LESSON 6

ASSERTION: Who Can I Be?

From Myers & Myers, The Dynamics of Human Communication

We develop self-esteem from interacting in an interpersonal world. We also learn to cope with others through communicating. In fact, to some extent, we choose who we want to be … 

Managing our self-esteem

More than a century ago psychologist William James devised a fraction to represent our “self-feeling”:


Success or accomplishment

Self-esteem = 



Pretensions or expectations

He said the value of self-esteem could be changed by changing the numerator (top) or denominator (bottom).

Half a century later, Wendell Johnson described people’s maladjustments as attempts to live up to impossible goals they set up for themselves. They don’t realise that the problem may be the goals they have set, rather than their own low achievement. He says “success” is a word we can define any way we want – and we usually define it in a way that makes us fail.

Both thinkers, in other words, were suggesting that we create our own failure by defining unattainable successes. Johnson called this the “IFD disease”, a process that runs from:

Idealisation    to    Frustration   to   Demoralisation

Ideals
Usually vague (love, happiness, success)

Highly valued because there is pressure from self, parents, tradition, religion, etc to achieve these

Unrealistic because they are so vague that it will be difficult to tell whether you have attained them or not

Frustration
arises from failure of accomplishment

Demoralisation
is a feeling of inferiority, then anger, aggression, worthlessness, ending in demoralisation.

The starting point for all of this is NOT the way things are, but the way we talk about things. IFD is “a language-induced pathology”. As Maxwell Maltz (plastic surgeon) says: “Self respect is basically something you manufacture for yourself in your mind” because his work changes people’s inner selves as well as their appearance.

Some definitions

Aggression
Stand up for your rights in a way that violates the rights of others; 

Ignore the beliefs and involvement of others;

Express or demand attention in an inappropriate way

Assertion
Stand up for your rights without violating others’ rights

Take others’ views into account

Express feelings and beliefs in an open, honest and appropriate way

Nonassertion
Neglect your own rights or encouyrage others to disregard your rights

Put down your own feelings

Avoid self-expression in a situation where you would like to be heard

COMMUNICATION STYLES

No two people behave in the same way, but there are patterns in communication. People often fall back on certain “styles”.

· A range of styles is available to all of us

· Each style is effective in some situations

· It is the habitual use of one style in all situations which creates interpersonal problems. 

Virginia Satir defines FIVE communication styles:

1
the blaming or aggressive style

main goal is to dominate and win; can leave the user feeling alienated, unloved and misunderstood. Criticism is better done in a levelling style

2
the placating or nonassertive style

placaters always try to please; they often apologise and seldom disagree; they are often taken advantage of; they are woried about seeming foolish.

3
the computing or intellectual style

these people rely on intellectualistion to deal with interpersonal situations; they give an outward appearance of being calm and collected; they are distrustful of emotions; they may choose careers that do not put them in too much contact with people.

4 
the distracting or manipulative style

this style is based on not being involved with interpersonal situations; they use all kinds of strategies to avoid unpleasant encounters; anger, hurt and guilt are often used to manipulate others’ feelings.

5
the levelling or assertive style

levellers express feelings and stand up for their rights in a direct, honest way; they give their views without devaluing others; the goal of levelling is mutual problem-solving; the style often increases self-respect and self-confidence.

These styles show up in everyday conversation – eg: friends talking about meeting for coffee:

“The only place I will go is …” (aggressive statement, no compromise)

“I’ll meet anywhere; I don’t want to put anybody out …” (placating)

“If we have five minutes, then we should all aim for a central meeting place …” (intellectualising)

“It’s gonna be tough to get everyone together. I’m not sure coffee is worth the effort …” (manipulative – an attempt to get control by suggesting that the meeting is not very important)

“For me, the snack bar is fine. They do good donuts. What do the rest of you think?” (assertive statement; says what the speaker feels but leaves the situation open for discussion).

It is possible to change people’s behaviour. This is especially true since behaviours may not refelct a person’s npersonality so much as the situation they are in. You will appraise the threatening or non-threatening nature of interactions in terms of self-esteem. Much communication involves risk because people may reject you. You behave on the basis of how safe you are. For example “an insult is a valuation of the individual by others which does not agree with his valuation of himself” (Lecky). We therefore use defensive strategies. 

Common defensive strategies include:

You may use attack as a form of self-defence – eg sarcasm, insults. You may exclude the other person though use of slang or private references. 

ADJUSTMENT

Rationalisation:
accepting that you feel threatened or fear loss of face

Denial:
when someone undermines you, you tell yourself they didn’t mean it that way

Fantasy:
you tell yourself that this threat is not happening and convince yourself that something else is going on

Projection:
you assume someone is motivated by an anxiety which they are trying to cover up. 

AVOIDANCE

Physical avoidance/ 

retreat:

eg going to the toilet to avoid performing in class

Invoking taboos:

avoiding telling Irish jokes in front of Mr Murphy

Controlling 

Information:

embarrassed by your own big chin you avoid talking about the topic of, er, big chins.

Defensive strategies will often involve hiding some facet of your behaviour that you think will not be accepted by others. Or you might exaggerate a feature, pretending you’re more confident than you are.

· Summary:

· Our behaviour is not fixed: we change it according to situations

· We adopt different styles according to the situation

· Behaviours provoking defensiveness are serious obstacles to communication

· We behave defensively when we feel threatened or frustrated
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