
Assertiveness - Being Fair to Others and Fair to Yourself.

We relate to other people in three ways.  We are either

Passive or Assertive or Aggressive

When we are passive, we look after the needs of other people, but we neglect our own 
needs.  This is being fair to others but not fair to ourselves.

When we are assertive, we look after the needs of other people and we look after our 
own needs as well.  This is being fair to both others and to ourselves.

When we are aggressive, we look after our own needs but we mistreat other people. 
This is being fair to ourselves but unfair to others.

It is unusual for us to be either passive or assertive or aggressive all the time. We are 
sometimes a mixture of all three. We may, for example, be quite passive at work, 
assertive at home and occasionally aggressive with other people.  The following 
scenario is an illustration.

Alex works in a newsagency, run by a manager who is a perfectionist.  Alex finds  
himself working hard all day to please a man who is never satisfied.  Although Alex  
tells himself that he should stand up to the manager, he finds the manager's  
appearance and his loud voice intimidating.

When Alex goes home, he and his wife Sue talk about their day at work.  Alex finds it  
easy to talk to Sue because she listens attentively.  Later, at the dinner table, when his  
youngest daughter keeps interrupting him, Alex confidently tells her that she must be  
quiet and not interrupt others.

On the weekend, Alex goes to football match.  He has had a late night out with  
friends.  The combination of too much alcohol and too little sleep has left him bad-
tempered.  The person seated behind him on the stadium is crunching a packet of  
chips.  Each crunch is a loud noise in Alex's head.  Without thinking, Alex turns  
around and grabs the bag of chips from the man's hand behind him, scrunches it up 
and throws it on the ground.

Once we are aware that our relationships are some times passive, some times assertive 
and at other times aggressive, we have a choice about how we want to relate to others.

If we choose a passive relationship, then we disadvantage ourselves.  Although it 
might seem that pleasing others is the way to get on with them, over time we lose 
their respect. We can even feel angry towards them for treating us badly and angry 
towards ourselves for letting other people walk all over us.

If we choose to be aggressive in our relationships, we may get what we want but it 
usually comes at a cost.  People do not like us and they will try to avoid us. We will 
have their fear, but not their respect.



When we choose assertive relationships, we build trust, we treat ourselves and others 
fairly and people respect us.

How do we build assertive behaviour?

Assertive people are:
• confident
• have good self esteem
• have an attitude of fairness
• value their relationships with others
• express themselves clearly

If you have a situation where you would like to be more assertive, there are several 
steps to take:

1. Check out the reasons why you are either passive or aggressive in this situation.

2. Reflect on what you are losing in this relationship. How does this affect other areas 
    of your life?

3. Consider what you will gain in this relationship once you are assertive. How will 
    this affect your life?

4. Practise behavioural rehearsal.

What is Behavioural Rehearsal?

When we are trying a new behaviour, it is useful to practise this new behaviour in the 
same way that actors rehearse their lines before their first performance.

1. Prepare a script i.e. what you will say when you are being assertive. 

2. Ask someone whom you trust, to practise your script with you.

3. Place two chairs in a room. Each of you stand beside your chair and just before 
sitting in the chair, say to yourself,  ‘When I am in that chair,  I am Assertive (your 
name) and have your friend say silently, ‘‘When I am in that chair,  I am (the name of 
the person they are playing)

4. Practise the script.

5. After the first practice, get feedback from your friend, about the language you are 
using, the manner in which you speak, how you use your body.

6. Practise the script again, making changes suggested by the feedback until your 
friend tells you that you are speaking in a confident, respectful manner.

Practise your behavioural rehearsal at least three times until it feels natural.


