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This book is dedicated to Suzanne’s father

John Westcott Davies

“Assertion is not about being liked,
it's about being respected.”
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INTRODUCTION

“No one will give you respect unless you give it to yourself.”

Conrad has never laid claim to being a good driver. A litany of accidents and insurance claims over a number of years bear witness to that. It’s not that Conrad is deliberately uncaring or selfish on the road; indeed he’s often courteous and respectful to his fellow road users. However, what sometimes happens to him may well happen to you and many other motorists.

Just imagine: you’re driving down the road when seemingly out of nowhere someone selfishly barges in front of you, pushing in and causing you to take drastic action or almost have an accident.

Typically there follows a barrage of insults, much blowing of horns and the exchange of a few extravagant expletives. Sometimes you, the ‘wronged’, may pursue the other driver aggressively gesticulating in an unfriendly manner or sit there in the car fuming and hurling further abuse, venting your anger.

At the end of all of this, you may notice your blood pressure has risen considerably, you may be trembling or sweating, but will certainly be in a state of hyper-tension and ill-humour. The rest of the day is now affected by this event and the cat had better find a new hiding place when you come home.

How we respond – ‘stimulus and response’

In such situations you unknowingly lose out in a number of ways. If you ever take the time to stop and reflect on what happened, you may conclude that you were just like a puppet on a string, controlled by someone else’s behaviour, responding reactively to whatever they did as if you had no influence over what you said and did.

Driving demonstrates to us one of the most important lessons we have learned in life – that we are responsible for our own feelings, behaviour and actions. The more we are able to put a ’gap‘ between what psychologists call ‘stimulus and response’, the more we are able to choose what we want and the less we feel manipulated or in the grip of something or someone else. Sometimes it is a hard pill to swallow but we always have a choice – and every choice has its own set of implications.

So, in the situation we described where Conrad reacted aggressively, he lost out in many ways:

■  He was no longer in control of his own behaviour – somebody else was.

■  He was reactive and on the back foot all the time.

■  He was angry, in a bad mood and allowed the feelings to persist for the rest of the day.

■  His blood pressure rose to a unhealthy level.

■  And he didn’t feel proud and good about himself.

Do you feel you come out of similar situations with your self-respect intact or do you feel you have let yourself down in some way?

To paraphrase Mahatma Ghandi, ”No one can take away your self-respect unless you give it away yourself.” You need to respect yourself first and behave in a way that is congruent with that behaviour. When you can respect yourself and persistently act accordingly, you manifest every possibility that someone else will respect you.

Initiating the gap (or pause)

When you behave in a reactive mode to situations like this you begin to teach yourself a pattern of behaviour. You behave as though there is no gap between stimulus and response and the result is a feeling of having ‘lost out’ and gradually a sense of losing your self-respect. What you need to do is ‘cut the puppet strings’ and place a gap between the stimulus, e.g. being ‘wronged’, and the response, e.g. your subsequent anger. The magic of creating that gap is immense. When you give yourself the right to ‘pause’ (the gap), you create choice.

You may then choose to rant or rave, in which case you will probably enjoy it more! Or you may choose to quieten yourself so you don’t suffer high blood pressure, etc.

You can choose to have different thoughts about the person or the situation. And at the end of it all, you are considerably more likely to maintain your self-respect and act in a way that will be more helpful in this and other stressful situations. You teach yourself a different pattern.

Our intention in this book is to offer you many practical ideas that will give you choice that you can use in the gap. Initiating a gap takes a second or two – who says you have to react instantly? The more you practise creating the gap, the quicker and easier it becomes to act in a self-empowering way.

Our belief is that as human beings we are sovereign people and that our birthright entitles us to make our own unique choices. By accepting that you can put a gap between stimulus and response, you acknowledge that you are responsible for your own choices: no one can make you do or feel anything . . . happy . . . sad . . . angry . . . foolish . . . unless you choose to allow it.

You can no longer blame other people for what you do, e.g. “You made me do X or Y”. You have, at some level, made a choice to allow another to affect you in whatever way they have.

This harsh reality sets you free from others’ control or manipulation and allows you to shape your own tomorrow.

How you choose to read this book

You will find in this book a number of challenging work situations that most of us will have experienced at some point. If you choose to, you can treat this like a recipe book and go directly to those areas where you think you need most support and find an entire recipe of helpful ideas. We offer a number of choices and techniques for you to use and we leave you to work with the ones that feel right for you.

At the heart of what we suggest is the notion of integrity, authenticity and respect for you and others. Where you can find a solution that maintains the dignity and respect of all concerned, you are more likely to achieve a long-lasting result that all parties can sign up to.

Part 1 of this book, The Toolbox, provides you with an explanation of the tools and techniques that underpin your assertion and provides you with a strong foundation from which to work.

After each tool has been explained, together with examples, you have an opportunity to practise your skill in them by completing an exercise and then getting a response of what we believe to be the best answer.

In Part 2 of this book, Work Situations, we offer a number of ways to deal with specific situations. Chapters 12–26 are designed to help you like a recipe book would and if you follow the sequence suggested in these chapters, you will be doing the most appropriate things to bring about the ‘best’ result.

Work can be the most fulfilling time of your life – you’re likely to spend up to two-thirds of it at work. By adopting many of the ideas in this book, you have the personal power to bring that fulfilment about.

However you choose to use this material we wish you every success as you progress to create a world where you achieve more of what you want in your working life and gain the respect you’re entitled to.

Suzanne and Conrad Potts
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