aggression is more his style, he might withdraw to his room, to another place, or by not taking her phone messages. But such escapes are self-defeating; in particular, they avoid the immediate problem, which is the quality of their relationship. The man seems not to be looking at and listening enough to the woman, whereas she seems to ask too many questions and make too many insulting remarks. Both roommates are hurt because they too quickly leap to generalities about the other’s personality rather than concentrating on the issue of tidying the apartment. Each person blames the other for being selfish, for “not listening.” Each tries to hurt the other. If this battle continues, one of the roommates may move out unhappily, or they could even become violent.


In most cases a domestic battle doesn’t develop into a physical one; instead it becomes a psychological tug-of-war, sometimes of grotesque dimensions. But regardless of the form it takes, aggressive behavior aims at hurting another person, physically or emotionally. The two parties adopt a fighting posture: one person must win and the other lose in the conflict. Aggressive behavior thus serves to exalt oneself at the expense of another’s self-esteem; it aims at domination of one person by another.


In the long run, aggressive interactions have only unfavorable consequences; both players lose. Of course, during childhood, beating up our playmates may have gotten us the small treasures of childhood—the marbles, the gumdrops, the football, or the first place in line. But as our social conscience matures, we develop more altruistic goals. We come to realize that some of our happiness depends upon having the significant people around us be happy and feel friendly toward us. The aggressive person is fixated at the old kindergarten level, saying “I want all the marbles” rather than “Let’s share the marbles.” But at the same time, having mistreated the other person, he or she suffers from feelings of guilt and dejection. Aggressive people are often as conscience-stricken and concerned as shy people are about their poor record in making friends and solving interpersonal conflicts satisfactorily.



The Assertive Scene


While aggressive behavior injures in order to win, assertive behavior focuses, not on winning as such, but on negotiating reasonable changes in the way both parties behave so as to equalize the balance of social power. The purpose of assertive speaking-up is usually to solve an interpersonal problem. But assertiveness is not just expressing feelings, laying down the law to someone, and then walking away. In general, to solve problems you must do more than talk back or express feelings; you must be very clear about what you want to accomplish by asserting yourself. You must attend to your feelings, decide what you want, and then use some specific verbal skills to negotiate for the changes you want. Assertive problem-solving involves the ability to plan, “sell,” and implement an agreeable contract between yourself and the other person without sounding like a nag, a dictator, or a preacher. In other words, an assertive person can express feelings in a manner that is both personally satisfying and socially effective.


Let us see how the housework problem gets solved when the person is prepared for assertive negotiation.






	She

	I know housework isn’t the most fascinating subject, but it needs to be done. Let’s plan when we’ll do it.






	Downer

	Oh, c’mon—notnow! I’m busy.






	She

	This won’t take long. I feel that if we have a schedule, it will be easier to keep up with the chores.






	Downer

	I’m not sure I’ll have time for all of them.






	She

	I’ve already drawn up a couple of rotating schedules for housework, so that each week we have an equal division of tasks. Will you look at them? I’d like to hear your decision about them, say, tonight after supper?






	Downer

	[Indignantly] I have to look at these now?






	She

	Is there some other time that’s better for you?






	Downer

	Oh, I don’t know.






	She

	Well, then let’s discuss plans after supper for fifteen minutes. Is that agreed?






	Downer

	I guess so.






	She

	Good! It won’t take long, and I’ll feel relieved when we have a schedule in place.







This person knows how to negotiate. First, she has scaled down her request to a small one. Ideally, she wants her partner to be as concerned about the cleaning as she is; but realistically, she knows strong interests develop gradually from doing small jobs successfully. Thus, she makes the smaller request, that he merely help decide between two plans for the housework. Small requests are likely to be accepted by the other party. Second, she has done her homework by preparing two specific and fair schedules. Third, she deals with attempts to evade or put off the decision by sticking to the point and asking for a commitment to a definite time when the decision can be made. Fourth, she rewards her partner for contracting, that is, she notes her satisfaction when he agrees to look over the plans.


The most striking difference between the assertive script and the passive and aggressive scripts is that it succeeded in solving the problem for which it was intended, whereas the other scripts failed miserably. Ideally, both parties come away from the assertive scene feeling better about themselves and each other. This is the sort of goal toward which you will be working.


GETTING STARTED


To get started with your assertiveness program, you need to find out how assertive you are now and how you react to mildly threatening situations. The worksheets in the rest of this chapter can help you to focus on your strengths as well as to identify some of your weaknesses; they can also help you to select tasks and set priorities for your own assertiveness program.


Worksheet #1 asks you to examine your interactions with other people. It is a general but useful guide to help you assess your own behavior.




WORKSHEET #1
ASSERTIVENESS QUESTIONNAIRE


In answering the questions below, think of complaints or conflicts with others that you have had in the last few weeks or months. Decide how well each statement characterizes your behavior and fill in the blank as follows.




5   if the behavior almost always occurs (90-100 percent)


4   if the behavior occurs about three-fourths of the time (60-90 percent)


3   if the behavior occurs half of the time (40-60%)


2   if the behavior occurs about one-fourth of the time (10-40%)


1   if the behavior almost never occurs (0-10%)





When I have had specific complaints, I have:




[image: image] stated my complaint.


[image: image] momentarily stopped and decided upon the most productive course of action.


[image: image] considered the possible consequences of my actions before I spoke up.


[image: image] questioned the other person about the problem situation to avoid misunderstanding it.


[image: image] objectively described the annoying behavior of the other person or the annoying situation.


[image: image] expressed my feelings with restraint.


[image: image] not put down or blamed the other person.


[image: image] not made guesses about the other person’s motivations or attitudes.


[image: image] worked out a specific solution to the problem when necessary.


[image: image] communicated concern for the other person.


[image: image] made my message to the other person short and clear.


[image: image] expressed myself in a firm voice.


[image: image] looked directly at the other person.


[image: image] used appropriately forceful gestures.







[image: image] Total score








Now, add your score; it will fall between 14 and 70. If you scored near 14, you consider yourself only rarely assertive. If you scored near 70, you consider yourself consistently assertive—at least with respect to the 14 behaviors surveyed. Adults who come to Sharon’s assertiveness training classes usually score between 25 and 50 on this test. Most people have a few 1’s mixed with some 2’s, 3’s and 4’s. Look over your answers again. Check those you rated as 1, 2, or 3; they are the weaker behaviors you may want to strengthen in your own program.


PALS: THE PHASES IN LEARNING ASSERTIVE BEHAVIORS


The other worksheets in this chapter and in the rest of the book correspond to four phases of developing more assertive behaviors.






	PROJECT

	Here, you remember and project yourself into past conflict situations in which you failed to assert yourself, to see what situational features are commonly present.






	ANALYZE

	Now, you analyze the degree of threat and upset you felt in those put-down situations, and select a specific “medium-threat” scene as an immediate focus for your self-improvement planning.






	LOOK

	Next, you look at your behavior critically to see what emotions, negative sentences, and self-images are maintaining your nonassertiveness in the problem scene and what you might do to change them.






	SPEAK UP

	Finally, you plan a negotiating script or message to remedy your problem situation and learn to express yourself in an affirmative manner.







We will be looking at the first three phases in this chapter, and deal in later chapters with the fourth phase.



PROJECT: Identifying the Who, When, and What


To begin, try to remember past experiences in which you felt nonassertive or inadequate. PROJECT yourself into each remembered scene, and relive your feelings and actions. Pin down the details of each experience or scene in terms of the people, the setting, and the events that took place—the who, when, and what of the scene. Who are you uncomfortable with? Who is your Downer? What is the situation or setting? What topics or discussion subjects bother you? When does this scene occur? When do you get uptight or upset?


In Worksheet #2, check those who’s, what’s, and when’s causing you difficulty. Don’t try to figure out why you feel inadequate with a particular person, topic, or situation; simply respond to the items on the checklist with “Yes, I feel some discomfort” (image) or “No, I feel no discomfort” (no mark).




WORKSHEET #2
PROJECT: IDENTIFYING THE WHO, WHEN, AND WHAT


In the first (left-hand) blank, check ([image: img]) the items that apply to you. You will be filling in the second blank when you get to the ANALYZE phase.


A. WHO are the people with whom you behave nonassertively or inadequately?




[image: image] authority figure (teacher, doctor, etc.)?


[image: image] child or children?


[image: image] colleague?


[image: image] employee?


[image: image] employer or supervisor?


[image: image] friend or friends?


[image: image] member of a club, organization, or board?


[image: image] neighbor or other acquaintance?


[image: image] relative?


[image: image] repairman, gardener, or other hired help?


[image: image] sales clerk? waiter or waitress?


[image: image] solicitor? bill collector?


[image: image] spouse? mate?


[image: image] strangers?


[image: image] other?





B. WHEN do you behave nonassertively or inadequately?


When you are:




[image: image] accepting or giving a compliment?


[image: image] asserting a difference of opinion?


[image: image] being interviewed?


[image: image] clarifying your idea?


[image: image] dealing with a nonnegotiator?


[image: image] establishing your independence?


[image: image] expressing negative feelings verbally?


[image: image] expressing positive feelings verbally?


[image: image] giving instructions or commands?


[image: image] participating in group discussion?


[image: image] proposing your idea or solution?


[image: image] protesting a “rip-off”?


[image: image] protesting an emotional outburst?


[image: image] protesting annoying habits?


[image: image] protesting excessive or unjust criticism?


[image: image] protesting attempts to make you feel guilty?


[image: image] protesting unnecessary violence?


[image: image] returning merchandise?


[image: image] saying no to requests of your time, money, efforts?


[image: image] any other?





Name:


 


When you are requesting:




[image: image] action from authority figures (doctors, teachers, etc.)?


[image: image] adjustment of a bill? or refund?


[image: image] approval?


[image: image] a raise?


[image: image] clarification of instructions or an idea?


[image: image] cooperation?


[image: image] date or appointment?


[image: image] favors?


[image: image] help (donation of time, money, work)?


[image: image] information?


[image: image] negative criticism about yourself?


[image: image] participation?


[image: image] reconciliation?


[image: image] service?


[image: image] any other?





Name:


 


When you are using facial expressions, gestures, expressive voice, and body language to show:




[image: image] positive feelings: approval, joy, liking?


[image: image] negative feelings: annoyance, dislike, anger, resentment?


[image: image] physical caring and loving: physical closeness?





C. WHAT TOPICS cause you to behave nonassertively or inadequately?




[image: image] achievements of yours?


[image: image] achievements of others?


[image: image] anatomy and its function?


[image: image] artistic merits of art, plays, movies, etc.?


[image: image] child-rearing practices?


[image: image] choice of work, career?


[image: image] death? illness in others?


[image: image] differing tastes in foods, architecture, music, etc.?


[image: image] divorce? separation?


[image: image] educational issues?


[image: image] finances? use of money, etc.?


[image: image] generation gap viewpoints?


[image: image] hobbies?


[image: image] home management problems?


[image: image] marriage? life styles?


[image: image] medical problems?


[image: image] mistakes you make?


[image: image] mistakes others make?


[image: image] personal appearance (yours or others’)?


[image: image] politics?


[image: image] prejudice and racial issues?


[image: image] recreational activities (use of free time)?


[image: image] religion? philosophical viewpoints?


[image: image] sex?


[image: image] societal problems: crime, drugs, housing, land use, overpopulation, poverty, taxes, unemployment, welfare?


[image: image] women’s rights? men’s rights?


[image: image] any other?





Name:


D. How does the SIZE of the audience affect you? Did the situation involve you and:




[image: image] one other familiar person?


[image: image] one stranger?


[image: image] a group of familiar persons?


[image: image] a group of strangers?








For an overall estimate of your strengths and weaknesses, look over the pattern of your answers on Worksheet #2. The answers will be valuable in helping you analyze the following.




• Your self-image. Many people begin assertiveness training believing overblown, negative generalizations about themselves: “I’m always passive” or “I can never speak up.” When they consider their behavior with specific people or situations, they make the illuminating discovery that they are passive (or aggressive) in only a few situations or with only a few people. Their poor self-image is fostered by dwelling on their failures rather than on their many successes. Realizing that your problem is probably related to a few specific situations is the first step in overcoming your passivity.


• What topics or subjects bother you. See whether the topics which upset you fall into a pattern. Perhaps no subjects bother you when you know your views agree with your listener’s. But what if his or her views conflict with yours, and you must defend your opinion? Which topics would then cause difficulty? For instance, one woman was unable to talk about legalizing abortion without working herself into a terrible anger. She assumed that almost everyone held an opinion opposed to hers; she felt attacked and compelled to argue the immorality of her opponent’s views. Also, people with many accomplishments and honors often are embarrassed to talk about themselves because they have been taught to consider this conceited and egotistical.


• What situations threaten you. Is there something in common to those situations which upset you? Is it when you have to place yourself in explicit conflict with someone you like? With a stranger? Are you afraid to “speak up” with any authority figure? Are you embarrassed only when you have to ask for help, because you feel you are “imposing” on the other person?


• How sensitive you are to the size of the group you are in. Most people would be uptight at the prospect of addressing a large, unfriendly crowd of “experts” who were evaluating them. That scene becomes less threatening as you imagine removing various elements of it—suppose they are not experts, or they are not unfriendly, or you are not expected to be an expert, or the crowd in fact is only two people. As you change these aspects, the situation becomes less anxiety-provoking. Try to find where it is along this scale of speech-situations you would feel relaxed, at what point you would feel uncomfortable, and where you would feel so terrified as to be totally incapable of performing.
 Many passive people fear public speaking situations. If that is a problem for you, assertiveness training might help you reduce some of your fear, at least in low-threat situations. To become a good public speaker, however, requires much training and practice; assertiveness training cannot substitute for speech training. People who have extreme anxiety about speaking to a group of people require special kinds of skills that will reduce their anxiety.2





ANALYZE: Assessing Your Discomfort in Threatening Situations


You have now identified some situations in which you feel uncomfortable about asserting yourself. The next step is to analyze those situations in order to find where you can best focus your efforts to become more assertive. This involves making some judgments about the degree and kind of discomfort that each situation holds for you. Do this now by filling out Worksheet #3.




WORKSHEET #3
ANALYZE: ASSESSING YOUR DISCOMFORT IN THREATING SITUATIONS





[image: image]









A. First, read the entire scale carefully. Note that each tier describes the factors that determine the severity of a particular threat item.


B. Look over the situations you checked on Worksheet #2 and rate each one for the degree of discomfort or threat it involves. Assign a 1 for weak, infrequent annoyances, assign a 3 for moderately strong annoyances occurring more frequently, and assign a 5 for strong threats or frequent assaults on your self-esteem.


C. Put your numerical rating of 5, 3, or 1, on the second space provided on Worksheet #2, beside those items you have checked as causing you concern and discomfort.


After completing your rating of items on Worksheet #2, continue analyzing these threatening scenes by answering the questions below.


D. What area causes you the most concern—the who’s, the what’s, or the when’s?


E. What is the most important factor causing you to rate an item as 5 (highly threatening)? (Check all those that apply.)




[image: image] Is it the intensity of your feeling (Do you recall the scene vividly?)


[image: image] Is it the duration of your emotional reaction (Does it cause an “all-day” upset?)


[image: image] Is it the frequency of your emotional reaction (Does it cause daily or weekly upsets?)


[image: image] Any other factors (How important is the other person to you? Does the size of the audience affect you?)








F. Consider situations you rated as very threatening and upsetting (5). What physical reactions do you experience in these highly threatening situations? (Check all those that apply.)




— blushing


— increased pulse


— “butterflies in stomach”


— tingling sensations


— heart pounding


— weakness


— hot flashes


— dry mouth


— tremors


— perspiration


— fatigue, weariness


— others (specify below)





G. What are the overt behaviors you engage in during these threatening situations? (Check all those that apply.)




— low speaking voice


— silence


— stuttering


— cursing, obscenity


— inability to make eye contact


— slouching posture


— disorganized speech


— tensing muscles of jaw, face, or fists


— crying


— others (specify below)





H. In such highly threatening situations, what are the specific thoughts you experience?(Check all those that apply.)




[image: image] self-consciousness (I am extremely aware of myself, notice my every action.)


[image: image] thoughts about the unpleasantness of the situation (This is terrible, I’d like to be out of it.)


[image: image] distracting thoughts (I could or should be doing other things.)


[image: image] negative thoughts about myself (I feel inadequate, insecure, inferior, or stupid.)


[image: image] thoughts about the evaluations of me that others are making (I wonder what they are thinking of me.)


[image: image] thoughts about the way I am handling myself (I wonder what kind of impression I am making and how I might control it.)


[image: image] thoughts about the long-term consequences of this experience





I. Select four or five moderate-threat items (3’s) from Worksheet #2. Select those 3’s that are most important to you, and now rank-order these moderate-threat items according to the degree of discomfort they cause you.


#3 item causing me
most discomfort:


#3 item causing me
least discomfort:





You will concentrate your initial efforts on these medium-threat situations (the 3’s): there is no point in beginning with a scene so threatening that you are likely to fail (the 5’s) or one so trivial that mastering it is no challenge (the 1’s). Choose one item from those you listed above where you feel it is important to make a change soon, and you have a reasonable chance of successfully asserting yourself after some training. From now on, call this moderately threatening situation your “problem scene.”


ANALYZE: Describing Your Problem Scene


To complete the ANALYZE phase it is important to come up with a precise description of the problem scene in which you would like to become more assertive. People often are unskilled in describing put-down scenes. Their descriptions tend to be vague and nonspecific, as in the following example.




I have great difficulty being assertive with my superiors at work. I hold in my opinions when it would be better for me to speak up. I feel that I let them think they can order me around too much.





The trouble with this scene description is that it does not cite a specific superior (who), a specific time or setting (when/where), what the superior does concretely that bothers her (what), what her specific behaviors are in the situation (problem behavior), or what new behavior she wants to learn (assertion goal). A better description for just one of this woman’s problems turned out to be the following.




A supervisor, Mr. Brown (who), often asks me to get his morning coffee (what and when) for him at work (where). I resent his request and feel it is beyond my job duties; but I am afraid that if I tell him so, he will cause trouble for me at work (problem behavior). So one of my problems is to get Mr. Brown to stop asking me for that favor (assertion goal).





Here is another poor scene-description.




I can’t state my position forcefully enough to gain respect from other people. Also, some people around me seem to make a game out of trying to put me down and make me feel inadequate.





The trouble again is that this description does not give any details. The speaker doesn’t name who is putting her down, nor exactly when, or what that person does to cause her to feel inadequate. The woman also does not describe her own behavior very concretely; she rather states the desired but vague goal for her assertion (“to gain respect”). Under questioning, this woman identified a number of different problem situations. She isolated and described one situation in more restricted and objective terms:




An acquaintance of mine, Darlene (who), often criticizes my political opinions (what) when we are at parties (when/where). I am afraid I’ll lose her friendship if I criticize her ideas (problem behaviors). I want to be able to state my opinions even though they differ from hers when we are at parties. (assertion goal).





These altered descriptions are more objective. This may seem a small matter but it is not. You cannot successfully cope with an unsatisfying situation unless you focus attention on the details of the scene and the specific behaviors (of yourself and the other person) that bother you.


To repeat the rules: in describing a situation, first concentrate on who said or did what, when and where; and second, specify your problem behavior in that situation and state your assertion goal.


Now, analyze your own problem scene, project yourself back to the situation you have chosen, and set down the details in writing.




WORKSHEET #3 (continued) ANALYZE: DESCRIBING YOUR PROBLEM SCENE


J. Answer these questions about your problem scene.


With whom did it occur?


When?


While talking about what topic?


Where did the situation occur?


What specifically did the other person do or say? (other person’s problem behavior)


What specifically did you do or say or fail to do? (your problem behavior)


What specifically do you need to do in this scene? (assertion goal)


Now write a concise description of your problem scene, using the above information:





LOOK: Examining Your Feelings


At this point, with a specific problem scene as the focus, it’s time to pay closer attention to your emotional reactions. You need to look at your feelings so you can think realistically about the consequences of asserting yourself and decide what you want to do.


Many nonassertive people claim that their emotions prevent them from acting effectively—they get too angry or too scared to act rationally, and they go “all to pieces.” Emotions are expressed in physiological signs of arousal and also in the negative self-images you see while in the threatening situation.


To examine these emotional signs, recall your problem scene from Worksheet #3 in vivid detail. Visualize the exact locale, clothes worn, time of day, sounds, and feelings. Now, thinking about your emotional signs, fill out Worksheet #4.




WORKSHEET #4 LOOK: EXAMINING YOUR EMOTIONAL REACTION




A. What physical signs of arousal or tension do you remember experiencing in your problem scene? Check all feelings that apply.







[image: image] weakness


[image: image] tremors


[image: image] tingling sensations


[image: image] perspiration


[image: image] blushing


[image: image] fatigue, weariness


[image: image] “butterflies in stomach”


[image: image] hot flashes


[image: image] pounding heart


[image: image] dry mouth


[image: image] shallow breathing


[image: image] increased pulse


[image: image] other:





Do physical feelings keep you from asserting yourself?


[image: image] Yes      [image: image] No     [image: image] Maybe


B. What negative thoughts did you have about your behavior during (or after) that threatening scene? Write down the negative sentences you said to yourself:




1.


2.


3.





Do negative thoughts keep you from asserting yourself?


[image: image] Yes      [image: image] No     [image: image] Maybe


C. During or after that scene, did you “see” negative pictures of yourself? Describe how you saw yourself behaving:




1.


2.


3.





Do mental pictures keep you from asserting yourself?


[image: image] Yes      [image: image] No     [image: image] Maybe




LOOK: Thinking Rationally About the Consequences of Your Assertion


Having examined your emotional reaction in your problem scene, assume you will enter that scene again, and answer the following questions. While assessing your circumstances, remember that nonassertive people tend to overestimate the likelihood of failure and its costs; so try to be objective. Later you can use this worksheet to answer the question, “Should I assert myself in this situation?”




WORKSHEET #4 (continued) LOOK: THINKING RATIONALLY ABOUT THE CONSEQUENCES OF YOUR ASSERTION




1. How important is it to you to assert yourself in this situation? Rate on a scale of 1 (not important) to 10 (a matter of life and death).


Importance rating:


2. If you assert yourself in the problem situation, what possible reactions do you expect from your Downer?


3. If you assert yourself, what are the positive benefits to you? How likely is it that you will eventually receive each of these benefits? Rate each benefit on a scale of 0 percent (impossible) to 100 percent (certain).


 Probability:


 Probability:


 Probability:


4. If you assert yourself, what negative costs might arise? What is the likelihood of each cost occurring? Rate each cost on a scale of 0 percent (impossible) to 100 percent (certain).


 Probability:


 Probability:


 Probability:


5. If you do not assert yourself in this situation, what will you do? Can you think of ways to increase the probability of success?


6. You can now decide whether to assert yourself in this particular situation: Is it important enough? Are you at least moderately likely to succeed? Do the likely benefits outweigh the likely costs? Do you have another choice? Weighing all these factors, then, are you willing to risk asserting yourself in this problem situation with this Downer?


[image: image] Yes      [image: image] No     [image: image] Maybe








If your answer is “no,” return to Worksheet #3, Question I (p. 20), to find a less threatening problem scene to work with. If your answer is “maybe,” think about your answers on this worksheet some more, and decide on “yes” or “no.” If you answer “yes,” go on to the final step.






THE FINAL STEP: CONTRACTING TO ASSERT YOURSELF


You have now identified a situation in which you feel you could successfully assert yourself. It’s time to sign a positive action contract with yourself.




1. Pick a time frame for asserting yourself. How soon would you be willing to SPEAK UP to the Downer in your problem situation? How soon must you act in order to be effective? Check one:


__within 2 weeks   __4 weeks   __6 weeks   __the next time   __sometime


2. Sign this contract and commit to learning how to assert yourself.


Signed:








Congratulations! You have taken the first steps toward becoming assertive. A little later in this book we’ll return to your problem scene and work out an assertive script that can help you keep the commitment you’ve just made. Right now, however, you should reward yourself for the good work and move to the next chapter, where you can concentrate on improving your self-esteem.
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