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ASSERTIVENESS SKILLS

This self-guided lesson is designed to help you learn, practice, and integrate assertiveness skills
into your daily life. | acknowledge that assertiveness might seem challenging at first, particularly if
you have grown accustomed to either avoiding conflict or reacting impulsively to stressful situations.
Throughout this lesson, | encourage you to take your time, go at your own pace, and remember that
developing assertiveness is a process. Each step will help you become more confident in
expressing your needs, opinions, and boundaries while respecting others in the process.

Lesson Overview and Rationale

Assertiveness is the middle ground between passivity and aggression (Alberti & Emmons, 2017).
When people struggle with passivity, they might avoid expressing themselves, possibly out of fear of
rejection or disapproval. When people struggle with aggression, they may speak harshly or
disrespectfully, overlooking others’ viewpoints. Assertiveness, by contrast, allows individuals to
honor their own thoughts and feelings while also respecting the perspectives and limits of others.
This skill can positively affect mental health, relationships, and overall self-esteem (Lindenfield,
2019). It is also in line with the therapist’s belief that each person has the right to advocate for
themselves within a caring community.

Defining Assertiveness

Assertiveness can be described as calmly, confidently, and kindly expressing what someone thinks,
feels, or needs without infringing on the rights of others (Lange & Jakubowski, 2012). In therapy, the
goal is for the client to express themselves in a way that promotes both self-respect and mutual
respect. When the client practices healthy assertiveness, they acknowledge their own worth and the
worth of the people around them, reflecting a sense of equity and shared responsibility that
resonates with an inclusive, community-minded perspective.

Identifying Assertiveness vs. Passivity vs. Aggression

Passivity: Passivity involves holding back opinions, deferring excessively to others, and feeling
guilty or unworthy for expressing personal needs. The client might notice that in passive
communication, they often agree outwardly but are silently unhappy. Over time, this can result in
bottled-up resentment or anxiety, which may lead to internal distress.

Aggression: Aggressive behavior and communication often come across as disrespectful or
forceful. This occurs when someone insists on having their way, regardless of another person’s
rights or feelings. Aggressive communication can escalate conflicts and harm relationships.
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Assertiveness: Assertive communication seeks a balance. The client’s thoughts, feelings, and
needs are expressed clearly, and the boundaries and feelings of others are also taken into account.
Assertive communication can involve the phrase “I feel” or “| need” statements, and it sets the stage
for respectful dialogue.

Shifting from passivity or aggression to assertiveness can be a transformational journey (Speed et
al., 2018). You might experience some fear or discomfort, and that is entirely normal. Over time,
with practice, it will feel more natural and empowering.

Recognizing the Client’s Rights

| encourage you to begin by acknowledging the fundamental rights you have in any relationship or
conversation. These rights should not be disregarded, especially for the sake of social courtesy.

You have the right to:

Say “no” without guilt. Express feelings and opinions. Change their mind. Prioritize their own needs
when it is necessary for self-care. Ask for what they want, while respecting others might not always
give it. Make mistakes and learn from them without feeling perpetually ashamed.

For the client, it can be liberating to list these rights on a piece of paper and revisit them regularly.
This is the foundation of healthy assertiveness: recognizing that one’s voice matters and that a fair,
cooperative society requires sharing that voice confidently.

Cultivating Self-Awareness

| encourage you to begin by examining your patterns of communication. If you can imagine a recent
scenario in which you avoided speaking up or, conversely, spoke up in a way that felt unhelpful or
confrontational, write down a brief summary of the event. You can then reflect on the questions:

What happened?

How did they feel while it was happening?

What did they do (avoid, confront, deflect, etc.)?

What would they change if they could revisit that situation?

By understanding why you responded in a certain way, you can identify internal beliefs and
anxieties (e.g., fear of judgment or fear of conflict) that hinder assertive responses (Butler & Hope,
2007). This awareness acts as the compass guiding you toward more intentional behaviors and
thoughts.
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Practicing “l Statements”

A key part of assertive communication is using “I statements” rather than “you statements”
(Lindenfield, 2019). When addressing a conflict or trying to share thoughts and feelings, framing it in
the first person can reduce defensiveness and encourage the other person to listen more openly.

The structure often looks like this:

“| feel (emotion) when (situation) because (reason). What | need is (solution) or what I'd like is
(request).”

Instead of saying, “You never consider my feelings,” which can trigger defensiveness, you can
practice: “| feel hurt when my concerns are dismissed because it makes me think my feelings don’t
matter. What | need is some time to talk about my feelings together.” This approach respects the
other person’s autonomy and dignity while truthfully expressing your perspective. What you are
asking for may not always be granted, but learning how to communicate your needs will still have a
positive effect on your self-esteem and mutual respect.

Working Through Discomfort and Fear

Shifting from passivity to assertiveness—or from aggression to assertiveness—often triggers
discomfort. You might be worried about being seen as “pushy” or “difficult” if you speak up,
especially if you have received negative reactions in the past. Conversely, if you have typically used
anger or aggression to communicate, you may initially feel vulnerable expressing yourself more
calmly and openly. Discomfort is a normal part of personal growth. Over time, with regular practice,
assertiveness can feel like a more natural extension of your communication.

Managing Common Obstacles to Assertiveness

Guilt: You may feel guilty about placing your needs first. It is neither selfish nor uncaring to have
personal preferences, boundaries, and desires. Guilt often arises from a mistaken belief that one
person’s needs must always come second, but in a healthy social environment, everyone’s needs
deserve consideration.

Fear of Conflict: Speaking one’s mind can sometimes trigger disagreement. However,
disagreements are a normal part of human relationships, not necessarily a negative outcome.
Through assertive communication, disagreements can be handled respectfully, creating space for
compromise or understanding rather than power struggles.

Concerns About Hurting Others’ Feelings: You may have trouble articulating needs due to concern
for another’s emotions. While empathy is valuable, you can remain respectful and kind while still
being honest about their boundaries or opinions. Upholding truthfulness and respect, is a gift to
both parties.
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Putting it All Together: An Example of Assertive Conversation

Imagine a situation at work or with a friend. If a coworker or friend makes a request that feels
burdensome or inconvenient, you can try an assertive refusal. Rather than saying a reluctant “yes’
and feeling resentful later, or responding with abrupt anger, you might say: “I understand why you
need assistance, but unfortunately, | can’t cover that shift. I've already made other commitments,
and | need to prioritize them to maintain a balanced schedule.” By using a calm, clear tone, you
respect your own needs while also acknowledging the other person’s perspective.

| can offer to role-play these scenarios, allowing you to practice using the right words and tone of
voice. You can also repeat the phrase in different ways until you find the version that feels most
natural.

Building Emotional Resilience

As you become more assertive, you may encounter moments of rejection, disagreement, or
awkwardness. It is important to build emotional resilience alongside assertiveness (Neff & Germer,
2018). Emotional resilience allows you to handle the stress and uncertainty that can arise when
speaking up.

Strategies for cultivating resilience include:

Self-Compassion: Instead of judging oneself harshly when mistakes happen, you can offer yourself
understanding and kindness. This ensures that “being imperfect” becomes a source of growth, not
self-criticism.

Mindfulness: By paying attention to the present moment without judgment, you can notice tense
muscles, racing thoughts, or rising anger, and then choose a healthier response. Mindfulness can
also help you listen carefully to others.

Balanced Outlook: You will want to remember that your perspective is one viewpoint in a bigger
picture. Balancing self-advocacy with empathy for others is a core value of assertiveness within a
caring community.

In this way, assertiveness is not merely a set of communication strategies but also a personal
stance that combines self-empowerment, empathy, and social awareness.

The Importance of Practice

| encourage you to practice assertiveness in low-risk situations first. For instance, starting with a
trusted friend or a supportive family member can help you build confidence. Additionally, you can
rehearse, either silently or out loud, how you intend to communicate in upcoming encounters that
might be challenging. Over time, as you grow more comfortable expressing yourself, you will notice
that assertiveness feels less forced and more like second nature (Butler & Hope, 2007).
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When you are comfortable, you can begin to integrate these skills in slightly higher-stakes
interactions—perhaps at work, in public, or within more difficult family dynamics. Persistence is key.
It is common to slip into old passive or aggressive patterns from time to time. Every slip can be
turned into a learning moment, helping you refine their understanding of assertiveness.

Assertiveness and Boundaries

As part of asserting oneself, establishing and maintaining healthy boundaries is essential.
Boundaries can take various forms, such as emotional, physical, or time-based boundaries. You
might realize that you need alone time to recharge, or that you are uncomfortable hugging certain
acquaintances, or that you cannot handle more responsibilities at work without feeling
overwhelmed.

To communicate boundaries assertively, you can combine a clear statement of the boundary with a
kind tone and rationale. For instance: “I appreciate that you enjoy spending time together, but |
need some quiet time each evening after work to recharge. | hope you can respect that.” This style
avoids unnecessary harshness but remains firm about your limit.

Dealing with Resistance from Others

Not everyone welcomes change. Your newfound assertiveness may surprise or unsettle people who
are accustomed to your old communication style (Alberti & Emmons, 2017). You might encounter
pushback, with some individuals attempting to disregard or minimize their boundaries. This is not
necessarily a sign that you're doing something wrong. Rather, it often indicates a shift in relational
patterns. The best approach is consistency. Each time you restate your boundary or repeat an
assertive request you reinforce the message that you are serious about respecting yourself and
others.

If the resistance escalates or if you encounter repeated violations of your boundaries, we might
explore solutions such as seeking mediation, limiting contact, or other interventions. Sometimes, a
supportive social or professional network can provide backup, ensuring that your assertions are
taken seriously.

Balancing Social Values with Personal Needs

An integral aspect of healthy assertiveness aligns with a socially conscious worldview, one that
values fairness, equity, and compassion. This perspective encourages you to speak up, not only for
yourself but also for causes and communities that matter. Standing up for personal needs can be
seen as part of a broader ethic that promotes respect for everyone.

From a more progressive standpoint, an individual’s assertiveness can contribute to a community’s
well-being. When people express themselves confidently and kindly, they can also encourage
others to do the same. In this sense, assertiveness becomes a cornerstone for collective
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engagement and social change, underscoring that one can confidently “take up space” while
ensuring others are given equal opportunity to be heard.

Concluding Reflections

Assertiveness is an ongoing journey. | encourage you to practice daily, reflect regularly, and treat
occasional setbacks as normal parts of growth. The transformation from passivity or aggression to
balanced assertiveness involves courage, patience, and, above all, a willingness to value one’s own
needs as well as the rights of others.

Take a few moments after completing each section of this lesson to pause, breathe deeply, and
consider one small step you can take right now to be more assertive. Perhaps it is rewriting an old
script for confronting a coworker, sending a more honest text message to a friend, or politely
declining a request that doesn’t feel manageable. Each successful act of assertiveness can
reinforce self-esteem and pave the way for healthier relationships and a more authentically
engaged life.

By continuing to practice, reflect, and seek ongoing therapy support, you can integrate
assertiveness into who you are, feeling freer to stand up for yourself while honoring the voices
around you. This approach not only benefits the individual but fosters a more supportive and
respectful society at large.
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