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Preface

Dale Carnegie has done more than perhaps any other person to change the field of human relations and personal development. His world-famous program, The Dale Carnegie Course, has helped literally millions of people.

Looking back on his early years, Mr. Carnegie saw that worry and fear were the two forces that prevented him from achieving his own personal success. Conquering these two self-defeating emotions brought Mr. Carnegie a new perspective and new success. As a result, he made it his mission to help others overcome worry and fear so they could achieve their dreams.

Now, with this book, you too can benefit from the nine decades of insights into human relations that millions of people have discovered from Dale Carnegie Training. After experiencing The 5 Essential People Skills: How to Assert Yourself, Listen to Others, and Resolve Conflicts, you’ll gain the ability to focus on the factors that will move you and your organization forward. You’ll discover and be able to apply these proven practices, which will assist you in feeling empowered, respected, and at ease in any business or personal communication. They will improve your confidence while training you in the ways to get your message across with greater esteem, power, and clarity.

The primary achievement of this book is to identify and explore five essential people skills: rapport building, curiosity, communication, ambition, conflict resolution. But this is really just the beginning. As you’ll see, a number of chapters extend and develop the five skills in new and exciting directions. So, as you move through these pages, be flexible in your thinking and proactive in applying the information you gain. Starting right now!

To achieve maximum benefits from this book, don’t procrastinate. We suggest that you simply devote five minutes (or more) to begin reading. As you proceed through the book, be sure to complete the Action Steps section at the end of each chapter. These exercises are practical steps you can take immediately—in your work or with your family and friends.

Whenever possible, give yourself a deadline, and hold yourself accountable for following through on that deadline. If you do not implement the action steps that you have mapped out for yourself, this book simply becomes an exercise in reading. While this is definitely effective, you will gain the full benefits that this valuable book has to offer you by working through the action steps. Make the life-changing choice to act upon your insights, ideas, and strategies, and you will achieve results that you never dreamed of.






Gain strength from the positive and don’t be sapped by the negative.

—Dale Carnegie




CHAPTER 1 An Introduction to Assertiveness


Just over seventy years ago, Dale Carnegie published a book that remains one of the most influential works of the past hundred years. What’s more, it will probably be one of the most influential in the next century as well. That book is called How to Win Friends and Influence People. The title could not be much clearer, could it? The ideas that it contains are every bit as clear, and as valid, today as they were in 1936, when the book first appeared. Although How to Win Friends and Influence People is a monumental document in the history of personal development, it was a true groundbreaker when it first appeared. Before the publication of Dale Carnegie’s book, the whole concept of people skills didn’t really exist. Yet today we take it for granted that some approaches are better than others in human interactions.

Dale Carnegie’s book put forth timeless human relations principles that remain essential today. In fact, their influence is greater than ever before. With the advance in technology and the speed of business, those who master interpersonal skills not only are a greater asset in today’s workplace but achieve greater success. Computers and cell phones have made a big difference in our lives, but the importance of effective people skills has not diminished and it never will.

It really is impossible, however, to discuss a topic like people skills (especially in a business environment) without referring to the Internet, cell phones, and emails. These things are everywhere. Where you go, they go. The new technologies have certainly sped up the way things get done in the modern workplace, but they’ve also raised the expectations of how fast things need to get done. Today, people don’t say they need something done tomorrow. They need it “yesterday.” It’s strange but true, and it’s also something of a paradox. Work in many ways has become easier and faster, but work-related tensions are probably higher than ever before. Stress is everywhere and always—and we all know that when tensions are high, the potential for friction between individuals rises proportionately.

This is the reality we’re living in. There’s no getting around it. This is the environment in which we must learn to succeed. And when I say “we,” I mean “you,” no matter who you are or what your career path might be. It doesn’t really matter what area of the economy we are in, because the same forces are at play everywhere. So you’d better get on board. Dale Carnegie said it very well: “No matter what your line of work, even if it’s in one of the technical professions, your degree of success depends on your ability to interact effectively with other people.” Despite the fact that the technical professions are now the most potent sector of the American economy, those words still hold true.

EXPLORATION AND SELECTION

In the chapters that follow, we’re going to be looking closely at exactly what’s involved in assertive interactions. Our exploration will be quite selective. We’ve deliberately tried to make the subjects covered in this book very specific and sharply focused. The purpose here is not to say everything but to say a relatively small number of things very well. There are already fine books on the market dealing with conventional topics like effective listening or the keys to making a good sales presentation. But why cover ground that’s been thoroughly explored? Instead, we’re going to be looking at new areas, including five in particular: rapport building, curiosity, communication, ambition, and conflict resolution—plus other topics that are natural extensions of these.

But there is one aspect of people skills that can never really receive enough attention, because it’s the foundation of every kind of effective human interaction.

We’re referring to assertiveness: the ability to speak and act in ways that naturally cause people to respond attentively and positively. It is the basic core element that is at the center of each of the five essential people skills. If you’re not prepared to assert yourself in a positive and proactive manner, nothing else can possibly happen. So let’s begin by looking at the real meaning of assertiveness in today’s work environment—where you really must make yourself stand out in order to get any attention at all. As this discussion goes on, we’ll see how assertiveness differs from other, less effective forms of interaction.

There are a few things we can take for granted. Every human being, for example, has the desire to be treated fairly. We may not feel like fairness is happening, but at least fairness is something we want. What’s more, when we feel we are not being treated fairly, we should insist on being treated fairly. We shouldn’t just roll over on our backs and play dead, although that’s more or less what many people do. To be treated fairly we must clearly, tactfully, and effectively express our preferences, needs, opinions, grievances, and other feelings. Nobody else should have to do this on our behalf. We have a responsibility to express our own needs. We also have a further responsibility to do so in an appropriate and productive way. If we don’t do that, we are not only depriving ourselves of what we deserve, we are also depriving the people around us of the real contributions we have to make.


PUTTING OUR RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES INTO ACTION

Establishing reasonable parameters for being treated fairly is what assertiveness really means. These are like traffic laws: Getting where you want to go is important, but that doesn’t mean you can run all the red lights. Assertiveness is the middle ground between the two extremes of reckless aggressiveness and defeatist passivity. The genuinely assertive person is neither one of these. Aggressive people are self-centered, inconsiderate, hostile, and arrogantly demanding. They drive people away. Passive people are weak, compliant, and disrespectful of his or her own best interests. They also drive others away—except perhaps for aggressive people! Between these two poles, however, are people who know how to make their ideas known without preventing others from doing likewise. Your task is to become one of those people. Men and women who can do that are assertive people, and the purpose of this book is to show you how to become one of them. Once you master this skill, you will be doing what’s best for yourself and for everyone around you.

That’s the broad overview. When we begin to look more closely at assertiveness, however, the picture becomes more complex and even paradoxical. It’s much easier to see what assertive isn’t than what it is. While it’s easy to characterize people who are blatantly aggressive or extremely passive, it’s not always simple to express exactly what constitutes assertive behavior. This isn’t really an unusual situation when talking about people’s behavior. Like many other important human qualities, assertiveness is easier to recognize than it is to define. So let’s look at the evidence. We’ll begin by looking at some real-life situations in which the quality of assertiveness can come into play.


A REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE OF EFFECTIVE ASSERTIVENESS

Imagine that you’ve just completed an important project at work that consumed several weeks of your time. What a relief! The project involved working together with a large number of other people, and in the end it all went quite well despite the many different personalities involved. Everyone made a contribution, and the result was very successful. But the story doesn’t end there. Now you find out, unfortunately, that one member of the team has been singled out for special praise by your supervisor. This seems totally arbitrary and unfair. For some reason, only this one person was called into the supervisor’s office to receive a personal congratulation.

How would you feel when you heard about this? Not good, obviously. But more important, how would you respond? Would you respond at all? An aggressive person, of course, would feel hostility toward the manager and to the person who was singled out for praise. There would be angry feelings, and there might also be harsh words at some point. A passive person, on the other hand, would probably refuse to admit that anything questionable had taken place, and would certainly not take any action.

The assertive response is somewhere between those two extremes. To see what this involves, we have to begin with a principle that will influence all of the lessons throughout this book. Our focus here will be primarily on assertiveness and people skills in a business setting. We must, therefore, consistently have a professional viewpoint, as opposed to a personal one. In the situation we’ve just described, an assertive response involves knowing how you really feel and then finding a way to express those feelings in the context of a business environment.

Suppose, for example, you make an appointment with the manager in question to air your feelings. Even if you’re personally hurt by the fact that someone else seems to be getting too much credit for the work your whole group performed, it would be a mistake to start by bringing those personal feelings into the discussion. This is a business setting, so keep the focus on business. No matter what you may think, it’s going to sound like you’re whining if you talk only about your personal feelings. “If you say something like, “I did just as much work as George, and now he’s getting all the credit,” you’ll sound very unprofessional.

A more assertive approach would sound something like this: “I understand that you’re pleased with George’s work on the project, and I’m really glad to hear that, because he made some important contributions. There is one thing that concerns me. This was a group effort, and all of us devoted a significant amount of time to the project, including me. When the time comes for my performance review, I want to be sure that I receive the same recognition that George does. This is really important to me. While it would be gratifying, of course, if each of us could also receive a personal thank-you, my main concern is how this will affect my career opportunities in the organization.”

By focusing on the business-related aspects of this situation, as opposed to the emotional elements, a very useful effect is created. It’s one that we’ll refer to a number of times in the book. You see, both the overly passive response and the overly aggressive one are essentially childlike behaviors. In any business setting, the person who seems most mature always comes out best. If you pout and whine or throw a tantrum, you’ll be on the losing end of the encounter. You would do best by displaying assertiveness. It is the adult response between the two poles of childish acting-out.

If we look more closely at some specific components of assertive action, you’ll begin to see how this idea of the child and the adult plays out.


BREAKING DOWN THE COMPONENTS OF ASSERTIVENESS

Assertiveness is an antidote to fear, shyness, passivity, and even anger, all of which are childlike emotions. Assertiveness means speaking up, making reasonable requests, and generally insisting that your rights be respected as a significant, equal human beings. Assertiveness is also the ability to express negative emotions without personalizing the problem. An assertive person knows how to question, to disagree, and even to refuse without seeming childish. Assertiveness is being able to question authority from a positive perspective. It’s the power to ask Why?—not just to rebel but in order to assume responsibility for making things better.

For the balance of this chapter, we’ll look at four specific steps we can follow to implement assertiveness in virtually any setting. These three steps will be the foundation of all the assertive strategies we’ll be discussing in the first two chapters.


STEP 1: Preparing with Self-Reflection

Today there are a variety of assessment tools to help us determine our strength sand opportunities for improvement. Particularly useful are 360-degree assessments because input is received from a variety of sources and can help reveal our blind spots. Dale Carnegie Training offers a variety of assessment tools that can be found on their website, www.dalecarnegie.com/assessments.

For the purposes of this book, we will take an informal assessment as a first step toward becoming an assertive person and building assertiveness into your people skills repertoire. Once we recognize where we are right now, we can then recognize where changes are needed and believe in our ability to make those changes.

For example, are you a person who often feels that you’re being taken advantage of? If so, ask yourself if this is really an accurate picture of what’s happening in your life. If you decide that it is accurate, what needs to change? Chances are, you’re someone who has difficulty saying no, even when “no” is exactly what’s called for. It may be helpful to start writing down situations in which you’ve confronted this issue. Keep a diary of the times you’ve said no, including how you felt when you said it. If you do this for a period of time, you’ll see how your inhibitions will diminish as you really begin to confront them.

Perhaps you’re on the other end of the spectrum. Can you cite instances in which you’ve been very outspoken? Have any of these crossed the line into aggressive behavior? Be honest with yourself about this. If the answer is yes, ask yourself if this is really helping you or hurting you. Is aggressiveness something that you really want to build into your personality, or is it just a substitute for the more adult response that assertiveness represents? Once again, try keeping a log of situations in which you felt yourself becoming aggressive. Track your progress in gaining control over those feelings.

As you do this, be aware that positive change isn’t going to happen by itself. You may feel some anxiety, or even real fear, about becoming an assertive person. Write about this in your diary. Is there someone you can talk with about the changes you’re trying to make? Speak with that person about the specific situations and feelings that concern you.

You might also want to explore the origins of the emotions that you’re feeling.

Where do your values in dealing with other people really come from? When you make a decision about how to behave in a specific situation, whose voice do you hear in your mind? Who are the people from the past who are subconsciously influencing your behavior in the present?

The truth is, as children we’re bombarded with rules—don’t be selfish, don’t insist on being first, don’t make mistakes, don’t be emotional, don’t be unreasonable, don’t interrupt, and many more. Most of these rules are very valuable and well intentioned, but if they were downloaded into your consciousness with too much force, you may have magnified them beyond their original purpose. What’s more, despite the good reasons for many of these rules, every one of them can legitimately be broken under certain conditions.

For example, you have a right to be first, at least sometimes. You are allowed to make mistakes, as long as you intend to learn from them. You have a right to say you don’t have enough time for something, if in fact you really don’t have enough time.


STEP 2: Conducting an Honest Self-assessment

Most feelings of submissiveness or aggressiveness have their roots in early life. It’s time to identify those origins and to realize that you’ve outgrown them.

As this process of recognition takes place, be aware also of the harm that’s done when you back away from appropriately assertive behavior. When you act aggressively, for example, you’re likely to incur feelings of guilt that can become very burdensome over time. When you allow people or circumstances to dominate your legitimate needs, a loss of self-respect takes place. At first you may think that not trying to assert yourself is a choice, but eventually it can translate into a belief that you really don’t have any power.

In any personal or professional development effort, accurate self-assessment is the essential first step, and you should pull out all the stops to do this successfully. It’s not always easy to look in the mirror and really know what you’re seeing, however, and it’s certainly not easy for other people to tell you. Self-awareness and self-assessment are so crucial that taking a bold step in that direction is necessary and encouraged. Having someone you can talk with about your work toward becoming an assertive person is a critical element of self-assessment. There’s a way in which that person can really help you with only a minimal effort on their part. Of course, you should make it clear that you’ll return the favor if and when you’re called upon to do so. Here’s what’s involved. Write an email to your friend in which you list a number of personality characteristics. Include traits that you think you already have, as well as others that are both negative and positive. For example, you may think of yourself as a humorous person or as a very conscientious individual. Write those down at the top of your list. Then think of attributes that you’d like to have. Maybe you’d like to be known as a very happy person, or as someone who’s charitable or compassionate. Put those words in your list. Finally, include some undesirable qualities, such as “angry” or “insensitive.”

When you email this list to your friend, include a number of email addresses to which your friend can forward the list. Attach a brief note in which you ask the addressees to check off the qualities on the list that seem to describe you. Assure them that when they return the list to your friend, he or she will send you the results with total anonymity assured.

When you get the results, you will probably be amazed by some of the things that people see in you that you’ve never seen in yourself. This is a great way to get honest feedback on who you are compared to who you think you are. It may take a little courage on your part to send out a list like this, but just doing so is an act of assertiveness in its own right. So give it a try.


STEP 3: Assessing Your Outer World

Once you’ve made some real effort toward self-assessment, it’s time to turn your focus from the inside to the outside. In other words, assess the things that are going on in your life right now, especially in your working life. What specific situations are you involved with right now that will have a bearing on your career success? How are you dealing with those situations? Are you being too passive? Perhaps you’re being overly aggressive?

Pick a specific circumstance that presently concerns you, and create an accurate overview of that situation. Then start making a specific, detailed plan about how to act assertively in that setting, based on the following guidelines.

First, if you were to speak directly to the other people involved in the situation, how would you describe both the situation itself and your feelings about it? You can write down this conversation, or you might want to literally act it out for your own benefit. Be very specific about what happened in the past, what’s happening now, and what you’d like to see happen in the future. Don’t make general accusations like “you’re always hostile… you’re always upset… you never take the time to communicate with me.” Instead, use “I” and “it” statements, stick to the facts, and maintain emotional control.

Most important, don’t enlarge the scope of the conversation beyond the circumstance you’re now dealing with. It’s all right to speak about the past, but only as it pertains to this particular situation. For example, you may want to say something about a discussion you had when you got started on this particular project, but don’t talk about something that was said last month or last year in a completely different context. Be objective. Focus on what actually happened and what actually is happening. Don’t get into issues of motivation or psychology. You only know what took place on the physical level. You can speculate about why that might have taken place, but now is not the time to do so.

If you do feel the need to talk about emotions, make sure they’re your own. Use “I” statements, which show you take responsibility for your feelings. Try to focus on positive feelings related to your legitimate wants and needs, not on your resentment of another person. Describe the changes you’d like to see made. Be specific about things that you’d like to see stop, as well as things that you’d like to see start. Be sure the requested changes are reasonable. Assertiveness includes consideration of other people’s needs too, along with being willing to make changes in yourself in return. You may want to speak about the consequences of change or the absence of change, but don’t make threats. Threats always personalize a conflict situation. They challenge people on a deeper level than a professional situation encompasses, and that can cause someone to feel cornered and defiant.

As you create these imaginary dialogues, start your sentences with phrases like these:

“What we might do is…”

“We could do…”

“Would you…?”

“I appreciate it when you…”

“I agree with some of what you’re saying, and here’s what I would like to see changed.…”

When you’ve had some practice in making up your scenarios of assertiveness, certain things will become clear to you. You’ll begin to realize a few undeniable facts. You’ll realize that no matter how calm and tactful you are, or how much you use “I” and “it” statements, or how much you stick to the specific situation, there will still be times when your assertiveness will be perceived as a personal assault. This perception may have no basis in reality. If the other individual happens to be an aggressive person, you may find yourself receiving just the kind of attack you’re being accused of perpetrating. In order to be a really assertive person, you have to be prepared for this and know how to respond.

How to Respond to Aggression

Most of the time, simply explaining your position and standing your ground will handle the situation. You may, however, also have a strong temptation either to counterattack or to retreat. Try to resist both of these temptations. When the other person raises the stakes of the dialogue by becoming emotional, don’t let that influence your behavior.

What’s really happening is this: By becoming angry, the other party is implying that his or her feelings are more important than yours simply because he or she is speaking loudly or being sarcastic or even bursting into tears. Don’t let that behavior diminish your own importance or elevate that of the other person. Don’t respond with aggressiveness of your own. By the same token, don’t simply back off. This is simply a passive-aggressive approach.

Instead, maintain an attitude that says “we both count equally.” Dale Carnegie says we benefit most when we try to see things from the other person’s point of view. This may not be easy if the other person starts to get emotional. Maintaining this attitude takes practice. Once again, there’s a role for a close friend or a colleague here. Ask someone to role-play the conversation with you so that you can focus on keeping your poise.

This doesn’t mean you should be dishonest just in order to hold your ground. If some of the criticism that you’re getting is justified, acknowledge that the criticism is true. Don’t make excuses. Even if you don’t agree with most of the criticism, you can single out some part that you do agree with in order to lower the temperature of the discussion. Use phrases like “You could be right about that.…” or “I understand how you feel.…” Under other circumstances this may seem like you’re backing down, but there are also times when some conciliation can be a good approach.

Remember, so far we’ve only been talking about how to practice and prepare for encounters in the real world. We’ve suggested that you keep a diary of aggressive and passive behavior on your part. We’ve talked about some self-assessment techniques, and we’ve suggested some role-playing exercises you can do with a friend. Now you’re ready to “road-test” what you’ve been practicing.


STEP 4: Taking the Road Test

As you begin to test your assertiveness in real-life situations, here are some guidelines to keep in mind. First, pick a manageable set of circumstances. Start with easier, less stressful situations. Build some confidence. As you become more comfortable, you can make adjustments in your approach and prepare for more difficult situations.

If there isn’t a situation in your life right now that seems to demand assertiveness, see if you can devise one. It’s just a matter of stepping slightly outside your comfort zone. If you’re in a meeting, ask a question or tactfully challenge someone to explain a point. Write a note or an email to a senior manager about something that concerns you. Offer a compliment or constructive feedback in a situation where you would normally have kept quiet. Don’t do anything of a high-risk nature. It’s just a matter of consciously becoming slightly and increasingly more assertive. Pay attention to how this intentional shift makes you feel. As always, writing can help to clarify your thoughts, so try putting some of this down in your assertiveness diary.

As your confidence grows, you’ll be ready to take on more challenging situations. Over a period of a week or two, make a list of settings in which you’d like to assert yourself more strongly. Watch how these situations develop for a while before you take any action. Then pick one and decide what form truly assertive behavior would take in that setting. In other words, what is the best way to communicate your legitimate ideas, wants, and needs? Also, what is the best way to identify and eliminate wrongful behavior by the other parties? Finally, take action based on these insights.

Here are a couple of useful thoughts to bear in mind as you do this. Although some conversations may seem to be one-sided, most business interactions consist of two or more people disclosing their thoughts, feelings, or wishes, and trying to get their way. So, as you assertively express yourself, give the other party a chance to do the same, as you listen empathetically. Recognize that a win for you and a defeat for the other person is not the ideal outcome. An all-win, or at least the perception of one, is the target to be aiming for. In many situations it may take time to work this out. Sometimes you will be justified in demanding an immediate redress of grievances, while at other times this would be counterproductive. Under all circumstances, however, remember that assertiveness is really the modern equivalent of the Golden Rule. Honor the wants and needs of others, and expect that they will do the same for you. Don’t settle for anything less.

ACTION STEPS


	Reflect on an “unfair” incident in which you were involved, either in your workplace or in your personal life. How did you handle it? Write about the experience and then reflect on how you might handle it differently given the new concepts you have just learned.

	Conduct an honest assessment of yourself. On a scale of 1 to 10, how assertive are you?
 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

Passive         Assertive        Aggressive



	Go through the list below and mark an X beside any trait that you currently have and would like to shift. Then write out an action plan to do so.

	I often feel I’m a victim of circumstances around me.

	I lash out at others when I am upset or feeling unfairly treated.

	I often open communications with “you make me…”

	
I have a difficult time admitting that I am wrong.

	I overburden myself and don’t say no often enough.

	I am overcritical of others and myself.

	I often use the illogical and extreme terms “never” and “always” when talking to another about his or her behavior.

	I avoid confrontation at all costs and shy away from being assertive.







ACTION PLAN NOTES






Make the other person happy about doing the thing you suggest.

—Dale Carnegie




CHAPTER 2 The Three-Part Assertion Message


In the previous chapter we looked at what assertiveness really is and we discussed some ways of preparing to bring assertiveness into your life and career. In this chapter we’ll look at specific tactics you can use for actually applying assertiveness in a variety of workplace situations.

There are many techniques for implementing assertive behavior, but most are based on what can be called the three-part assertion message:


	Summarize the facts of the situation.

	Express your thoughts and feelings.

	Clearly state your wants and needs, including benefits to the other party.



This three-part formula lets you express your concerns without being personally aggressive. The formula is simple, but using it can take practice and self-control. Let’s look at an example of how the formula might play out in an actual conversation between two people in a business setting.

Nicole is the owner of a website design company. Her clients often need to have the content of their websites changed on short notice. As new products or services become available, the clients want that information put online as soon as possible for the benefit of potential customers.

Recently Nicole has become concerned that one of her designers has not met the agreed-upon deadlines for completing projects. Needless to say, this has created some displeasure among Nicole’s clients, so she decides to speak with the designer about the situation.

Nicole will use the three-part assertion message formula. She begins by clearly and directly stating the facts. She says, “I recall our speaking about how long it would take you to turn around the work on this website assignment. We agreed that the whole job would take ten working days. It’s been two weeks and the job isn’t finished.”

Notice that Nicole has not referred to anything except objective facts. She hasn’t said anything about her worries or feelings. That all comes in the second part of the three-part assertion message.

“When there are delays like this,” Nicole continues, “it creates tension for the client, and that translates into stress for us. I get concerned, and I have to communicate that concern to you.”

With the third part of the formula, Nicole clarifies the changes that need to be made. She says, “I want to make it very clear that when we set a deadline for a piece of work, that deadline has to be met. When we’ve talked about how long you’ll need for an assignment, I think you may have been setting unrealistic deadlines for yourself. Maybe you’ve done that because you think it will give me the impression that you’re a really fast worker. But that’s not what I’m going to be thinking about if the deadline is impossible to meet.”

So far Nicole has been speaking only about the problem that needs to be solved, and how solving that problem will benefit her and her company. But remember, in any assertive dialogue it’s important to include benefits for the person you’re speaking with, if at all possible.

So here’s how Nicole does this. She says, “In the future, when we talk about how long you’ll need for an assignment, it will be much better to give yourself a little more time than you think you’ll need, rather than less. I’m sure that will make your life easier and less stressful. When you complete the work on time, the client will be happy and so will I. And if you should happen to get the work done in less time than you’ve asked for, everyone will be pleasantly surprised.”

In Nicole’s example you can see the differences between assertiveness and aggression. Even when Nicole talks about her feelings, the only feelings she mentions are work-related. She doesn’t say, “You’re deliberately trying to annoy me,” or “I’m really angry about this.” If she had said anything like that, it would have opened the door for the employee to start verbalizing his or her own emotional responses, or at least to start thinking about them. This could quickly have taken the whole conversation way off course.

There’s another aspect of this imaginary dialogue that’s very important. Notice that the person who is being assertive here is the manager, not the subordinate. In thinking about assertiveness, we might assume that the person who needs this tool will always be the underdog. But supervisors need to be assertive too. Assertiveness is not really about power. It’s about self-respect. It’s about standing up for what you believe in and what you want, based on who you are as a human being and as a participant in a business operation. Since managers have this right just as much as anyone else, assertiveness skills are essential.

A MORE DETAILED LOOK AT ASSERTIVENESS TACTICS

The three-part assertion message is an excellent basic formula for business communication. But it would be simplistic to say that this is all you need to know about assertiveness tactics. With the three-part formula as a foundation, let’s look in more detail at assertiveness tactics.

What happens, for example, if you encounter some resistance on the part of the person you’re speaking with? In the dialogue we just presented, what should Nicole have done if her employee disagreed with her or even aggressively disagreed with her?

The truth is that some people just don’t like to hear feedback and tend to take feedback personally. They see things a certain way, and they resist change. If anybody’s going to make changes, they want it to be you. But an assertive person knows how to deal with that. If you’re dealing with an inflexible individual, a good tactic is a little inflexibility on your own part.

This means calmly, firmly, and clearly stating your needs. If Nicole’s employee says, “I didn’t create an unrealistically short deadline,” Nicole should say, “While the deadline may not have seemed unrealistic, the work is not complete. In the future, I want you to give yourself more time.” If the employee says, “Tell the client to calm down,” Nicole should say, “The best way to calm down the customer is by providing the work we promised on time. In the future, it would be wise to give yourself more time.” It’s just a matter of repeating the same statement in exactly the same way until the other person gets the message (regardless of any excuses, diversions, or arguments). Keep calm and stick to the point. Always respect the rights of the other person. And always ask yourself these questions:


	How can I express my message more clearly?

	How can I be more specific about what I have to say?

	How can I avoid being drawn off course by the other person?



Like most people, you may sometimes have felt a sense of remorse following a moment when you should have taken an assertive stand but didn’t. And you’ve probably replayed that scenario in your head many times, with a better but imaginary outcome. This mental exercise may provide you with some brief satisfaction—at least until the same thing happens again.

There are plenty of instances in life, both minor and major, when we could use more assertiveness to stand up for ourselves. I’m sure you can think of many examples, complete with “this is what I should’ve done” variations. So, instead of fantasizing, let’s look at some actual steps you can take the next time the need for assertiveness comes into your life.

Control your body language. When you’re being berated or insulted, it is very easy to let your body speak for you instead of your mouth; you might fidget or nod, shrug your shoulders, or even offer an apologetic smile. All of these things are signs of conciliation, indicators that you are on the way to giving up. They weaken your position before you’ve even had a chance to start strengthening it.

More specifically, your first step should be limiting your body language to the greatest extent possible. Instead, stand or sit still and look the other person in the eye. Wait until they’re done before you respond to anything that’s said. Don’t even bother trying to interrupt. This is their opportunity to let you have it, so give them that opportunity. Just make certain that when your chance to respond comes, you insist that nobody interrupts you. Whether you’re dealing with a manager in a work situation or with someone regarding a personal matter, let them say their piece, then make it clear that you also deserve to be heard.

Speak in active, first-person terms. Stand up for yourself by keeping your language direct. Speak from your own point of view. Begin any response by grounding your sentences in the first person. Say, “I appreciate your point of view.… Have you considered…?” Or, “I prefer to do it this—or not to do this—because…” Or, “I think…” These phrases help you to stay grounded in the topic and also prevent you from launching personal attacks on others. Assertiveness isn’t a debate contest, and it isn’t a battle in which the best defense might be a good offense. This is defending your actions, motives, or opinions against frivolous attacks by others who seek to minimize you.

While the words I’m sorry might seem to apply, actually they do not. This is an expression of passivity, and you do not want to be in any way passive while trying to stand up for yourself. The same does not apply if you find that you have made a mistake. We should admit any mistake quickly and emphatically. However, never apologize for standing up for yourself; you can apologize later for saying something in the heat of the moment that wasn’t especially wise (this is to be avoided with your boss) but never for defending yourself.

Bring the situation to a close. Someone else got this ball rolling by making you feel small. Take control of the situation by being the one to conclude it. If this means you need to stand up for yourself by offering an ultimatum and you can afford to do so, bring it on. You may also consider simply accepting the situation and saying, “I feel very strongly about this, so why don’t we agree to disagree and move on?”

Most people who try to belittle others neither expect resistance nor know what to do when confronted with it. Faced with their unknown and possibly unreliable reaction, shut down the situation before you have to find out what it might be. Reassert your position, if necessary, so that you’re coming across as someone who believes in himself and his talents. To accomplish this, you might suggest a solution or, if you can live with it, a compromise. Look hard for the former, and don’t be too eager for the latter!

DALE CARNEGIE’S INSIGHTS

On the subject of assertiveness tactics, it’s interesting and even inspiring to realize how much Dale Carnegie understood about this as early as the 1930s! To this day, there has never been a better strategist and tactician of assertiveness than Dale Carnegie. He may not have used that exact word, but he had a deep understanding of assertiveness and how to put it into action. The best proof of this comes from simply looking at what Dale Carnegie actually had to say.

Interviewing Assertively


An important recurring experience in every adult’s life is the interview for some much-desired objective. The interview may be for a job, or for a loan, or for a chance to have your student film entered in a festival or competition. These interviews can be important turning points, even on the scale of your whole life, so you’ll want them to go as well as possible. In fact, it’s fair to say you need them to go as well as possible. So let’s see exactly what you can do toward that end.

Be prepared. Of all the interview tips we could possibly discuss, “preparation” is the most important word and the most important part of the whole process. With good preparation, everything will go as planned and you will get the result you desire. Without preparation, that result is impossible—partly because it’s not even clear in our own minds what the result should be. As the saying goes, if you don’t know where you’re going, you will never get there.

Before taking part in any interview, do some research so that you know some basic information about the person or persons you will be meeting. If you’re interviewing for a job, what kind of company will you be working for? What is its history? Who were its founders? What is its mission statement? How does that statement express itself in the company’s way of doing business in the real world? This information will provide you with a foundation to intelligently answer the questions that will come up during the actual interview session.

Your research should include specific job-related issues and requirements. You definitely don’t want to be faced with some tricky question asked by the interviewer, which catches you totally off guard. The only reason that could possibly happen is that you’ve simply dropped the ball regarding preparation.

Here’s a good technique: Look at yourself in the mirror! What could be simpler? Go through the procedure of “interviewing yourself,” with special attention to weak points in your appearance, your body language, and your knowledge of the relevant issues. Portraying confidence and assertiveness are surely the most important parts of an interview. Every interviewer will want to see that you’re sure of yourself, and that your high confidence is a reflection of your true abilities.

Look the part. Using the same concept as when preparing a résumé, your appearance will play a key role in presenting a good image of yourself. We wouldn’t expect an employer to be wearing running shoes and jeans, so why should we? Dress appropriately for the job at hand. Administrative and managerial jobs require a suit and tie for men and corresponding attire for women. Don’t overdress, but it’s better to be too formal than excessively casual.

Winning tactics. Here are the three simple, essential things to do when entering the interview site and meeting the person with whom you’ll be talking:


	Introduce yourself by clearly stating your name.

	Make direct eye contact with the interviewer. Get a pleasant expression on your face!

	Give a firm handshake—a little firmer than you think it ought to be.



On the flip side, here are some behaviors to avoid:


	Sit up straight and don’t slouch. Sitting up portrays confidence and energy.

	
Keep still! Constantly moving your hands or feet will suggest nervousness.


	Think before you speak. Make a conscious decision to wait before you answer a question. Even one second is helpful when trying to collect and organize your thoughts.



Unless you’re interviewed by a very creative or eccentric person, certain questions are almost guaranteed to come up. Here are some of the most predictable categories.

Plain vanilla. Every job interview contains a series of questions tailored for that specific applicant. But most interviews actually comprise a set of generic questions that would come up in almost any situation, whether it is an interview for a prospective kindergarten teacher or for a graduate school professor.
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