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Introductions 



Objectives 

1. Define assertive communication 

 

2. Identify common obstacles to assertive 
communication 

 

3. Strategies for engaging in more assertive 
communication 

 



Communication styles fall on a continuum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Passive 
Violates own 
rights. Others 

needs are given 
priority. 

Assertive 
Respects both 

own needs and 
needs of others. 

Aggressive 
Violates rights 
of others. Own 

needs have 
priority. 



Types of assertive communication 

o Vignette 1 

Julie felt anxious and overwhelmed. Her mother 
depended on her daily. Her teenage son rarely helped out 
at home, yet was angry when he didn’t like dinner or 
when she wouldn’t let him borrow the family car (and she 
often gave in). Julie loved her job and prided herself on 
being “someone you could rely on to get things done” but 
often found she was given more than her fair share of 
work. This often left her feeling anxious and resentful, 
even to the point of considering quitting. 

 



Types of assertive communication 

o What communication style is Julie using and what do 
you notice about it? 
 

o What do you think her goals might be in these 
situations? 
 

o Are there advantages to this approach in some 
situations? 

 
o What is the overarching message someone might 

receive? 



Types of assertive communication 

o Vignette 2 

John felt angry and frustrated. He admitted that at home 
he sometimes behaved in the same, angry, demanding 
manner that he did at work. He sometimes imposed a 
“communication embargo” on family members, refusing 
to speak with them for days. When arguing with his wife, 
he would reminded her that he “carried all the weight in 
the family.” He knew his family was having to work 
around him to avoid his anger. He wasn’t happy but felt 
his problems were due to circumstances at work. 

 



Types of assertive communication 

o What communication style is John using and what do 
you notice about it? 
 

o What do you think his goals might be in these 
situations? 
 

o Are there advantages to this approach in some 
situations? 
 

o What is the overarching message someone might 
receive? 



Defining assertive communication 
o How would you define assertiveness? 

 
o A communication style 

 

o Being able to express your feelings, thoughts, needs, 
beliefs and opinions 
o In an open manner 
o In a way that does not violate the rights of others 

 

o Non-verbal: 
o Open, non-threatening but firm, direct eye contact, relaxed 

motions 
 

 

 



The passive-aggressive style 

o When there is a mismatch between what you say 
and what you do 

 

o Often in a way that conveys some form of hostility 
toward another person (most often displayed 
through non-verbal communication) 



Passive-aggression 

o Examples: 

oDemonstrating to someone (often through non-verbal 
expression of emotion) that you are upset with them, 
without letting them know why 

 

oProcrastinating on or “forgetting” to do a task you have 
been asked to do, and which you agreed to do 

 

oResponding with “Whatever you want is fine. Just tell 
me what to do.” When it really isn’t fine with you. 

 



Consequences of being unassertive 

 

oWhat costs can you identify? 

 



Consequences of being unassertive 

o Own needs not expressed/not addressed 
 

o Low self-esteem 
 

o Lack of sense of control 
 

o Impact on relationships 
o Others feel as though they don’t know us 
o Less intimate or less healthy relationships 

 

o Poor mental health / increase stress, anxiety, frustration or 
other negative emotions 



Obstacles to being assertive 

• What gets in the way? 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Roles 

o Some roles and positions are  

     associated with less assertive  

     behaviour.  

 

o E.g., You might be less likely to be assertive with your 
boss compared to a colleague at an equal or lower 
level in the organization. 

 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Cultural and generational influences 

o Some cultures value and understand assertiveness 
in different ways 

 

o Beliefs about assertiveness may also differ for 
men versus women 

 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Safety 

o If the other person is acting in an aggressive or irrational 
manner, assertiveness may not always be the best course 
of action 

 

o Other communication styles may be important when 
safety is at risk 

 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Skills deficits 
oBeing able to identify and express emotions clearly and 

to convey one’s needs takes knowledge of language and 
social skills 

 

oMight be hard to know which situations call for 
assertiveness. Experience and knowledge are needed 
know what to look for. 

 

oAssertiveness takes practice! 

 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Anxiety and stress 

oWhen very anxious or under stress, most of us struggle 
with thinking or acting in a clear or systematic way. 

 

o Learning how to manage anxiety in the moment as well 
as choosing when to be assertive in a strategic way 
(e.g., when you’re feeling calmer) can increase the 
likelihood of putting an assertiveness plan into action! 

 



Obstacles to being assertive 

o Self-Defeating Beliefs 
 

oUnrealistic or excessively negative beliefs about our 
ability to be assertive or about the outcome if we are 
assertive 

 

o If these beliefs are preventing you from being assertive, 
we need to challenge them! 

 



Identifying self-defeating beliefs 

o Have you ever had any of the following thoughts in 
situations where you’d like to be more assertive? 

 
o “It is rude and selfish to say what you want” 

 

o “If I ask for help, others will think I’m weak or get angry” 

 

o “Being assertive will ruin this relationship” 

 

o “I shouldn’t have to say what I need or feel – others should 
already know” 



Questions to challenge self-defeating beliefs 

o Example: “If I ask for help, others will think I’m weak 
or get angry” 

 
o Is my thought 100% accurate? If not, why not? What does 

my own past experience tell me? 

 
o What are some other ways to think about this situation?  

 
o What would I say to a friend in the same situation or what 

might they say to me? 

 
 

 



Assertive communication skills 

o Some reminders before we start: 

 

o You’re practicing new ways of responding to 
(sometimes difficult) situations 

 
o Can be very helpful to practice these skills in a neutral 

setting first (where emotions aren’t as strong)! 

 

o When you first try a new approach, it may not go as you 
expect. Try to see it as a learning opportunity! 

 

 



Step 1: Defining your goal 
 

o Beforehand: Think ahead about what is it you’d like to convey  
 

o What is my objective? 
o This is the reason for the interaction: What is the outcome you want?  

o To express an opinion/state a preference 
o To let others know your needs 
o To let others know how you feel 
o To let others know how their behaviour affects you and what you would like them to do 

differently 

 
o What is the nature of this relationship? 

 
o How will this affect my self-respect? 

 



Step 1: Defining your goal 

o Remember to keep your goals as specific as possible and write it out in 
advance! 

 
 

o Consider these goals: 
 

o To make my partner show that they care more 
     or… 
o To tell my partner I would like them to make me dinner twice/week 

 
 

o To make my kids help more around the house 
     or… 
o To tell my kids that there will be consequences if they don’t pick up their 

belongings 
 

 

 



Step 2: Planning ahead 

o There is some strategy involved! 

 
o Choosing the right person 

 

o Choosing the right place 

 

o Choosing the right time 

 

o Choosing the right words (and write it out!) 

 



Step 3: Basic assertion 

o A statement that expresses clearly your needs, wants, 
beliefs, opinions or feelings in a specific situation 

 

o Usually uses “I” statements 

 

o Examples 
o “I need to be ready to leave by 5pm” 

o “I would like you to clean the kitchen this week” 

o “I feel anxious about this” 

 



Step 4: Empathy statements 

o A statement that acknowledges the other 
person’s feelings, needs or wants 

 

o Can help you be collaborative in your 
approach 

 

o Should be honest! 

 



Step 5: Developing an assertiveness script 

Develop a script and practice it in advance! 
 

1. Start with an Empathy Statement 
o Acknowledging the other person’s POV 

 

 

2. State how you feel and why 
o “I feel ________” 

o “When you _______” 

o “Because _________” 



Step 5: Developing an assertiveness script 

3. Indicate what you would like to be different 
o “I would like you to _________” 

 
o Be specific and stick to non-emotional words (best to focus on 

behaviours) 
 
 

4. Can end with another Empathy Statement (if needed) 
o Acknowledges the other person’s POV about your response 

 
 

5. Add a consequence (if needed) 
o Makes it clear what will happen if your needs aren’t met 

 

 

 



Step 5: Developing an assertiveness script 

Example: Goal – to ask boss to reduce additional tasks at work 

Assertiveness Step Sample script 

1. Empathy statement “I know how busy everyone is right now. It must be tough trying to 
delegate all this work to us.” 

2. State how you feel and why “And  I feel overwhelmed when you ask me to take on additional 
tasks these days because I am already working at maximum 
capacity.” 

3. Indicate what you would 
like to be different 

“I would like you to delegate extra tasks to a colleague.” 

4. Empathy statement (as 
needed) 

“I know this may not be what you wanted to hear. I also know it’s 
important to you that our work is done well and, given my 
workload right now, that’s more likely to happen if you delegate it 
to someone else.” 



Step 5: Developing an Assertiveness Script 

Example: Goal – to ask family to stop dropping in unexpectedly 

Assertiveness Step Sample script 

1. Empathy statement “I know how much you love spending time with the kids and 
helping out. We appreciate all you do.” 

2. State how you feel and why “And  I feel stressed when people drop by unexpectedly because I 
like to make sure the house is ready beforehand and I have a lot 
on my plate right now.” 

3. Indicate what you would 
like to be different 

“I would like you to give us a call beforehand, so that we can plan 
a time that will work for everyone.” 

4. Empathy statement (as 
needed) 

“I know you may be disappointed that you might not see us as 
often in the week, but it means we’ll be less rushed and have 
more time with you when you do come over.” 

5. Consequences (as needed) “If you aren’t able to call in advance, we can’t promise that we’ll 
be able to have you come in if you do arrive without letting us 
know beforehand.” 



Broken Record technique 

o Repeating what you need to say, in a calm 
manner, as often as needed until your message is 
heard 

 

o Can help reduce anxiety when speaking with someone 
who is good with arguments!  

 
o Allows you to avoid unnecessary or irrelevant 

comments 



Broken Record technique 

o You: “I know how hard everyone is working right now and how hard it 
must be for you to delegate all these tasks. And I feel overwhelmed 
when…I would like you to delegate this task to another colleague.” 
 

o Boss: “Look, I’m exhausted and I really need your help.” 
 

o You: “I know this is not what you want to hear. I’m working at my 
maximum too. I’m not able to take on another task  right now and would 
like you to delegate it to another colleague who has more time.”  
 

o Boss: “Don’t you care about our work here?” 
 

o You: “I care very much about our work. I’m at my maximum. You will need 
to delegate to someone else.” 



Saying No to unfair requests or demands 

o Take the time beforehand to make sure you know where you stand. 
You can always buy yourself more time. 

 

o Ask for clarification if needed 
 

o Be a brief as possible. Give a brief reason for your refusal but avoid 
elaborate justifications. 
 

o Actually use the word NO. “Maybe” is often heard as “Yes.” 
 

o You may need to decline several times (see Broken Record 
Technique!) 



Keeping track of your progress 

Date/time Technique 
used 

Situation 
and how 

used 

Outcome 
(positive and 

negative) 

Things to 
remember 

for next time 
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