
Assertiveness is an important communication skill that can positively affect 
the way we see ourselves and improve our relationships with others through 
developing mutual respect. It involves providing clear information relating to 
our thoughts, feelings, behaviours and needs. Assertiveness is something we 
are often advised to be or do, but what exactly does ‘being assertive’ mean?

What is Assertiveness?
Assertiveness, put simply, is expressing yourself effectively and standing up for 
your point of view, whilst respecting the rights, wishes and beliefs of others. 

It requires a congruent relationship between our thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour (or body language). In other words – everything needs to 
match! A response that is not congruent, is when someone may tell us 
they’re fine, but their body language is giving some very different 
messages! In this instance, someone is being incongruent.

Being able to express yourself, give a clear and 
honest opinion, comfortably and with conviction, 
in a way that will be well received is challenging! 
Before looking at what’s involved, let’s look 
further at why assertiveness is important.

The importance of assertiveness
Being assertive, and using the right amount of assertiveness, 
can help us communicate clearly and honestly. If we 
are unable to do this, we may slip into less helpful 
styles of communication, that may be confusing and/
or troubling for others, or at worst, frightening. 
Not being assertive enough, or being passive in 
our communication, means we run the risk of: 

•	 not speaking up for what we believe
•	 agreeing to things we don’t feel comfortable with
•	 agreeing with people when really, 

we think they are wrong.

On the other hand, if we are overly assertive, 
we may start doing things like interrupting or 
talking over people we are communicating 
with. When we stop considering the needs of 
others and consider only our own feelings, we 
have tipped into aggressive communication.

So how do we find the balance?

Using Assertiveness



Recognising needs – our own and others
To begin with, assertiveness is not about getting what you want. It is 
about being clear about your needs, and also respecting and caring 
about the needs of others within the relationship. Without respect 
and care for others, assertiveness is not likely to be possible.

Example of 
communication styles

‘’What shall we have for dinner?’’

Aggressive Response  
“What are you asking me for? 
I’ve already had pasta!’’

Passive Response 
“Oh I don’t mind, whatever you 
fancy” (secretly wanting pasta)

Assertive Response 
“I fancy pasta tonight, does 
that work for you?”
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Being Assertive
Being assertive gets easier 
with practice. When practising 
assertiveness, it can be useful 
to think of the three Cs:

•	 Confident in what 
you are saying

•	 Clear about the message 
you are giving

•	 Calm in your responses

Safety First
If you are in a relationship with someone that 
frightens you, who is using coercive controlling 
tactics to dominate you and the relationship, it will 
unlikely be safe to practice assertive behaviour. 
Remaining passive may be part of a plan for keeping 
safe and protecting children. If you feel anxious 
about using assertiveness in your relationship, 
please speak to a support worker or call your local 
domestic abuse service. No one should live in fear.

Top Tips for Being Assertive
It can be helpful to think about:

•	 Tone of voice 
•	 Describing your emotions 
•	 Remaining open minded 
•	 Actively listening (to understand) 

and not just react
•	 Calm and collected 
•	 Picking your moment to 

achieve the best outcome 

•	 Keeping composed
•	 Remembering your partner/

child/family member/friend, is 
your ally rather than your enemy 

•	 Using ‘‘I’’ to demonstrate 
your feelings

•	 Not assuming other’s feelings
•	 Language and volume level 
•	 Avoid accusations 


