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What Assertiveness Looks and Sounds Like 

 

Our bodies send out messages constantly. We call this non-verbal communication and 

it actually contributes far more to a conversation than what we say. When it comes to 

standing up for yourself – especially in a situation where you feel threatened – it's a 

great idea to become aware of and practice how you want your body to look.  

Here's an excerpt from my book Break Free of Parenting Pressures which explains how 

to do this.  

 

Stance: When I work with students, I have them practice their assertive body by 

pretending they are wearing a cape and a crown. I explain that their shoulders and head 

need to be held in a strong, confident position to pass for royalty, and that’s exactly 

what the assertive stance should look like. Shoulders should be up and back (a slight 

puffing of the chest, if you will), while the head is held high and proud. Lowering of the 

head in a submissive gesture which will cause our crown to topple to the ground, while 

raising our nose to indicate superiority will make it slip backwards. 

 

Hands should be relaxed at our sides. Fists suggest anger and send a message to both 

our brain and the other person that a fight is looming. Crossed arms tend to indicate 

defensiveness or fear. It’s okay to put your hands in your pockets, but be sure to display 

strong shoulders if you do this. 

 

Facial Expressions: Becoming aware of your facial expressions when you are angry, 

afraid, embarrassed or confident will be very helpful when learning how to be assertive. 

This is best practiced in front of a mirror so you can see what confidence looks like and 

rehearse using that face in private. If you look aggressive (angry) or submissive (afraid) 

when you are standing up for yourself, things will likely not go the way you had planned. 

Once you believe you’re able to do it, try it out with people you trust so they can give 

you their feedback. 

 

Eyes: Your eyes are also an important part of assertiveness. Be sure to look at yourself 

in the mirror during practice and get used to how looking someone in the eye feels. In 

real situations, you can shift your gaze to the other person’s forehead or nose if looking 

him right in the eye is too much. Unless it is respectful in your culture to avert your gaze, 

you cannot look at the floor or the ceiling and appear confident, so be sure to get a grip 

on those eyes. 

 

Voice: Being assertive means standing up for something important to you, and that 

needs to be reflected in your voice. You do not need to sound friendly, but you should 

not sound angry or afraid either. Take a deep cleansing breath before you begin talking 
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to ensure that your voice comes out strong and true. Remember that you are royalty at 

this moment; use a voice that matches that confident authority. 

 

*Notice if you have a habit of ending your sentences when you're under pressure on an 

up-note.  This makes it sound like a question and does not come across assertively. 

You want to end on a firm note lower than or on the same key as the rest of your 

sentence. 

 

For example, practice saying this sentence ending first on an up-note…then on a down-

note. You'll notice the difference immediately. 

 

"We are going to pack up and leave in 2 hours." 

 

Words: What you say when you are being assertive is going to make a difference. If 

you use attacking words your opponent will likely attack back. Your goal is to get your 

message across and stand up for what you believe without causing a battle or putting 

the other person down. This means you will have to know what your message is (what it 

is you’re standing up for) and practice saying things in ways that support your message. 

Starting sentences with a statement about your own feelings is less attacking for the 

other person.  

 

Examples: 

 

“I don’t like being spoken to in a rude way.” 

“I believe what I have to say is important. Please let me finish.” 

“I don’t appreciate people sitting on the hood of my car—get off it, please.” 

“I can see you guys are excited about the party, so go. I’m staying here.” 

“I can’t concentrate with this yelling; please quiet down so we can talk.” 

“I see you’re angry. I’ll give you time to calm down before we talk.” 

 

Assertiveness does not have to be done using “I” statements, but it works better if you 

at least think in these terms when in a discussion, in order to figure out what you are 

feeling and why.  I am feeling _________ because _______ (avoid 'you' if possible). 

 

Once you have the information about your feelings, you can change from the format, "I 

am feeling flustered because I'm being yelled at…" to something like, “This isn’t working 

for me. When I'm being yelled at, I can’t concentrate. Please stop so we can talk.” 

 


