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PSYCHOLOGY

Be assertive the right way

This column is dedicated to the many healthcare provid-
ers who face the risk of aggressive behavior on a daily basis.

P
eople often confuse assertiveness and ag-
gressiveness. They are not the same.

The former is good, but the latter, tinged 
with anger, will usually not leave you or the 
recipient feeling good.

Today, as people are working on redefining what 
they want their lives to look like, who they are, and 
how they’d like to be seen by others, these three “a” 
words assume even greater importance.

I’ve written frequently about the increase in stress 
and anxiety that I’ve witnessed in the office as people 
attempt to return to a new normal. Being assertive 
and working at having your needs met can help alle-
viate your stress and enhance your relationships.

When someone asks for a favor from you that you 
would have difficulty doing, yet you find it difficult to say no, communicating 
this positively and not acting out will benefit everyone.

How comfortable are you when you must ask for a favor? Do you ever feel angry 
and have a hard time expressing yourself appropriately?

How do you respond when interrupted by someone offering advice or when 
someone cuts in front of you? What about when you’re asked a question that you 
aren’t prepared to answer?

Ever buy something at a store and want to return it? What if you aren’t happy 
with your food at a restaurant?

While these scenarios can make you angry and anxious, your best response may 
be an assertive one. You may opt to respond passively, sometimes aggressively; 
but how you assert yourself and have your needs met will help you feel better.

While people have the right to make a request of you, you have the option of 
saying no. You are not rejecting the person who is asking you for something, but 
simply stating that you are unable (for whatever reason) to do what they have 
requested.

You don’t owe anyone an explanation, need to make an excuse, apologize pro-
fusely, or feel guilty about turning someone or something down.

This is often where self-doubt comes in, but if you respond directly, without at-
tacking, blaming or making an excuse, you are being appropriately assertive. You 
are allowed to have broad shoulders, but you don’t need to take on issues that are 
not yours to take on, unless you choose to take them on.

You also have a right to appropriately and honestly express your opinions, feel-
ings and beliefs and to have your needs met – and to feel good about it!

If you attack the person making the request – well, you may be seen as aggres-
sive. If you are afraid to speak up, catch yourself making excuses and end by re-
luctantly acceding to the request even when you don’t want to, you’re probably 
being passive or nonassertive.

By being passive and not openly and honestly expressing your feelings, you may 
fail to get your own needs met.

We Israelis, while often responding assertively, may be inadvertently seen as 
aggressive because of our tone of voice or our expressions. For example, “Why 
can’t you do that?” doesn’t sound nearly as nice as “Could you please do this?” In 
addition, we are sadly often rushed and do not take the time for simple pleasant-
ries. This is the perfect formula for our being seen as brusquer and more aggressive 
than intended.

It is important to remember that it is okay to say, “I will have to... think about 
that,” “...check my calendar,” “...talk to my partner” and so on. One of the nice 
ways to be assertive is to give yourself the choice with respect to time. You don’t 
have to feel pressured to respond immediately or to be coaxed into changing your 
mind.

If you find yourself making many excuses and practically begging when you 
must ask a favor of someone else, remind yourself that you don’t need a reason to 
make a request. They too, like you, have the right to refuse.

Remember to say what you mean and mean what you say. People cannot read 
your mind, and if you are direct, honest, respectful and nice, they will often agree 
to help out – especially if they feel that you appreciate it. In general, people like to 
do nice things for others. You just have to ask.

LET’S LOOK at another scenario. Perhaps you are 
angry and upset, and want to let the person you are 
angry with know it. You may need to walk away for 
a brief period, to cool down before responding, and 
then state the issue directly and in a calm and non-ac-
cusatory voice. You’ll be more likely to be heard. Use 
“I” statements, as they effectively help focus the lis-
tener. State the situation and the result, how you feel, 
and provide an appropriate alternative suggestion.

You may think that by acting assertively, you’ll be 
thought of as rude or impolite. Let’s say that you are 
invited to someone’s house for dinner, you are diet-
ing, and you are offered second helpings or a dessert 
that you would rather not have. It is okay to refuse. 
We often are impressed when we see that someone 
else has the willpower and determination to say 
“no,” yet we set different standards for ourselves, 
thinking we are rude if we were to act the same way.

Many people try to avoid conflict at any cost. 
They would rather give in, agree, and keep the 
peace, in an endeavor to reduce their immediate 
anxiety. Ultimately, they will have more difficul-
ty being assertive in the future and feel less good 

about themselves, as they feel resentful and hurt.
Others feel that they do not have the right or deserve to have their needs met 

– that by being assertive they will be seen as selfish or will lose the respect and 
approval of others. Often envious of their friends who act assertively, they see their 
friends as having a different set of rules. This is very damaging to one’s self-esteem. 
Imagine the reverse, of keeping silent or responding passively for so long that when 
you do respond, you feel such pent-up anger and so violated that the cork pops and 
you then overreact aggressively.

A close friend and I have an agreement to always be open and honest with each 
other. It is precisely because we have both been assertive, while being respectful of 
each other’s needs, that we have such a good relationship.

There are times, too, when your own irrational beliefs prevent you from being 
assertive. For example, if you believe that you must be always loved by everyone, 
you might be reluctant to express your feelings, for fear of increasing conflict and 
risking disapproval. In reality, while you may want everyone’s approval, you don’t 
need it to be well-liked and function in society. You can choose to change aspects 
of your behavior that are not appropriate or becoming, but that should not pre-
vent you from being assertive. You do not need to be perfect and competent in 
everything you do.

Assertiveness includes nonverbal cues as well. To be effective, these signals must 
agree with the spoken word. For example, when firmly stating what you want, it 
would be ineffective to look at your feet, stammer and stumble over the correct 
words, and have body posturing and gestures that weaken the strength of the 
important message you hope to convey.

Other helpful techniques include listening to the messages that you may tell 
yourself. Negative thoughts such as “I can never diet” or “I am a failure” need to be 
replaced with more positive ones, such as “I can try to stick to my diet for today” or 
“I will watch what I eat all week.”

You can practice or rehearse what you would like to say or do. Imagine, for 
example, that you are at the buffet table at an event and practice making healthy 
food choices. Role-play the conversation where you ask your boss for a raise. Model 
appropriate behaviors over and over, until they feel like your own.

Being assertive takes lots of practice. It involves standing up for your rights, while 
also respecting the rights and needs of others.

Remember, being aggressive violates the needs and rights of others in an attempt 
to have your own needs met. At first, when you try being assertive, you may catch 
yourself being aggressive, but with time, patience and a little review, you will make it 
happen. The more you assert yourself, the easier it becomes. With greater self-con-
fidence, you will feel less vulnerable, more secure and emotionally closer in a rela-
tionship. That sounds like a goal that is well worth having.

While assertiveness training is not a cure-all for everything, it can help you feel 
better about yourself at home, at work and with family and friends. That in itself 
is well worth it.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana, and 
author of Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il, 
www.drbatyaludman.com

AGGRESSIVENESS DOES not leave you or the recipient 
feeling good. (Keystone/Getty Images)
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Step-by-step, stroke-by-stroke

I
magine swimming the Kinneret 
holding hands. That’s how Ayelet 
Wilk has done it for the last nine 
years.

Meet Ayelet. She’s a petite bru-
nette, with cinnamon hair and tawny 
eyes. She’s quick to share a hug with 
someone she’s just met, like me or a 
bawling toddler in the daycare center 
where she works. She lives with four 
young female roommates, is studying 
piano and sings Hebrew songs in a cho-
rus.

Ayelet is 25, and she has Down’s 
Syndrome.

Ginger-haired Mom Rachel Wilk 
grew up in Connecticut until her family 
moved to Rehovot when she was 11. She 
earned a degree in special education and 
married South African-born accountant 
Mordechai Wilk. They live in Efrat and 
have seven children. Ayelet is the sixth.

“My first five children were dark-
haired like my husband, and when I first 
saw Ayelet I thought – at last, maybe 
she’ll be a redhead like me. Her Apgar 
score was 9-10. But when the deliv-
ery-room staff called in a pediatrician, 
I asked if anything was wrong. They 
said there was a suspicion of Down’s 
Syndrome. 

“My husband had stepped out for a 
few minutes to move their car. When 
he returned, he found me in a state of 
shock. I told him they suspected Down’s 
Syndrome because our baby had a single 
line on her palm, instead of the usu-
al three. He turned over his hand and 
showed me his palm. It also had a single 
line.”

Indeed, one out of every 30 people has 
a single palmar crease that runs across 

the palm. It usually means nothing, but 
I can indicate one of 10 different syn-
dromes. Down’s Syndrome is at the top 
of the list.

In Down’s Syndrome, a person has 
47 chromosomes instead of the usual 
46. The extra chromosome causes prob-
lems.

“I already held my beautiful baby, 
nursed her and loved her. She was 
mine,” says Rachel.

“The doctor asked me what I knew 
about Down’s Syndrome. I told him I 
was a special education teacher. ‘Terrif-
ic,’ he said and hurried home.

“For the first time, after giving birth, 
I went to a post-natal recuperation baby 
hotel. I asked to see the doctor on duty 
and told him there was a ‘suspicion of 
Down’s Syndrome’ for my baby. He told 
me that there was no suspicion – that my 
baby indeed had Down’s Syndrome.”

Rachel and Mordechai named her 
Ayelet, reflecting a midrash (an exeget-
ical story) that Rachel was studying. 
According to the midrash, as Rabbi Chi-
ya, Rabba and Rabbi Shimon ben Cha-
lafta were walking in the Arbel valley 
early in the morning, they saw the light 
before the break of dawn (ayelet ha-
shachar). Rabbi Chiya said, “This is how 
the Redemption of Israel will be: At first 
it will be step-by-step, but then it will 
become stronger.”

With love, they would learn to care for 
and nurture Ayelet step-by-step.

AS CONGRATULATIONS poured in for 
their new baby, Rachel made sure her 
congratulators knew that Ayelet had 
Down’s syndrome. “We decided this is 
nothing to be ashamed of. We didn’t 
hold up a sign, but we made sure to tell 
a friend who is good at spreading the 
news near and far.”

Before they could focus on the 
full ramifications of their daughter’s 
condition, there was an immediate cri-
sis to deal with. Ayelet was diagnosed 
with the most common heart defect in 
children with Down’s syndrome: atrio-
ventricular septal defect (AVSD), a large 
hole in the center of the heart. The ur-
gently needed surgery and recovery 
dominated most of the first year. 

After that, there was lots of home 
physical and occupational therapy. 
“That often came with homework for us, 
but I decided that I wanted to be Ayelet’s 
mother, not her therapist,” said Rachel.

When they transitioned from home 
therapy to therapeutic group therapy, 
the unbidden comparisons began. “You 
see another child with Down’s syndrome 
walking better or talking better than 
your child and you feel frustrated,” says 
Rachel. “One day I came home and 
heard myself saying that Ayelet excelled 
today in the group – that she was great 
at eating jello. I realized that you have to 
accept your child’s strengths and weak-

nesses and go with that.”
Parents of Down’s syndrome children 

are vulnerable to trying the many –
and sometimes pricey – “systems” and 
“quick fixes” offered them, says Rachel. 
“At the beginning, you hear of a German 
program, or a patterning program and 
you run to try it.”

WHAT DID help Ayelet with her physical 
development from the very beginning 
was hydrotherapy. Even as a toddler, she 
loved the water.

In Gush Etzion, where the Wilks live, 
the love of swimming and the desire to 
do good deeds have come together in a 
unique project called Swim4Sadna. It’s 
a swim across the Kinneret, just for girls 
and women. Because of issues of mod-
esty, and because the annual Cross-Kin-
neret Swim is always scheduled on 
Shabbat, Vivienne Glaser, a former 
champion swimmer from London, 
started the Swim4Sadna sporting event 
12 years ago, overcoming the formidable 
bureaucracy.

Swimmers raise money for the Sad-
nat Shiluv (literally “Integrative Work-
shop”) community for special-needs 
adults. Located in Gevaot, a suburb of 
Gush Etzion, special-needs young adults 
live with other, mostly young, families. 
Each year a project is designated as a 
fundraising goal. This year’s goal was a 
renovation of the music room.

In sync with the Sadna’s inclusive 
spirit, the swimathon isn’t a race. There 
are rafts along the way where the faster 
swimmers have to wait for slower swim-
mers to catch up.

At the end of May, Ayelet was among 
424 other swimming women from Israel 
and abroad. The numbers also include 
“The Wilk Family Swimmers”: mom 
Rachel, Ayelet’s three sisters, aunt and 
cousins.

“I was scared getting in the water the 
first time,” Ayelet tells me in between 
helping with the dozen or so toddlers 
in the wooden hut daycare center in 
Gevaot. She has patience for the noise 
and crying, for picking up toys and 
getting down on the floor to build 
with blocks and make motor noises 
for tractors. 

When one toddler cleverly unlatches 
a wooden door, she picks him up in the 
nick of time to save his small fingers. She 
sings Hebrew songs to distract and calm 
them when they are irritable.

“I love kids and I love swimming. I 
make sure that I’m the first in the water. 
My teacher holds my hand and togeth-
er we swim the whole way across,” she 
says.

Step-by-step, stroke-by-stroke.  

The writer is the Israel director of public 
relations at Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist 
Organization of America. Her latest book is 
A Daughter of Many Mothers. 

‘I already held my 
beautiful baby, 
nursed her and loved 
her. She was mine’

AYELET ON the Kinneret. (Michal Oknin)
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