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Being more assertive 
 
Assertiveness is a style of communication whereby 
you are able to express your beliefs, opinions, 
thoughts and feelings in an open and honest way 
that respects the rights and needs of others.  
 

There are three main communication styles: 

 Passive: Prioritising others’ rights and needs 

over our own. 

 Assertive: Respecting our rights and needs, 

and those of others equally. 

 Aggressive: Prioritising our own rights and 

needs over others 
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Common misconceptions about being 

assertive  

 
The main reason for not being assertive is a fear 
of what might happen if you are assertive. You 
may worry about feeling anxious or guilty if you 
stand up for yourself. These concerns are often 
due to inaccurate beliefs about what 
assertiveness is. 

 
“I can’t be assertive, it makes me anxious.” 

 This can become a ‘vicious cycle.’ Avoiding 
being assertive can actually increase your 
anxiety. It might be tough the first few times 
you try it, but it will become less difficult over 
time. 

 
“If I am assertive, I will upset the other person or 
make them angry.” 

 If you can calmly explain your point of view, 
people will mostly be reasonable and view 
things from your perspective. 

 
“If I ask for what I want, others will think I’m 
selfish.” 

 Remember, being assertive is about 
respecting our rights and needs, as well as 
the rights and needs of others. By taking 
both into account, you are maintaining your 
wellbeing as well as the wellbeing of others. 

 



 

 

 

“If I ask for something, I won’t be liked” 

 It can help to imagine someone else in your 
position. Would you think badly of someone 
who has assertively asked for something? It 
is more likely that you respect their manner 
and point of view. People will appreciate that 
you have been clear about your thoughts or 
feelings. 

 

Skills for being assertive 
 
The ‘I’ Message 
 
Often when we talk to other people about their 
behaviour we use the word ‘you’ a lot. This can 
prompt people to be defensive. When talking about 
situations, state how you feel using ‘I’, for example 
‘I feel upset by your behaviour’ rather than ‘you’re 
acting inappropriately.’  

 
Focus on specific behaviours  
 
In conversations we often generalise out from the 
specific situation that we are discussing. This can 
lead us to be led off track and conversations can 
therefore end without us feeling that we have come 
to a clear conclusion. Focus on the present moment 
and stick to discussing the particular situation that 
you need to resolve. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Have clear outcomes 
 
Sometimes we can enter conversations with others 
without having thought clearly about our intention 
and intended outcome. Give yourself time to think 
about this before you address someone, it can help 
for you to know when the conversation has reached 
an end. This also allows you to assess whether the 
outcome you are asking for meets both of your 
needs.  
 
Learning to say no 
 
We can learn ways of saying ‘No’ that don’t lead us 
to think self-critically or feel guilty. Here are some 
alternatives you can practice using: 
 

 Unfortunately I can’t take on anything else at 
the moment. 

 I’m quite busy right now. Perhaps another 
time. 

 I’d like to help you out, but I’m not available 
at that time. 

 No thank you. I’m happy with what I have. 
 
You can build up to these by saying ‘I’ll have to 
think about it’ to begin with.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Bringing it all together… 
 
It’s helpful to have a framework that you can use to 
get used to how to approach conversations 
assertively: 
 
Event: What situation are you referring to? 
Feelings: Talk about how the event affected your 
feelings using the ‘I’ message. 
Needs: State what you need (don’t presume 
someone can infer it) 
Consequences: Tell the person involved what the 
consequences are of the outcome for both you and 
for them.  

 
Helpful tips… 

 

 Keep your communication short and clear. 

 Use a calm but firm tone. Be careful not to 
use any sarcasm or aggression.  

 Match your body language with your 
confident assertiveness (e.g. standing 
straight and making appropriate, non-
aggressive eye contact).  

 Don’t guess what other people’s intentions 
are. Ask for and then listen to the 
perspectives of others and find a 
compromise.  

 Point out discrepancies between what was 
agreed and clarify any misunderstandings 
(E.g. “You asked me to do A, but now you’re 



 

 

 

saying B is more important. I just want to 
check what is most important right now.”). 

 If someone makes you uncomfortable, 
explain to them how their behaviour affects 
you. This ensures that they are aware of the 
impact of their actions. 

 If you’re concerned about how to be calm, 
but firm, prepare what you would like to say 
and repeat it until you feel comfortable with 
how it comes across.  

 As a last resort, inform the other person of 
the consequence if they refuse to change 
their behaviour. Be wary, as this can come 
across as threatening. 

 
Sometimes we may feel that being assertive with 
someone is not going to have the intended outcome as 
we cannot control how other’s respond to us.  
 
Even if this is the case, by trying out strategies of 
assertiveness, we are able to collect more information 
about the situation and can feel that we have at least 
tried to reach a compromise.  



 

 

 

Putting our thoughts to the test 
 

Sometimes we can make negative predictions 
about a situation, which make us afraid of trying to 
be assertive. In these cases, it can be helpful to 
create an experiment to test out these thoughts and 
then see what can be learnt from these 
experiences. 
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