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Communicating Assertively 
________________________________________________________________ 
 

About This Kit 
 

Poor communication is often the reason people don’t get along with each other.  Would any 
of these situations be stressful for you? 
 Giving corrective feedback to someone who is doing a poor job 
 Responding to someone who has lost his/her temper 
 Saying “no” to high-pressure tactics of people selling things 
 Asking someone for help or a favor 
 Asking someone to change his or her behavior when it affected you 
 
Assertive communication shows respect for the rights of others as well as yourself in 
troublesome situations such as those listed above.  Assertive behavior communicates 
feelings, beliefs, and needs directly and clearly, while non-assertive and aggressive 
behaviors are indirect forms of communication.  Communicating assertively can boost your 
self-esteem, enhance your coping skills, and help you maintain control of your life.  These 
are all factors that are essential for successful lifestyle management and optimal quality of 
life.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Know how messages are sent and received     
Step 2.   Recognize communication styles 
Step 3. Learn to communicate assertively 
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Step 1 
 

Know How Messages are Sent and Received 
 
 
In any communication, you will play one of two roles:  the sender or the receiver.  Each 
role requires important skills.  Good sending skills together with good receiving skills will 
enable you to communicate more effectively.   
 
The Sender 
 
When you want to communicate something to another person, you must decide on your 
message.  Messages are derived from your thoughts and feelings.  The first step in the 
development of the message is to determine what you are thinking and feeling.  The next 
step is to communicate your message to the receiver in a direct and honest fashion.  The 
figures below illustrate how messages travel from the sender to the receiver. 
 
True Thoughts and 

Feelings 
 

True Message True Message True Understanding 

Sender  Sender  Receiver  Receiver 
 
Unfortunately, not all messages are received as intended.  Something can happen between 
the “true thoughts and feelings” and the “true message” to distort the message.  Distorted 
messages can be caused by inaccurate or negative thoughts, hasty reactions, and fear of the 
receiver’s reaction.  If the message becomes distorted, it can lead to misunderstandings, 
unmet needs, resentment, and stress. 
  
True Thoughts and 

Feelings 
(Frustrated) 

Distorted Message 
 

(Anger) 

Distorted Message 
 

(Anger) 

Misunderstanding 
 

(Stress) 
Sender  Sender  Receiver  Receiver 

 
Before You Speak 
 
You can learn to minimize distortion in your messages and reduce the stress between you 
and the receiver.  Before you speak, screen your communication by checking yourself on 
these points: 
 
 Content – What are you thinking and feeling? 
 
 Clarity – Is the wording as simple as you can make it without losing the meaning?  

Does the language fit the receiver? 
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 Conciseness – Are you saying more than is necessary?  Is it possible that parts of the 
message could confuse or distract the receiver and cause him/her to not hear your main 
point? 

 
 Importance – How well can you convey that the message is critical, either to you or to 

the receiver? 
 
As the sender, you should assess the receiver’s understanding of and reaction to your 
message.  If you believe the message was understood as you intended, the communication 
can continue to its logical conclusion.  However, if you believe the message was not 
appropriately understood or there was an inappropriate reaction, then your message should 
be modified.  Continue to restate your message until you believe the receiver has truly 
understood your message the way you want. 
 
The Receiver 
 
Listening is the role of the receiver and the other half of communication.  Making a sincere 
effort to understand what the sender is communicating is essential to personal interaction.  
Here are four techniques that will show you are a good listener: 
 
 Restating and Highlighting – You can show that you are listening carefully if you 

restate or highlight what was just said.  Paraphrase in your own words instead of 
“parroting” the message.  You are not agreeing or disagreeing, but simply feeding back 
what you have understood.  This technique allows the sender to assess whether or not 
the message effectively communicated his or her thoughts. 

 
 Clarifying – If the message was not clear to you, say “I need you to clarify what you 

have just said” or “I am not sure that I fully understand what you are saying.”  These 
statements focus on the message rather than the speaker. 

 
 Reflecting Feelings – Let the speaker know you understood his or her feelings as well 

as thoughts.  You can show you recognize feelings by noting the sender’s actual words 
(happy, angry, sad) and non-verbal messages (facial expressions, tone of voice, 
posture).  Try to think of what you would be feeling if you were in the speaker’s shoes.  
Say, “You look like you are feeling puzzled” or “It sounds like you are feeling angry.” 

 
 Summarizing – Summarizing main ideas and feelings is appropriate after a prolonged 

discussion.  This technique is especially helpful in discussions of differences of 
opinions, conflicts, or complaints.  It is also effective in groups where discussions on a 
given issue can be complicated or confusing.  Say, “What you have said so far is 
________” or “To recap what has been said, ______________.”    
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Step 2 
 

Recognize Communication Styles 
 
 
Check Yourself 
 
Rate how closely each statement describes the way you usually communicate with others in 
difficult situations.  Total your points for each group of statements. 
3 = Definitely like me 
2 = Somewhat like me 
1 = Not like me 
 
Group A 
____ You feel your rights are often violated by others. 
____ You are overly concerned about hurting someone else’s feelings. 
____ You believe there is a perfect way to handle all situations so nobody feeds bad. 
____ You believe it is your fault if things don’t turn out perfectly. 
____ You believe that your feelings don’t matter. 
____ You think you have no choice but to comply with what the other person wants. 
____ You try to get the other person to withdraw his/her request. 
____ You feel inferior to the other person. 
____ You often feel helpless and exploited. 
____ You feel angry, but say nothing. 
 
____ Total Points  
 
Group B 
____ You feel you are being attacked and threatened. 
____ You are afraid of losing control of the situation. 
____ You are afraid you will not be able to get what you want. 
____ You are afraid you will be forced to do something you don’t want to do. 
____ You say tactless or derogatory things to put yourself in a superior position. 
____ You overreact and lose your temper. 
____ You put others down to protect yourself. 
____ You must get what you want. 
____ You leave others feeling defensive and resentful. 
____ You may feel guilty about your behavior later. 
 
____ Total Points 
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Group C 
____ You can protect your own interests without abusing others in the process. 
____ You know you won’t always get what you want. 
____ You may find out that you are wrong. 
____ You do not feel responsible for the behavior of others. 
____ You don’t lose your temper. 
____ You don’t feel guilty.   
____ You listen to the other person’s point of view. 
____ You express yourself in direct, open, honest ways. 
____ You recognize others might respond to you in an aggressive or defensive manner. 
____ You ask for more information before making a decision. 
 
____ Total Points 
 
Interpretation: 
 
Each group of statements describes a specific communication style.  
 
If your highest points were for: Your communication style is: 

Group A   Non-Assertive 
Group B   Aggressive 
Group C   Assertive 

 
If you had more than a total of 15 points in either Group A or Group B, then you could 
benefit significantly from the information in this kit.  Learning to communicate assertively 
(described by statements in Group C) will increase your capabilities in new and threatening 
situations.  You will be less likely to experience stress reactions when you interact with 
others.  
 
You may also want to apply the characteristics described in each group to others you know.   
Recognizing others’ communication styles, as well as your own style, will help you make 
your messages better understood.     
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 Step 3 
 

Learn to Communicate Assertively 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Your goal to communicate without distortion will be easier if you send assertive messages 
that are direct, open, and honest.  Assertive communication begins with “I ____” 
statements.  Non-assertive and aggressive communications typically begin with “You ___” 
statements (blaming statements). 
 
Basic Methods for Assertive Communication 
 
There are three basic methods for communicating assertively: 
 
Use “I want” Statements – These statements help you clarify for yourself and others what 
you really desire.  Using “I want” statements allows you to openly problem solve and 
negotiate if there is a conflict between your wants and the other person’s wants.  
Sometimes, however, “I want” statements are misinterpreted as non-negotiable demands.  
You can prevent these misunderstandings if you ask the person about his or her preferences 
or willingness to do what you want.  Say “I would like you to _______.  Would this be 
possible?”  
 
Use “I feel” Statements – These statements express your specific feelings or emotions 
regarding the other person’s behavior or situation without attacking him/her as a person.  
When you use “I feel” statements, you clarify for yourself and others exactly what and how 
you feel.  (Remember, people cannot read your mind!)  You also provide information 
others can use to make decisions about their own behaviors.  When expressing your 
feelings, avoid always using one feeling statement (“I feel upset” or “I feel good”).  This 
habit might keep you from discovering your true feelings.   
 
Use “I understand” Statements – These statements are useful when you want to express 
your sensitivity to the other person or his/her situation.  This type of statement is especially 
useful if you’re concerned that the other person may misunderstand your assertiveness.  
First, show recognition of the other person’s situation, feelings, wants, or beliefs, then 
describe your situation, feelings, wants, or beliefs.  Use “and” or “and yet,” rather than 
“but” to bridge the two statements to position both parts as equally important. 
 
Common Difficult Situations 
 
In general, people tend to have difficulty being assertive in four types of situations: 
 Refusing requests (saying “no”) 
 Making requests for help or assistance 
 Expressing positive feelings about another person or an event 
 Expressing negative feelings about another person or an event 
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Refusing Requests 
 
It is not always possible to meet every request that is made of you.  When you must say 
“no,” it does not mean you are rejecting the person or that you don’t care about him or her.  
Saying “no” also doesn’t mean the person will never ask you again.  Learning to refuse 
requests in an assertive way has numerous advantages: 
 It means you are protecting your rights and interests. 
 It allows you to spend your time and energy on activities and people of your choice. 
 It benefits others indirectly because you are less likely to feel irritated and later subject 

them to feelings of resentment. 
 It helps you feel in control by setting limits for yourself. 
 It frees you from feeling guilty. 
 
Which of these advantages are important to you?  
 
Can you think of other advantages of learning to refuse requests in an assertive way? 
 
Tips for Refusing Requests 
 Don’t try to talk the person out of making the request. 
 Be direct and honest instead of making excuses. 
 Say “thank you,” if appropriate. 
 
Here are some ways to say “no” when confronted with requests related to your lifestyle 
habits.  Write other assertive responses that you have used in the past. 
 
Use “I want” Statements 
“No, I want to go to the gym instead of going to the sports bar.” 
“No, I don’t want to eat at that restaurant because there are few healthy choices.” 
“No, I don’t want to smoke.” 
“No, I want a diet soda instead of a beer.” 
 
Use “I feel” Statements 
“No, I wouldn’t feel comfortable missing my time for exercise.” 
“No, I’m worried about overeating.” 
“No, I’d feel better if I exercised instead of watching TV.” 
 
Use “I understand” Statements  
“I understand that you need me to run an errand for you, and yet I don’t want to miss my 
exercise time.” 
“I understand that you are in a bind, and yet I want to spend time with my family.” 
“I appreciate that your mother made the cake, and yet I don’t want the extra calories.” 
 
Accept With Conditions 
“I can’t work late on Monday, but I can work until 6:00 pm on Wednesday.” 
“No, I can’t take care of your dog, but I can recommend another resource.” 
“No, I can’t give a speech at the luncheon, but I can suggest another speaker.” 
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Express Mixed Feelings 
“Part of me would like to eat the cake, but the other part of me knows I should follow my 
meal plan, so I must decline your offer for cake.” 
“I’d like to visit with you, but I can’t do it now.  Let’s set another time to talk.” 
 
Making Requests for Assistance or Help 
 
Everyone needs extra assistance or help from time to time.  Even if you feel you are the 
best one to do the job, there are advantages to asking others for help. 
 You are less likely to become overburdened and stressed. 
 You don’t feel exploited and unappreciated. 
 You may be able to use your time more efficiently and effectively. 
 You are practicing good self-care. 
 Others have an opportunity to develop skills and demonstrate capabilities. 
 
Which of these advantages are important to you?  
 
 Can you think of other advantages of learning to ask for help or assistance when you need 
it? 
      
Tips for Asking for Assistance or Help 
 Don’t wait until you are desperate to ask for help. 
 Be direct. 
 Give clear, specific information that will help others decide whether to say “yes” or 

“no.” 
 Let the other person know it is OK to say “no.” 
 Give the other person an opportunity to ask questions about the request. 
 Allow people time to decide on an answer.  If you put them “on the spot,” the answer is 

more likely to be “no.” 
 
More information about asking for assistance or help is provided in the educational kit 
entitled “Getting the Support You Need.” 
 
Expressing Positive Feelings 
 
Everyone needs positive feedback.  There are many advantages to expressing positive 
feelings.  
 It makes the other person feel good about himself or herself, which promotes self-

confidence and self-esteem. 
 It reinforces positive behaviors. 
 It increases the likelihood that someone will act in ways you want. 
 It brings you closer to others.  
 In personal relationships, it promotes intimacy. 
 It is easier to give criticism or express annoyance if you have freely and sincerely 

expressed positive feelings toward a person in the past. 
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Which of these advantages are important to you?  
 
 Can you think of other advantages of learning to express positive feelings in an 
appropriate way? 
 
Tips for Expressing Positive Feelings 
 Be specific. 
 Give small compliments more frequently rather than saving them for one major 

expression. 
 Don’t always combine praise with a request. 
 Don’t limit praise to times when you are also giving criticism. 
 Consider what the person wants to hear. 
 Be aware that well-meant compliments can be misunderstood.   
 
Expressing Annoyance and Anger 
 
Annoyance and anger are normal emotions that everyone feels from time to time.  But, they 
can be destructive if they are expressed aggressively.  In fact, people who frequently feel 
angry and hostile and act aggressively (called “hot reactors”) may be at greater risk for 
coronary heart disease and other stress-related illnesses. 
 
Test Your Temper – How Often Are You Angry? 
 
Rate how closely each statement describes your style of anger.  Total your points. 
3 = Definitely like me 
2 = Somewhat like me 
1 = Not like me 
 
____ It doesn’t take much to make you mad. 
____ People often tell you to calm down. 
____ You blow up at bad drivers. 
____ You get furious if you are treated poorly at restaurants or stores. 
____ Other people’s mistakes can upset you for the whole day. 
____ When you get mad, you blame others. 
____ You swear loudly to blow off steam. 
____ You feel like hitting someone who makes you really angry. 
____ You’ve been told by others that you have a bad temper. 
____ You’ve been known to throw or break things when you are frustrated or angry. 
  
____ Total Points 
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Interpretation: 
 
 If your score is 10, you seem to have a high temper threshold and to stay calm in 

situations that would frustrate others. 
 If your score is 11 to 16, you get angry about as often as most people.  Try to express 

your anger by following the tips below.   
 If you score 17 to 22, you may be under too much stress, or getting angry may be a 

habit.  Take this score seriously and begin to make changes before it affects your 
health. 

 If you score 23 or higher, and you continue your attitudes and behaviors, you could risk 
serious health and personal consequences.  It may help to speak to a counselor about 
ways to manage your anger. 

      
The person with a non-assertive communication style expresses anger by withdrawing 
emotionally and giving the “silent treatment.”  He or she may deny the anger, but show it in 
another way.  This behavior is called passive-aggressive and it can also be very stressful for 
the person and others.   
 
Learning to express anger in an assertive way has these advantages: 
 It lets others know what you are feeling and thinking (where you are “coming from”). 
 It shows you are willing to listen to the other person’s point of view. 
 It shows you are trying to reach an understanding or solve the problem. 
 It shows you are willing to take a risk or negotiate. 
 It demonstrates self-control. 
 
Which of these advantages are important to you?  
 
 Can you think of other advantages of learning to express annoyance and anger in an 
appropriate way? 
 
Tips for Expressing Annoyance and Anger Assertively 
 Consider the timing.  “Counting to 10” or higher, may have merit. 
 Consider the setting.  Some matters are best discussed in private. 
 Consider the degree of anger you express.  Fewer words are usually better. 
 Confront the behavior, not the person. 
 Role-play or practice the communication before you deliver the message. 
 Describe the specific behavior first, then express your feelings to prevent the other 

person from getting defensive. 
 Take into account the other person’s views in your statement. 
 Clarify your assertive response with a reason to support it. 
 Reassert or restate using different words or reasons, if necessary. 
 Propose a solution, if appropriate, or negotiate a compromise solution. 
 Encourage an assertive response from the other person.  If the other person is non-

assertive, encourage him/her to express feelings, wants, and frustrations.  
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Here are some ways to express annoyance or anger in situations related to your lifestyle 
habits.  Write other assertive responses that you have used in the past. 
 
Use “I want” Statements 
“I very much want to get my walk in before supper, even if it is a little shorter than usual.” 
“I really don’t want to eat any more.” 
“I won’t take on any more tasks until I finish this report.” 
  
Use “I feel” Statements 
“When you continue to bring high fat snacks into the house, I feel angry.” 
“When you don’t recognize my efforts to lose weight, I feel hurt.” 
“When you smoke in front of me when you know I am trying to quit, I feel mad.” 
 
Use “I understand” Statements 
“I understand that you are not interested in exercising, and yet it is important to me to walk 
every day, so I will exercise alone.” 
“I realize others are working overtime today, and yet I can’t without appropriate notice.” 
“I appreciate that you prepared the cake for my birthday, and I will eat only a small bite to 
stay on my meal plan.” 
 
Express Mixed Feelings  
“I feel annoyed and I also feel disappointed that you won’t go for a walk with me as 
planned.” 
“I feel mad and I also feel hurt that you won’t watch the kids so I can have some time for 
myself.” 
“I feel frustrated and I also feel sad when you don’t notice that I’ve lost weight.”  
 
Practicing Assertive Communication 
 
There are several ways to practice acting assertively before engaging in an actual 
conversation.  You might ask a friend to role play the situation with you.  If your friend is a 
good actor, this experience can be very realistic and quite helpful.  Another way is to use a 
tape recorder (a video is even better) and act out your part of the conversation while 
imagining how the other person will respond.  Also, you may want to try making your 
assertive statement in front of a mirror.  The mirror and recorder will provide feedback not 
only about what you said but how you said it.   
 
Tips for Practicing Assertive Communication 
 Think about your goal and purpose.  What do you want the other person to know? 
 Imagine yourself assertively handling the situation. 
 Ask someone to role play non-assertive, aggressive, and assertive behaviors. 
 Practice two or three times, then consider changes you would like to make and practice 

again until you feel comfortable. 
 Evaluate your own assertiveness, not the other person’s behavior, as a measure of your 

success.  Some people will behave non-assertively or aggressively no matter what you 
do. 
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Other Types of Communication 
 
The information and suggestions provided in this kit refer primarily to face-to-face verbal 
communication.  In today’s world of technology, there are new methods of sending and 
receiving messages, such as e-mail and voice mail, in addition to traditional written 
communications, such as letters, memos, and reports.  Try to apply what you learn in this 
kit to all your communication methods. 
 
Tips for Written Communication 
 Read all messages carefully, especially e-mail, before they are sent. 
 Analyze the “tone” of the words you write and how your message will “sound” to the 

receiver. 
 Use simple, direct, and clear language that is appropriate for the receiver.  There is no 

advantage to trying to impress others with your knowledge or vocabulary. 
 Remember that written communication provides a permanent record of your message.  

If it is harsh or hurtful, its damage could be long lasting. 
 
Assessing Body Language 
 
Also, be aware that you send non-verbal messages.  Facial expressions, posture, and other 
physical gestures and movements, called “body language,” say a great deal about how you 
feel about yourself, others, and the message you are sending or receiving.  Pay attention to 
the non-verbal messages you send to and receive from others. 
  
 Non-assertive body language conveys weakness, anxiety, and lack of self-confidence.  

It softens the impact of what is being said to the point that the message loses most of its 
power.   

 
 Aggressive body language conveys an exaggerated sense of self-importance, 

overbearing, strength, and/or an air of superiority. 
 
 Assertive body language matches what is being said verbally.  It adds strength to what 

is being said and is generally self-assured. 
 
The table below lists behaviors commonly believed to be associated with assertive, 
aggressive, and non-assertive communication.  Since the list is non-inclusive, you may 
want to add other characteristics of body language that you have noticed in yourself or 
others.  It may also be helpful to ask a friend or co-worker to rate your body language.  
This is particularly helpful if you tend to be aggressive in your communication style.  
Aggressive people often are unaware of how their body language affects others.  For 
someone with aggressive body language, even simple assertive messages can come across 
as aggressive overreactions. 
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Non-Assertive Aggressive Assertive 
 Looking down or away 
 Swallowing or clearing 

throat 
 Tense, wrinkled 

forehead 
 Biting/wetting lips 
 Smiling or laughing 

when expressing 
annoyance 

 Overly slow or soft 
speech 

 Mumbling or monotone 
voice 

 Covering mouth with 
hand 

 Excessive head nodding 
 Tinkering with clothing 

or jewelry 
 Shifting of weight 
 Wringing or rubbing 

hands 
 

 Looking down nose 
 Looking bored 
 Clenching teeth 
 Flaring nostrils 
 Jutting jaws 
 Pursed, tight-lipped 

mouth 
 Overly loud or rapid 

speech 
 Deadly quiet  
 Sarcastic or 

condescending tone of 
voice 

 Pounding fists 
 Stiff and rigid posture 
 Finger waving or 

pointing 
 Shaking head 
 Hands on hips 
 

 Comfortable, direct eye 
contact 

 Open, frank, relaxed 
facial expression 

 Firm, warm, expressive 
speech 

 Clear voice 
 Erect and relaxed 

posture 
 Hand gestures that 

emphasize key word 
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Communicating Assertively 
 

 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete 
your educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as 
“homework.”   
 
 How do you typically communicate with others in difficult situations?  Give your 

total points for each group of statements in Step 2. 
 

Total Points 
Group A (Non-assertive) _____ 
Group B (Aggressive)  _____ 
Group C (Assertive)   _____ 
. 
 What advantages do you see to learning to communicate assertively in these 

situations? 
 
 Refusing requests (saying “no”) 
 
 
 
 Asking for help or assistance when needed 
 
 
 
 Expressing positive feelings 
 
 
 
 Expressing annoyance and anger 
 
 
 
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Poor _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is often the reason people don’t get along. 
2. Not all messages are _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ as intended. 
3. If the message is distorted, it can lead to misunderstandings and _ _ _ _ _ _. 
4. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is the other half of communication. 



Version 08/2010  S12-15 
Copyright © 2000 INTERxVENTCANADA, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. 

5. Assertive messages are direct, open, and _ _ _ _ _ _. 
6. Assertive messages begin with “_” statements. 
7. Refusing requests in an assertive way means you are protecting your _ _ _ _ _ _. 
8. Annoyance and anger are _ _ _ _ _ _ emotions that everyone feels from time to time. 
9. People who frequently feel angry and hostile may be at greater risk for _ _ _ _ _  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
10. The person with a non-assertive communication style expresses anger by  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ emotionally. 
11. Practice acting assertively by asking someone to _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ situations with you. 
12. Pay attention to the _ _ _-_ _ _ _ _ _ messages you send to and receive from others. 
 

Answers:  1) communication; 2) received; 3) stress; 4) Listening; 5) honest; 6) I; 7) rights; 8) normal; 
 9) heart disease; 10) withdrawing; 11) role play; 12) non-verbal 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
 
 
 




