	
Aggression, Assertion & Passivity



Ways We’ve been Taught to Meet our Needs
(Our Comfort Zone)
Every day most of us mix with other people - at home, at work and at social gatherings.  When we feel unsure, nervous or unable to be open with other people, we often pay a price in frustration, stress and annoyance.  If we are not able to express how we feel to others over a period of time, this may result in unsatisfying relationships.  The tension can even be reflected in physical ways (eg. headaches or difficulty sleeping).

There are two ways in which people often deal with others in situations they find difficult:

1.
By not stating their own preferences and allowing others' needs to always come first, some people let others make decisions for them, and may ultimately allow others to take advantage of them.  Such behaviour is called passive.  After behaving passively, people typically feel used, cheated, frustrated, annoyed at the other person, and sometimes angry with themselves.  (In this society, women have generally been taught to respond in this way.)

2.
On the other hand, some people may openly state their feelings and opinions, but express them so forcefully as to disregard the rights and needs of anyone but themselves.  They often turn off the people they are with, and sometimes feel guilty after acting in this way.  This behaviour has been labelled aggressive.  (In this society, men have generally been taught to behave like this.)
It is not unusual for the 2 behaviours to become tangled.  The Passivity/Aggression Cycle shows some of the ways in which people respond to their feelings:
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Diagram 1 - The Passivity/Aggression Cycle
What is evident from the Passivity/Aggression Cycle is that it doesn't solve anything ... in particular it doesn't solve the real problem that started the cycle of behaviour.

You could argue that all the behaviours outlined above are fundamentally passive, because the person is reacting (allowing things to happen to them) rather than acting to change things.  Is the aggressive behaviour in the Cycle truly aggressive or passive?

Sometimes people use passivity as a way of imposing on others, and use it to such an extent that it demands a focus on them and their needs.  This is commonly called passive-aggressive behaviour.

Conversely, some people are so low in self esteem that they constantly intrude on others, with such strength and frequency that they don't expect to be taken seriously.  This self-fulfilling prophesy could be called aggressive-passive behaviour.

Clearly it is not useful to see passivity and aggression in simple, black and white terms.  Passivity and aggression can be interactive.  Passive behaviour can be used to achieve the outcomes typical of aggression.  Aggressive behaviour can result in the anticipated outcomes of passivity.  One way of conceptualising this is:
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Diagram 2 - Variations on Passive & Aggressive Behaviours
If we are to communicate more effectively, and have a fair share of our needs met, we must find a better way of communicating with each other.

The disadvantages or costs of these ways of dealing with people can be avoided by acting assertively, that is, in such a way as to combine the consideration for the rights of others shown in a passive approach, with the honesty of an aggressive approach.
A Productive Alternative - Assertiveness
	An assertive person is able to:

· openly, honestly and constructively express their feelings and opinions, and
· speak naturally, confidently and to the point,
· in a manner that treats others' preferences as equally important to their own.



By acting assertively a person may not always get what they want, but it is more likely that they will have some of their needs met than the passive person who does not even state their preference.  A person who acts assertively is less likely, in the long run, to create bad feelings in others or themselves, than an aggressive or passive person.

Assertive behaviour is learned.  Clearly, to be assertive, you also need a certain level of confidence.  We develop confidence in the same way as any other skill - human beings are not born confident.  Confidence in doing something comes from the knowledge that you can do it to your satisfaction.  Because the range of things that most women have been encouraged to try (beginning as a child) is narrower than those encouraged in men, most women have less experience in trying new things.  They have therefore had less opportunity to develop confidence - so being assertive is generally more difficult for women than men.  On the other hand, men are generally more used to having their needs met, and therefore have less incentive to learn and practice assertiveness.

Assertiveness involves taking risks.  Some people have been lucky enough to have more opportunities to learn/experiment/take risks than others.  They may have had experiences that were particularly difficult, and therefore achieved a higher level of confidence through surviving them.  They may have lived in a number of different situations, or met a wide range of people.  These situations provide extra opportunities to try new things, and gain confidence from succeeding at them.  Conversely, if people have been in situations that are very difficult and have failed in them, their confidence may be especially eroded.

Assertion is also about how you feel about what you do.  Some people know how to assert themselves.  Other people perceive them as confident.  But inside, they feel anxious when they act assertively.  This anxiety makes assertion difficult and can sometimes be so great as to cause people to avoid or escape from situations, rather than assert themselves.  Unrealistic expectations and fears are often the cause of anxiety about being assertive.  Sometimes people have a belief that they should never feel nervous, or never have failures in dealing with others.  In other cases, unrealistic fears about others' disapproval can inhibit assertive behaviour.

Different situations are scary for different people.  Because being assertive is something you do rather than something you are, people can quite easily be very assertive and confident in particular situation(s) or with particular people, yet have a lot of difficulty with other situations or people.  This is typically related to social beliefs (eg. you should believe what doctors or teachers say) or previous experiences (eg. your parents rejected you when you disagreed with them).  

The following grid describes a series of different behaviours and situations (or types of people in your life).  Tick the boxes representing situations in which you can currently be assertive: 
	
	same sex friend
	opposite sex friend
	close

friend/lover
	family member
	children
	authority figure
	business contact
	co-worker

	Give compliment
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Receive compliment
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Make request
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express liking, loving, affection
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Start/maintain conversation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Stand up for your rights
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Refuse request
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express opinions (incl disagreeing)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express justified displeasure
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express justified anger
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 1 - Identifying Your Situational Assertiveness
Now, think about the situations in which you find it difficult to be assertive:

· What is your typical behaviour with each type of person?  
· What about each type of situation/behaviour? 

· Are you inclined to be passive? aggressive? passive-aggressive? aggressive-passive?
· Is there a pattern to your behaviours?

Being Assertive - Some Approaches
There are a number of different ways to approach assertive communication:
1. Begin with showing your interest in the other person:

· Let them know that you understand how they feel, or what they believe, or their limitations at present.

· Say how you feel.

· Say what you want.

Example:  I know that you're really busy at present, but I'm feeling sad and I'd like to talk about it.
2.  
Challenge them in more depth:

· Describe the behaviour you find offensive dispassionately (ie. just describing it, without using emotional or judgmental words).
· Express how you feel about that behaviour.

· Specify how you would like to see that behaviour changed.

· Spell out the consequences of (not) responding to the change you propose, if possible, in positive terms.

Example:  I've noticed that when I take a coffee break you don't talk to me for a while afterwards.  That makes me feel uncomfortable.  I'd like you to treat me in your usual friendly manner after breaks.  I think this would make our working relationship less tense.
3.  Try using a consistent formula:

A widely used Assertiveness Formula is:
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Example:  I feel angry because the lid's off the toothpaste again, and I want you to make a habit of putting it back on.
The Assertiveness Formula can provide a useful basis for negotiation.  The first person states their feelings, reasons and desires.  The other 
presents theirs.  The first person modifies theirs in response to the ideas of the second person, but still in keeping with their needs.  And so it continues ...

Example 1 - Both People Using Assertive Responses
Person 1:  I feel angry because the lid's off the toothpaste again, and I want you to make a habit of putting it back on.

Person 2:  I feel frustrated because you seem to make a big issue out of nothing, and I want you to be less picky.

Person 1:  I feel discounted because I don't see this as a little issue and I want you to realise that leaving the lid off means the bathroom is harder to clean.

Person 2:  I feel silly because I didn't realise you had a good reason for your concern, and I'll try to remember to leave the lid on in future. 

Example 2 - One Person Using Assertive Responses

Person 1:  I feel angry because the lid's off the toothpaste again, and I want you to make a habit of putting it back on.

Person 2:  You're always picking on me!

Person 1:  I feel hurt because I don't feel I pick on you and I want you to take this issue seriously.

Person 2:  But it's nothing!

Person 1:  I feel pissed off because it really affects me when you do this and I want you to realise that the toothpaste dries on the basin and makes it harder to clean.

Person 2:  Bullshit!

Person 1: I feel put down because you haven't cleaned the bathroom in several months and don't know the effect and I want to swap jobs so you can see the consequences of leaving the lid off.

Person 2:  No worries ... I think you're making a big thing out of nothing, so I 
don't mind swapping kitchen and bathroom cleaning!

(... and so, Person 1 gets a useful outcome ... and Person 2 discovers the impact of dried up toothpaste on a basin!)

The formula can work well if you know how you feel, what you want, why you want it, and what you would really like.  This can be difficult if you are unfamiliar with naming your needs ... but it's worth persevering.  If you have been inclined to passivity, it pressures you to identify what you want (rather than just what you don't want); if aggression, it demands that 
you move beyond simply reacting.  Using a formula is a useful way of disciplining yourself to continue to test assertive responses to issues.  Whilst this might seem a contrived way of communicating, it sounds a lot more authentic than it looks on paper.  It doesn't take long until you can use variations on this wording that have the same content.

Example 1:  It really pisses me off when the lid's left off the toothpaste - can't you put it on?  

Example 2:  The lid's off the toothpaste again ... this is really bugging me - what about putting it on?
Being Assertive - Some Skills
Some skills that are useful in an assertive approach are:

· Own Your Position - where possible use I Language (eg. I would like ... rather than It would be nice if ..., or you should ...).  This is a useful protection against getting into blaming/attack/aggression.

· Prioritise Your Concerns - sustained change generally occurs best when people only tackle one thing at a time.  A focus on your main concern (rather than offloading an overwhelming catalogue of complaints) is most likely to achieve results.

· Clarify - be willing to ask for explanations of statements/arguments, and give others the opportunity to explain themselves.  Try to ensure that you both clearly understand each others' position.  Asking others to repeat key points may provide further info, and/or give you valuable thinking time.

· Redefine Negatives - do not accept aggression, implied name calling or negative labels (eg. I don't believe I'm being trivial ... I am concerned that ...).  Accepting put downs is not far removed from being passive.

· Agree ... but - just because what someone else says is correct does not mean you are necessarily wrong or unjustified in your opinion.  (eg. You may believe that more money should be put into HIV research and the other person believes that it should be put into services for Positive people.  It is important to accept the validity of their arguments but also restate in more detail your view about the importance of research and the consequences of not focusing in this area, given limited resources.)

· Value Common Ground - take opportunities to identify the parts of what they're saying that you agree with.  This can help narrow the differences down to a more manageable size.

· Stand in Their Shoes - try to understand the situation from their point of view.  Consider their history, experience, pressures, context, rights and needs.

· Ask Them to Stand in Your Shoes - through an explicit request and/or providing them with information about your history, experience, etc.

· Maintain Focus - don't get side-tracked.  Red herrings are a common tactic used to move people away from their specific assertion and onto debating minor points.  You may need to, politely but firmly, answer a side issue briefly, and then spend most of your response reiterating your key assertion, and the need to deal with that.

· Persist - you may have to keep repeating yourself, particularly in relation to what you want (eg. continue to submit reports that make the same specific assertion - this may include changing the context and perspective of the report content; the broken record technique used in counselling can be a useful tool for maintaining persistence in verbal interactions).  Do a personal check to ensure that you are seeking a mutually satisfying outcome, rather than having slipped into aggressive behaviour.

· Compromise - where you believe this is appropriate, be willing to meet them halfway.  In doing so, state specifically what you are prepared to do, and what you believe the consequences of undertaking this course of action will be (compared to undertaking your original proposal for change).  Carefully assess whether this is a genuine compromise (ie. a mutually satisfying workable outcome) or whether you have retreated into passivity (ie. meeting their needs at your expense)!

· Name Possible Consequences - state these wherever possible.  Discussion of possible consequences can provide a communication point between you and the other person.  This can increase the weight of your argument, and provide evidence that your position is well considered.  Clear statement of the possible consequences in writing, can also protect you when indecision or lack of change occurs in a professional setting.  Accurate predictions can add to your credibility, increasing your chance of success next time you propose a change.

· Discuss the Process - where a negotiation process continues for some time, it can be useful to discuss how it's going, rather than simply reiterating content and becoming increasingly frustrated.  Discussion of the process can help provide a context/meaning - reminding you and the other person of the point of the exercise.

Distinguishing Assertion, Aggression and Passivity
Some models of communication place assertion on a continuum between aggression and passivity:
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Diagram 3 - A Conventional View of the Relationship between Assertion, Aggression & Passivity
This approach tends to imply degrees of strength of communication (strong - medium - weak) or degrees of style of communication (loud - moderate - quiet).  This has contributed to the mistaken belief that:

· If someone is approaching a situation softly they are, by definition, being passive.
· If someone is expressing strong emotion, they must be being aggressive.
In fact, we have already seen that quiet behaviour can express aggression (passive-aggressive) and loud behaviour can function passively (aggressive-passive).  

Assertiveness is a qualitatively different way of communicating, from passivity or aggression:
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Diagram 4 - An Alternate View of the Relationship between Assertion, Aggression & Passivity

Assertiveness has more to do with the content of what you say and the attitude with which you say it, than with the strength or style of your communication:

· A quietly spoken, gentle statement can be highly assertive, provided that it includes clear articulation of the needs of the speaker,
· A strong, emotional statement can also be highly assertive, provided that it is not designed to overpower or put down the needs of the listener.

Why Change?
Is it worth having to put up with the fear of being assertive in situations in which you feel unconfident?  What can you gain from taking the risk?
	Just some of the advantages of using assertive behaviour are: 

· Assertiveness increases your chance of getting what you want.
· Assertiveness minimises your chance of hurting other people in the process.
· Assertiveness is your best chance of getting a mutually satisfying solution to a situation.

· Assertiveness has a multiplier effect - that is, the more often you are assertive, the easier it becomes, and therefore, the more confident you become, and so, it is easier still!



DO NOTHING





Ignore, avoid, hope things will get getter by themselves, hope that someone else will see your need and meet it.





DISPLACEMENT





Blame everything but the real cause of the problem.  Saying yes when you mean no, to avoid conflict and discomfort





AGITATION





Let angry or annoyed feelings show in indirect ways eg. slamming doors, clenching teeth, sabotage.





EXPLOSION!





Or, aggression.  Blowing up, losing your temper - often about something other than the issue that is making you angry.





Behaviourally Passive





Behaviourally Aggressive





Behaviourally Aggressive





Behaviourally Passive





Overt





Covert





Covert





Overt





PASSIVE





Non-statement of preferences/needs; self-depreciating.





AGGRESSIVE





Over-statement of preferences/needs; self-focused.





AGGRESSIVE/ PASSIVE





Intrusion to the extent that others ignore preferences/needs.





PASSIVE/ AGGRESSIVE





Withdrawal to the extent of demanding undivided attention.





           (emotion)                              (reason)                               (desired outcome)


I feel ……………….  because  ……………………. and I want ………………………





AGGRESSION





ASSERTION





PASSIVITY





AGGRESSION





PASSIVITY





ASSERTION





Win/Lose


Power Over





Lose/Win


Power To





Win/Win


Power With
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