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Four Elements of Assertiveness 
 

1. Address the issue, not the person 
2. Own your statements.  Use “I think”, “I noticed” rather than “We” 
3. Share responsibility for resolving the situation.  Don’t place all the onus on the other person 

– look to see how you both can make sure it doesn’t arise again. 
4. Summarise what action will now be taken 

 
 

6 Levels of Assertiveness 
While the example in the notes below isn’t necessarily going to be applicable in your 
circumstances, it gives you the framework to use and adapt.   
 
Basic 
Stating what you want: “I would like your project update by Friday.  What can we do to ensure it is 
available then?” 
 
 
Empathic 
Demonstrating an understanding of the other person’s position: “I realise that you have a lot of work 
on at the moment and that Friday is only a couple of days away.  The project update is really 
important for the Development meeting, so what can we do…? 
 
 
Responsive 
This aims to elicit agreement from the other person to the issue: “Do you agree that the update is 
needed by Friday?”  “How can we ensure it is in on time?” 
 
 
Discrepancy 
This can only be used where the issue has arisen & been talked about before: “I mentioned last 
month how important the project updates are to the Development meeting, it seems they are still 
not available on time.  What can we do to ensure it doesn’t happen again?” 
 
 
Negative Feelings 
This is a very powerful way of expressing your feelings, ensure you also say what you would like to 
happen in the future.  There are four key elements, what’s happening, the effect, how you feel, what 
you would like in future.  “When your updates are late the effect is that I can’t complete my report 
to the Development Team.  This makes me feel awkward because I’m stuck between them and you.  
What I would like to do is talk about how we can ensure this doesn’t arise again.” 
 
 
Consequence 
This is the final resort in being assertive before taking official action.  “If the updates are late again I 
will be asking you to attend the Development meeting to explain the reasons yourself.  What can we 
do to avoid this?” 
 
Based on Ken & Kate Back’s book, Assertiveness at Work.
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Verbal Assertiveness Skills  
 
 
Although how you look and how you say things have a great impact it is still important to get the 
words right too.  Start to listen to the language you are using and even though the difference may 
appear to be minor, the following carry important distinctions in their meaning. 
 
 
Use “I” statements 
If you use “I” rather than “you”, “we”, “it”, you are acknowledging that the statement is yours based 
on your experience.  This gives it a distinction from other people. 
 
 
Change “can’t” to “won’t”. 
This change of verb encourages you to take responsibility.  Many of us hide behind “can’t”, it should 
only be used where it is really true.  Using “won’t” helps you to realise that you can make a positive 
choice when you decide you will, or will not do something. 
 
 
Change “need” to “want” 
Differentiating between what needs and wants really are enables you to be clear in your own mind 
and encourages you to be realistic. 
 
 
Change “have to” to “choose to” and “should” to “could” 
This change acknowledges that you are making a choice and are therefore responsible for the choice 
you make.  A realisation that choices exist is an important part of becoming more assertive. 
 
 
Change passive verbs into active 
You put yourself in a passive role when you talk of things happening to you.  Taking responsibility is 
the first step to becoming more assertive. 
 
 
Change questions into statements 
Too often questions are used as indirect ways of stating something you want.  For example “would it 
be a good idea if…”, when you really mean “I think it would be a good idea if…, what do you think?”  
Being clear and direct prevents misunderstandings, as well as shows you being positive about 
yourself. 
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Tips for Holding Courageous Conversations 
 
 
 

Prepare 
Anticipate. 
Put yourself in their shoes. 
Identify your own interests and anticipate the other person’s interests. 
Gather information. 
Separate the people from the problem. 
 
 
Identify what each wants 
Listen to each other. 
Take time, use silence. 
Pay attention to their body language. 
Clarify, using probing questions. 
Summarise. 
If you make assumptions, check them out. 
Allow them to let off steam if necessary, to express emotions. 
Sort out fact from fiction. 
Do not dominate – consider the use of time. 
Be tentative. 
 
15 
Generate options or proposals 
Be creative – there are several ‘solutions’ to the problem. 
Develop options together – try “What if we...?” 
Agree criteria to decide on options. 
Show willingness to be flexible. 
Look for mutual gain – a win–win situation. 
 
 
Bargain 
Hear them out before you make an offer. Don’t reveal your hand too early. 
Do not rule an offer out: consider it, possibly re-formulate it, and use your shared interests to move 
forward. 
Do not interrupt – let them finish. 
Be aware of your own and the other’s style – is it accommodating, competing? 
 
When you have a mutual agreement, summarise it, identify any next steps and end the meeting. Do 
not stay and risk undoing what you have achieved! 

 

 

 


