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Unassertive thinking

As mentioned in Module 1, one of the factors that can make it difficult for us to be assertive
isour thinking. We all hold beliefs about ourselves, other people and how the world works.
Usually these beliefscamefromourexperience intheworldandmadesensetousatthe
time. However eventhoughwe have moved onfrom these experienceswemaynot have
updated our thinking. For example, as a child we may have been taught by our family not to
expresssadness becauseif wedidwewouldberidiculed. Inthatsituationitwouldhave
made sense for us to have the belief: “expressing sadness is bad and if | do people will make
fun of me”. As an adult however we may still have this belief even though we are no longer
in the same situation. We continue to assume that the belief is true without checking it out.
As aresult we may never express our sadness which may result in us being stressed,
depressed and not connected with ourselves and the world. Or alternatively our sadness

may be expressed as anger towards ourselves or other people.

Below are listed a number of typical unassertive thoughts. See if any of them apply to you.

e |shouldn’tsay how I’mreally feeling or thinking because | don’t want toburden
others with my problems.

o If | assert myself | will upset the other person and ruin our relationship

o It will be terribly embarrassing if | say what | think

¢ |f someone says “no” to my request it is because they don’t like or love me

e Ishouldn’thavetosaywhatlIneedorhowlfeel: peopleclosetomeshould
already know

o |tis uncaring, rude and selfish to say what you want

o | have no right to change my mind; neither has anyone else

e |t will all work out in the end, and anyway it’s not my fault

o People should keep their feelings to themselves

o Iflexpressthatlam feeling anxious people will think | am weak and ridicule me
or take advantage of me.

o |If | accept compliments from someone it will mean | am big headed.
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Takeaminute and see if you canidentify any more unassertive beliefs that you have.
Modules 6, 7, 8, and 9 deal with and identify unassertive thoughts associated with saying
“no”, coping with criticism, dealing with disappointment and giving and receiving criticism, so

you may get some ideas from those modules.

Our Assertive Rights

Many of the ideas now associated with assertiveness training were first proposed in Manuel
J. Smith’s book “When | say No | feel Guilty” published in 1975. This book outlined a ten-

point “bill of assertive rights”. Assertive rights are the rights that we all have as human

beings. Some of these rightsare:

¢ You have the right to judge your own behaviour, thoughts, and emotions, and to
taketheresponsibility fortheirinitiationand consequencesuponyourself.

e You have the right to say “no”.

e You have the right to offer no reasons or excuses for justifying your behaviour.

e You have theright to judge if you are responsible for finding solutions to other
people's problems.

e You have the right to change your mind.

e You have the right to disagree with someone’s opinion.

e You have the right to make mistakes - and be responsible for them.

e You have the right to say, 'l don't know'.

e You have the right to be illogical in making decisions.

e You have the right to say, 'l don't understand'.

e You have the right to say, 'l don't care'.
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Animportant part of these rights is that they come linked with responsibilities. You will
notice the first point says that you have the right to your own thoughts, behaviour and
emotions, but that you must then take responsibility for the consequences of these thoughts
and behaviours. Often people think they are behaving assertively, but they are ignoring the
consequences of theiractions and the rightsof others. Thiswould be more typical of an
aggressive style of communication.

Seeifyoucanthinkof any otherrights, particularly ones that balance out any unhelpful

beliefs you identified in the lastsection.

How to change your beliefs

Identifying your unhelpful beliefs is the first step towards changing them. In fact, for some
people just realising that they have been thinking this way can be enough to help them
change, especially whenthey realise they have theright tochange and thinkinadifferent

way.

However, for most people just realising they have been thinking in an unhelpful way isn’t
enough to change the thinking. In Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) one way of
addressing unhelpful thoughtsistochallenge them headon. Thisis also called disputation.
Challenging or disputation works on the principle that most of our thoughts and beliefs are
learned opinionsrather thanfacts. This means that they canbe questioned rather than just

accepted blindly, particularly if they are causing us distress.

Tochallenge or dispute your thoughts means that youexamine the evidence for and against
the thoughts. You evaluate them as if you were a detective or a lawyer. You are trying to
get to the bottom of the truth of the thought.
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There are two major strategies that can be used to help you challenge your thoughts. One
istouseaThoughtDiary. TheotheristosetupaBehavioural Experiment. Wewill takea

look at each of these in turn.
Thought Diaries

Itcanbedifficult tochallenge your thoughtsinyourheadasitishardtorememberallthe
information and it can get messy and confusing. The best way is to write it all down. To help
you through this process we have a Thought Diary for Unassertive Thoughts. We have
worked through an example to show you the questions that you will need to ask yourself in
order tocome up withamore balanced thought. Thenwe provide ablank one foryouto

work through with an example of your own.

Thethoughtdiarywill askyoutoidentify the unassertive thought thatyouarehaving. In
order to do this you first need to identify the situation you are in. In the following
example the situation could be described as: “l asked my friend to go shopping and she said
“no”. Indescribing the situation think about what youwould have seenif youhad been
filmingthescene. Itisimportant that you just stick to the factsand don’t start making
interpretations about what thismay mean at thisstage. Forexample, youwouldn’t say “my
friend was rude to me” as thisis an assumption and aninterpretation that we don’t have any

evidence for yet.

Next you need to identify your emotions in the situation, that is, how you are feeling.
Ask yourself:
What emotion(s) am | feeling?

How intense are they? (rate the intensity from 0-100).

Inthe following example the person feels hurt and annoyed. The ratings are done
individually for each emotion; they don’t need to add up to 100.
You thenidentify your behaviour and any physical symptoms that you felt. Ask yourself:
What did | do?
What did | feel in my body?
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Inthe following example the personignored a phone call from her friend and felt tense and

sick whenever she thought about the situation.

Nextyouneedtoidentify yourthoughtsinthe situation. These thoughts cantake the
forms of assumptions, interpretations, beliefs, values and so on. Sometimes they could even
take the form of images or pictures rather than words. Ask yourself:

What was | thinking?

What was running through my head?

In the example the person’s thoughts were:
I'said ‘yes’ to goshopping with her when |l didn’t want to.
So she should have said ‘yes’ to me
Saying ‘No’ is rude, uncaring and selfish.

Maybe she doesn’t like me any more.

You then need torate the strength of your beliefs in these thoughts at the time. A
rating of 0 means youdidn’t believe them at alland arating of 100 means you believed them
100%. Once you have completed this first part of the Thought Diary you move onto the
disputation. The questions you ask yourself in the disputation are:

Am | thinking in a passive, assertive or aggressive way?

Did | respond in a passive, assertive or aggressive way?

What is the evidence for this thought?

What is the evidence against this thought?

Amlignoringmyrightsortherightsof myfriends?

How else could | view the situation?

Are there any other interpretations of what happened?

Theideabehind askingyourself these questionsistocomeup withamorebalanced
and assertive way of thinking and behaving. You ask yourself:

What would be a more assertive way of thinking and responding?

The final step is to re-rate the intensity of the original emotion and strength of the

belief. If you have worked through the entire thought diary it is likely that you will
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experience adecrease in the intensity of the emotion and a decrease in the degree to which

you believe your initial unhelpful thought. If you continue to practice this way of thinking

you can find that you begin thinking and behaving in a more assertive manner.

Thought Diary: Part 1 Understanding your reaction.

Situation:

| asked a friend to go shopping with me and she said “no”.

What emotions was | feeling? How
strong were these? Rate (0-100)

Hurt 70
Angry 80

What physical response did |
notice in my body?

Tense, tight chest, clenched jaw. Felt sick when | thought
about her.

What did | do?

Cried, then ignored the next phone call | had from her.

Was this a passive, assertive or
aggressive way of behaving?

Passive-aggressive

What thoughts were running
through my head?

I said ‘yes’ to go shopping with her when I didn’t want to.
So she should have said ‘yes’ tome

She is selfish to say “no”.

Maybe she doesn’t like me anymore.

Which is the strongest thought?

She is selfish for saying “No”.

How much do | believe this
thought?

80

Are these passive, assertive or
aggressive thoughts?

Passive because | thought | should do something | didn’t want
to do.
Aggressive that | think she should do what | want her to.

Part 2: Disputing or challenging your unassertive thoughts

Is there any evidence that my
thought is true?

None

Is there any evidence that my
thought is not true?

She has done lots of things with me and for me over the course of our
friendship.

Am | ignoring my rights or the
rights of the other person? If so,
what am lignoring?

Yes, | ignored my rights by saying “yes” when | didn’t want to go
shopping.
Andlamignoringherrightsbyactingasif shehastodowhat|want.

”» »

The right | amignoring is “everyone has the right tosay “no”.

Are there any other ways of
interpreting the situation?

She may be tired

She may not want to go shopping

She may have something else on

I’m mind-reading what she is thinking.

I’ve said no to her sometimes and that didn’t mean that | didn’t like her.

What would be a more assertive
way to think about this?

Shehasarighttosaynoandthatdoesn’tmeansheisselfish. Nordoesit
say anything about what she may or may not think about me.

What would be a more assertive
way to behave?

I will suggest catchingup another time doing something that we both
like.

Rerate my original emotion:
Rerate mybeliefintheoriginal
thought:

Hurt 20
Angry 10

Belief: 10
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Try using a Thought Diary for Unassertive Behaviour next time you notice that you are
feeling hurt, angry orupset afteraninteraction withsomeone. It maybethatyouhave
thoughtand /orreactedinanunassertive manner. Continue touse a Thought Diary for
thesesituations until it becomes second nature to you. Youwill then find that you can catch
your unassertive thoughts before you act on them and dispute them in your head. This can

take some time to happen, so for now continue to practice disputation in a Thought Diary.

Now try a Thought Diary of your own. There is a blank one on the next page:
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Situation:

Whatemotionswas|feeling?
How strong were these?
Rate (0-100)

What physical responsedid|
notice in my body?

What did | do?

Wasthisapassive, assertive
or aggressive way of
behaving?

What thoughtswere running
through my head?

Which is thestrongest
thought?

How much do | believe this
thought?

Arethesepassive, assertive
or aggressive thoughts?

Part 2: Disputing or challenging your unassertive thoughts

Isthere any evidence that my
thought is true?

Isthere any evidence that my
thought is not true?

Am | ignoring my rights or
therights of the other
person?lfso,whataml
ignoring?

Are there any other ways of
interpreting the situation?

What would be a more
assertive way to think about
this?

What would be a more
assertive way to behave?

Reratemyoriginalemotion:
Reratemybeliefinthe
original thought:
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Behavioural Experiments

Doing a Thought Diary can help us change our beliefs about a situation. This is especially
true whenwe write then down and practise our new thoughts over and over again.
Sometimes however itis hard for us to shift our beliefs when all we are doing is writing
down our thoughts. We might see that it makes sense logically but feel inside that nothing
has really changed. Thought Diaries may also be difficult to use when thereisnoreal
evidence for or against aparticular situation. For example, we may have the belief thatif we
don’talways dowhat someone else wantsus to do thentheywon’t like usanymore. We
areunlikely toputourselvesinthissituationtotest thisoutsodoingaThought Diaryonits

ownis unlikely to really convince us simply because we have no real evidence either way.

What may bemoreusefulinthissituationistodoaBehavioural Experiment. Wearestill
trying to change our beliefs but whereas a Thought Diary helps us change beliefs by thinking
differently about the belief, aBehavioural Experiment helps us change beliefs by actually

giving us some evidence to support a new belief.

For example, someone may have the belief: “If | assert myself then | will upset the other
person and ruin our relationship”. This belief has meant that the person has always gone
along with what others suggest even though it may be the complete opposite of what they
really want to do. They believe it so much they have never considered trying to assert
themselves. They have completedsome Thought Diariesandrealised that they don’treally
have any evidence to support their belief. However, neither do they have any evidence

against it so they feel a bit stuck.

They decide that one way they can find out is to do an experiment where they actually test
their prediction that the other personwill be upset and the relationship will be ruined. This
will be achallenge and can be quite anxiety provoking. When deciding to do an experiment
itisimportant that you planit carefully so that the results will be clear. Also you may need

tostart with an easier experiment and then build up to more difficult situations.

The followingexampleisan experiment to test the belief: “If | assert myself then | will upset

the other person and ruin our relationship”.
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The first step is to identify the prediction that you have about the situation and how you will
know if it has happened. This is an important step, as if you don’t make it clear how you will

know it has happened then you can easily shift the goal posts after the experiment.

You also need to identify any unassertive or unhelpful behaviours that you would normally

do so that you can make sure that you don’t do these during the experiment.

Thenyou need to make some more helpful predictions about what may happen. These can
come from having done a Thought Diary beforehand or you may be able to identify them

without having done a ThoughtDiary.

You then set up the experiment. Thisinvolves being very clear about the steps you will take.
Make it clear when, where and how you will do the experiment. This includes identifying

some more helpful behaviours that you will do during the experiment.

You thendo the experiment and evaluate theresults. Ask yourself:
What happened?
Were your original predictions supported?

What did you learn from the experiment?
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Example Behavioural experiment

Step 1. Identify the prediction.

The situation

Telling my friend | don’t want to go shopping with her.

My prediction

She will be upset and angry and not want to be my friend anymore

How much do | believe it
will happen? (0-100%)

70%

How will | know it has

happened?

She will hang up on me and not return my calls or ring me.

Step 2: Identify my un

helpful behaviours

What unhelpful
behaviours would |
normally engage in to
cope (e.g. avoidance,
escape, safety behaviours)

Make up excuses, pretend to be sick, avoid her until it is too late.

Step 3: Identify a more realistic prediction

Remind myself of the
more realistic prediction |
have made (canbe from a
Thought Diary)

She hassaidno to me before and that wasfine. She may be disappointed but if
she is a good friend she won’t be angry and our friendship will be fine.

Step 4:ldentify my helpful behaviours and set up my experiment

What will | do differently
totestout thetwo
predictions?

Instead of avoiding her | will ring her today first thing and explain that | have a
meeting | need to prepare for so don’t want to go shopping. | will organise
another time to catch up with her.

Step 5: carry out the experiment. Step 6: Evaluate the results

What actually happened?

She said it was fine and in fact suited her too. We made a time for a coffee next
week.

How much did my original
prediction come true? (0-
100%)

0%

Which prediction was
supported?

The more realistic one.

What was it like to
behave differently?

Scary, difficult at first, got easier.

What did you learn from
the experiment?

| tend to expect the worst and this has kept me behaving in a passive way. It felt
goodtobe honestanddirect. Being assertive doesn’t mean that peoplewill be
upset with you and if they are then that is their problem to work on.

Overleaf is a blank experiment sheet for you to work through with one of your unassertive

predictions.
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My Behavioural experiment

Step 1. Identify the prediction.

The situation

My prediction

How much do |
believe it will happen?
(0-100%)

How will | know it
has happened?

Step 2: Identify my un

helpful behaviours

What unhelpful
behaviours would |
normallyengageinto
cope (e.g. avoidance,
escape, safety
behaviours)

Step 3: Identify a more realistic prediction

Remind myself of the
more realistic
prediction | have
made (canbefroma
Thought Diary)

Step 4: Identify my h

elpful behaviours and set up my experiment

What will | do
differently to test out
the twopredictions?

Step 5: Carry out the

experiment. Step 6: Evaluate the results

What actually
happened?

How much did my
original prediction
come true? (0-100%)

Whichpredictionwas
supported?

What was it like to
behave differently?

What did you learn
from theexperiment?
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Module summary

e Our thinking can sometimes stop us from behaving assertively.

e Beingassertive involves anumber of rights but also a number of responsibilities. We

have a responsibility to ourselves and also to the people we are interacting with.

e We canchange our non-assertive thinking by using Cognitive Behaviour

Therapy. Techniques include using a Thought Diary or doing a Behavioural

Experiment.
Coming
Uup:
[ |
The next module introduces
some assertiveness techniques.
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