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Assertiveness Skills for Better Relationships 
 
 

Assertiveness is a valuable communication skill for building better relationships and 
achieving personal goals.  It is the ability to state how you feel and ask for what you want or 
need. Assertive individuals take responsibility for their messages by using “I” statements, 
and they avoid statements beginning with “you.”  When each person knows what the other 
person wants, knows they have been heard and understood, healthy and productive 
communication is increased.  It does not guarantee understanding, but certainly increases 
the odds of being understood and resolving conflict.  
 
To be assertive, you may need give yourself permission to: 1) make mistakes, 2) refuse 
requests without feeling guilty, 3) express feelings, 4) express needs, 5) object to unfair 
criticism, 6) and yes, allow others to fail. 
 
Assertiveness is a way of thinking and behaving that allows a person to stand up for his or 
her rights while respecting the rights of others. Nonassertive people may be passive or 
aggressive. Passive individuals are not committed to their own rights and are more likely to 
allow others to infringe on their rights. On the other hand, aggressive persons are likely to 
disregard the rights of others-- They also tend to blame others instead of offering solutions.   

 A person with an assertive attitude recognizes that each individual has rights to have and 
express personal preferences, feelings and opinions.  

Check your assertiveness skills: 

 Assertive listening: The goals of assertive listening are: (1) to let the other know that 
you want to understand his or her point of view; (2) to understand accurately what another 
is saying; and (3) to let the other know that he or she has been understood. Remember that 
understanding is different from agreement. You can let others know you are interested in 
hearing and understanding their points of view with the following types of statements:   

• I'd like to hear your thoughts on.... 
• I'd like to understand your views on....  
• Could you tell me about them?  
• I'm confused about your stand on....  
• Would you tell me more about how you see the situation?  
• I think we are approaching this from two different perspectives.  
• What does the situation look like from your perspective?  

 Listening for accuracy takes concentration and requires you to give your full attention 
to what the other is saying. It is easier to listen for accuracy when you feel relaxed. If you 
are tense and your own thoughts are racing, excuse yourself for a minute and  go to 
another room. Take a few deep breaths to relax and clear your mind before returning. 
Saying "uh-huh" and nodding your head slightly will encourage the other to continue 
talking. Most people will discontinue talking without these mild encouragements.  
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 Assertive Listening.  You can test whether or not you have understood the other party 
by summarizing your understanding of what was said and asking for verification. This not 
only lets you know whether you have understood the other correctly, it also lets the other 
person know they have been understood. Below are some examples of statements you can 
use to test for understanding.   

• If I understand you correctly....  
• Is that what you meant? 
• I heard you say _____________, did I understand you correctly?  
• Your view is _______________________, is that right? 

 Nonverbal Assertiveness: Through our eyes, facial expression, posture, gestures and 
personal appearance we communicate who we are and how we feel. Poor eye contact, 
slouching, nervous gestures and other nonassertive behaviors can convince others that 
what we have to say can be safely ignored. Awareness of our nonverbal behaviors is an 
important tool.  Looking directly at the other shows you are giving him, or her your attention. 
Leaning forward slightly communicates interest, while a relaxed, open posture 
communicates receptiveness to what the other party is saying.  

 Elements of Nonverbal Behavior: 

1. Eye contact. Looking directly at another while you are speaking strongly suggests 
that you need to be listened to and taken seriously. Looking down while speaking to 
another suggests timidity and weakens you in the eyes of others. Looking to the side 
as you speak suggests avoidance and insincerity and jeopardizes your credibility. 
 Maintaining eye contact while the other is speaking shows your interest in listening. 

2.  Posture.  Slouching does not invite the other to take you seriously. A tense and rigid 
posture communicates you are in a heightened emotional state. It may be 
interpreted as anxiety or anger depending on your other nonverbal behaviors. An 
erect and relaxed posture while standing or sitting communicates confidence, self-
control, energy. 

3.  Facial expression. Our face tells others the degree to which we are alert, interested, 
in agreement, or relaxed. It reveals the types of emotions we feel. It is best to keep 
your facial expression as neutral as possible.  

 

Assertiveness is one of the most important personal tools for communicating effectively 
with others. It does require some hard work at times and much daily practice, but it can 
help your relationships be more rewarding. What skill areas do you need to work on? If 
you are not sure, ask a friend for some feedback. 
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