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No Escape
It is very important to remain in the situation until the anxiety provoked by it begins to diminish.
Many people initially feel anxious about this. "How bad could the anxiety get? What if I lost
control?" are fears that many people report. Firstly, remember that you are deliberately going to
choose to tackle only those situations which are moderately anxiety-provoking. Secondly, research
has shown that anxiety only increases to a certain level -you have probably already had the worst
panic or anxiety attack you will ever have, particularly now that you have already been practicing
some anxiety management strategies. Such research has shown that, even if an individual did not
apply any breathing control or straight thinking strategies, but simply stayed put in the situation,
their anxiety would spontaneously diminish over the next 30-90 minutes. This makes physiological
sense, since the flight or fight response is designed to be used as an emergency response. Anything
that doesn't kill you within a half hour or so is reclassified by the automatic parts of our brains as
not being a true emergency. ..and the response is switched off.

It is true that many individuals report experiences of anxiety that seem to last for hours at a time.
However, in most instances the flight or fight response is waxing and waning in intensity in
response to recurrent anxious thoughts about the situation. It is rarely maintained at a "full-blown"
level for long. Once again, this illustrates the necessity of actively applying straight thinking
techniques while in the anxiety-provoking situation. If our thoughts about a situation remain
realistic and helpful, we will not suffer extremes of anxiety.

"No escape" also means not using alcohol or sedatives to control or avoid anxiety. Instead, choose
a level of anxiety that you can manage without these unhealthy aids.

Planning Your Program
Step 1: Identify your problem situations and choose your goals to create your exposure hierarchy
In Section 2 you listed some situations in which you feel anxious. Add to this list any other goals of
social interaction or performance that you would like to be able to achieve. At this stage it would
be most helpful to identify very specific goals, such as the following examples:

“To be able to eat a meal with a couple of close friends at the local restaurant”

“To be able to sign credit card vouchers”

“To make a short announcement in front of 10 people at work”

It is helpful to have a range of goals which vary from relatively easy to very difficult. The more
specific your goals are, the easier it is to formulate a program to achieve them. For example, "to
enjoy going to parties" as compared to "to be able to go to Jane's party this Saturday night, stay for
at least 20 minutes, and talk to two people for about 5 minutes each." Being specific also helps you
to more accurately gauge the level of anxiety you feel and identify and challenge any unrealistic or
unhelpful thoughts about the task.

Include both long-term and short-term goals. Some of your long-term goals may well be described
in fairly broad terms, for example, "to feel more comfortable socially". y ou will find it helpful to
consider how you are actually going to achieve these goals, and devise some steps toward them.
For example, if you chose "to be comfortable in social situations" you would have to decide how
to define "comfortable," you would have to decide which social situations you want to be
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comfortable in, then you would have to begin to practice exposure to each of these social
situations, or groups of similar situations.
Do not aim to eliminate anxiety. For example, the goal "to go to Paul's dinner party and not feel
anxious" will be very hard to achieve, since some anxiety in this situation is quite reasonable. A
further problem with this approach is that the focus continues to be on the anxiety. The more you
worry about trying not to get anxious, the more likely you are to actually get anxious. If you were
told not to think about a pink elephant, how would you go about it? The goals "to go to Paul's
dinner party" or "to go to Paul's dinner party and manage my anxiety" are much more reasonable.

Key Points about Setting Social Goals
• Make your goals realistic
• Break difficult, broadly focused or long term goals into specific steps
• Do no aim to eliminate anxiety

In the space below we would like you to work out five goals of your own choosing. These goals
should vary in difficulty from those things that you hope to achieve in the next few weeks, to those
that may take six months to attain.

MY GOALS

1. __________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________

3. __________________________________________________________

4. __________________________________________________________

5. __________________________________________________________

Step 2: "SUDs" ratings
Use the SUDs scale introduced in Section 4 to estimate the degree of anxiety each goal might
cause. In this case, a SUDs rating of 100 represents the worst anxiety you have ever experienced,
and 0 is no anxiety. We will also use SUDs ratings to monitor your progress.

Step 3: Breaking down your goals  into steps

Any goal with a SUDs rating of more than 30-40 will need to be broken down into smaller steps
to enable you to work up to the goal a little at a time. Take the example of the goal "to be able to
eat a meal in the local restaurant." This comes from an individual with a fear of eating in public.
In order to be able to work toward eliminating this fear you might start with (I) small amounts of
food and (2) uncrowded restaurants. Then, gradually, you would increase the amount of food and
the number of people.
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Goal: To Be Able To Eat A Meal In The Local Restaurant
This goal could be broken down into the following steps: SUDs
Have a soft drink at the restaurant early in the morning 30
Have a soft drink at lunchtime 45
Have a cup of coffee and a sandwich early in the morning 50
Have a cup of coffee and a sandwich at lunchtime 65
Order a soup at dinner; stay at least 20 minutes then may leave even if not finished 75
Order a full meal at dinner and stay until it is all eaten
− with friend aware of problem 90
− with friends not aware of problem 100

The task in planning steps to achieve an exposure goal is to think of ways in which you could do
something similar to but easier than your goal task. Look at the example above and notice what
changed at each step. The following are aspects of tasks or activities that can commonly be
modified (you may think of others):

Who is present when you are working towards your goal
What behavior you set as your goal -exactly specified
When you carry out the task
Where you carry out the task
for how long (duration) you perform the task or stay in the situation

The number of steps involved depends upon the level of difficulty of the task involved. Using the
example above, for some people, some of these steps might be too easy. In that case, you would
eliminate those that are too easy.

Be realistic in your rating -it's better to overestimate than underestimate the anxiety a given step
might cause and work on tasks where you feel you have a reasonably good chance of being
successful. Some people use the "75% rule". That is, you only set goals that you are about 75%
certain you can achieve. If you use this rule you can determine if you are going from one step to
another with too big a jump, that is, attempting a level that you are not ready for. If you feel less
than 75% certain of success, make that step easier so as to increase your confidence. But don't use
the 75% rule as a reason for avoiding activities -you can always modify the activity in some way.
(See below for imaginal desensitization for help in some situations.)

SUDs or confidence ratings can also be used to determine when you are ready to progress to the
next step. Basically, you stay at a given level until either you are about 75% sure of being able to
achieve the next step, or your anxiety ratings have fallen to 30/1 00 or less on the current step.

If anxiety becomes severe, don't panic or run away. If circumstances allow it, stop your activity
temporarily. Find a place to sit down or rest, control your breathing and any unrealistic thinking,
and wait for the fear to diminish, as it will within a few minutes. If circumstances prevent you from
stopping an activity, consider allowing yourself to continue the activity with no pressure to
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perform. For example, if there are silences in the conversation, let them happen. It is not your
responsibility to fill every gap.

Aim never to leave a situation out of fear -take time out if you need it, control your breathing, stay
focused on the task at hand -not on yourself! Stay at least until you feel your anxiety level starting
to decrease. Best of all is to remain for a time in the situation even after your anxiety has settled. If
you do not stay until your anxiety has lessened, you will see it as a failure, lose confidence and
your fear is reinforced.

Monitor your progress by keeping a diary of your exposure work which includes both the predicted
and actual SUDs experienced. You may have to make running adjustments as you discover in the
middle of a program that the next step is too easy or too hard. Your diary can include goals, steps
and achievements, together with comments about how you felt and how you dealt with particular
situations (coping strategies). This will help you to both structure your progress and give you
feedback as to how you are doing. You can learn as much from your difficulties as from your
successes. Continued use of a diary is highly recommended.

Try to work on at least three goals at anyone time. When you have achieved one step or goal, move
on to a more difficult goal. It can be helpful to work on both short- and long-term goals at the same
time. Remember that your long-term goals may require many steps.

Aim to do something every day.

Getting the most from your exposure program
Several thinking patterns that seem to develop commonly in those with social phobia can stop you
from getting the benefit you deserve from all the hard work you put into exposure practice. These
habits may be summarized as follows:

"Discounting" or Minimizing
For example, "So I managed to ask a question in class. That's pathetic compared to what all the
others can do." Or, "Yes, I caught the bus, but it wasn't very crowded and I only went a couple of
stops so it hardly even counts. I should be able to catch the express at peak hour but I can't. .."
Take one step at a time and give yourself credit! More is achieved by positive encouragement than
by criticism. If you can be patient and keep taking the small steps you'll eventually reach your goal!

The Video Replay
Recent research has suggested that individuals with social phobia have quite a different perspective
of social situations than those with only normal levels of social anxiety. When someone without
social phobia attends a party or social gathering, they may be a little nervous and self conscious
initially, but after a few minutes their attention is firmly focused on what is happening around them
-particularly other people that they are interacting with, listening closely to what they say and
making eye contact. Their recollections will be as though they are watching a video that they
themselves made.
In social phobia it is quite different. The anxiety and self-conscionsness are probably worse to start
with, particularly if there has been a lot of worry about the occasion in advance (we call this
anticipatory anxiety). Unfortunately, it only gets worse for many. We now know that this is
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because their attention stays focused on themselves. It is as if they are watching a video of
themselves as though taken by some one else. This is sometimes referred to as "self-focused
attention" or as taking "the observer perspective". The person suffering with social phobia tries to
imagine the image that others are getting of them -do I look relaxed? Do I sound anxious? Oh no, I
can feel my face going red! Et cetera! Naturally, this constant monitoring is also very distracting,
and sooner or later the person will miss some part of the conversation and possibly truly be at a loss
as to an appropriate reply.

As if all this isn't bad enough, once safely home the "Video Replay" starts. As if watching a video
of themselves the person replays every awkward moment, every sign of anxiety they felt they
displayed- over and over. The Video Replay is often combined with "Focusing on the Negative" -
positive achievements are overlooked. The net result can be that a person takes what was in fact a
positive achievement of a planned goal and ends up interpreting it as a failure. This is the main
reason why so many individuals that report having pushed themselves to do things describe it
having had a demoralizing effect rather than building their confidence.

Focusing on the Negative
All positive elements are ignored and the person focuses only on perceived mistakes, the net result
being a perception of failure.

Unrealistic Expectations
Many people expect too much of themselves in too short a time. It takes time to overcome what
may be close to a lifetime of anxiety. Additionally, it's important to know that improvement doesn't
happen in a straight line. It's absolutely typical to find that something you did with relative ease last
week causes unexpected difficulty this week, and to experience real setbacks from time to time. We
devote a special section to this at the end of the manual.

Imaginal Desensitization
In a few instances, it may be difficult to approach your goal in a series of real-life steps. In such
cases, some steps can be practiced in imagination. This type of desensitization is less powerful than
real life exposure, but it does provide a way of adding in-between steps in some all-or-none or one-
tille-only activities. Imaginal desensitization is best limited to situations where you are unable to
perform a step in real life. It should be used in combination with real life exposure to feared
situations. Imaginal desensitization alone will not cure social phobia.

The following method can be used for imaginal practice:

− Specify in detail the situation to which you want to desensitize yourself.
− List all the steps involved in performing this activity, or devise versions of this activity that

gradually increase in difficulty.
− Record these details on a card, or series of cards, that you will use to script your imagination

sessions.
− Rank the examples in order of difficulty or anxiety that they provide.
− Imagine each scene following a relaxation session.  Do not imagine the scene when you feel

tense or fearful: stop and relax.
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For example, suppose that you wish to rehearse a job interview. This is a normal fear, but the
person with social phobia may become so preoccupied about it that they are a nervous wreck by the
time of the interview and thus more fearful about saying or doing something stupid, or being badly
judged. Of course, you can always practice one or two of the steps associated with interviews in
real life, for example, getting a friend to be the interviewer, or actually visiting the interview
building the day before the interview. However, there may be other factors that make it difficult for
you to practice the situation.
You could proceed through the following in your imagination:
− You arrive at the reception desk, and give your name.
− You are seated waiting for the interview in a quiet room.
− You are seated waiting in a room with three other candidates.
− You are seated with three other candidates and about 10 office staff.
− Your name is called and you have to stand up.
− You are introduced to someone who gives his name.
− You enter the interview room. There is one person to interview you.
− You enter the interview room. There are three people to interview you. ..and so on.

Begin by imagining yourself in these scenes operating in a competent manner. If you begin to feel
anxious, don't go further until you have controlled your anxiety. In this way, you can rehearse
competent behavior at the same time as desensitizing yourself to the fear. Only imagine one scene
at a time. Move on to the next when you can imagine any given scene with little anxiety. Once you
have mastered all your steps you can add some challenges to desensitize to. For example, if you
have fears of particular things going wrong (e.g. your prepared speech blowing off the lectern if
your feared situation is public speaking) imagine yourself coping with the challenge in a calm and
competent way.

Exercises Planning Activities
We would now like you to practice making a graded exposure plan for the following goals:

1. Goal: Performing some task at work (e.g., filling out a form) while your boss is watching
over your shoulder .
Steps:

1. ______________________________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________________________
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2. Goal: Giving a five-minute speech at a friend's anniversary party.

Steps:

1. ______________________________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________________________

Achieving Your Own Personal Goals
From your list of five goals, select two that you would like to begin to work on first, and write
these below. To get started, choose either something low on your anxiety hierarchy or else
something that is a priority for you. Set out beneath each goal the steps you intend to take in order
to achieve it.

1. Goal: _________________________________________________________________

Steps: SUDs

• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
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2. Goal: _________________________________________________________________

Steps: SUDs

• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________
• _____________________________________________________ ______________

ImplementingYourProgram
Use your diary to plan a week or so ahead. Even if you are having a bad day, you should always
do something, but you only need go over the steps that you have already mastered. Confront a
situation frequently and regularly until you overcome the fear. Many fears need to be confronted
frequently (that is, 3 to 4 times a week) at first, otherwise your fear will rise again by the time you
do it next. The general rule is: the more you fear it, the more frequently you need to confront it.

Repeat each step over and over until the SUDs it generates have dropped to 30 or less consistently
(that is, a few times in a row). An example of a diary is shown below.

Confront your previously feared situation regularly even after you no longer fear it. This will make
sure it stays under your control.

Practicing the Steps
Use the standard relaxation and breathing control exercises before you go out. Think realistically
and helpfully about the task you plan. Get yourself as calm as possible -but you don't have to be
completely calm to cope.

Use your anxiety management techniques while in the situation.

Concentrate on the task at hand, not on how you are feeling, how you look, or what others might be
thinking about you.

Give yourself recognition for your efforts and plan rewards for achievements. Learn to congratulate
yourself when things go well, and be supportive of yourself when you don't do as well as you' d
have liked -learn to be a good friend to yourself.
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Example of Diary
This person is fearful of scrutiny and of interacting with others.

SUDsDate Task
predicted actual

Comments

19 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

40 50 It was more crowded than I expected; just
kept my head down and tried to concentrate
on magazine

20 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 50 Quite difficult to walk in; reminded myself no-
one pays attention, really

21 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 40 Seemed a bit easier today

22 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 35 No-one really pays much attention

23 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 30 Not as many people here on Friday, maybe;
looking forward to a break from this!

24 Mar Go to movie with Sally at morning session; sit
near exit

40 30 It was easier than I thought – cinema VERY
quiet; Sally is really supportive; I actually
enjoyed the movie! Will go more often.

25 Mar Bus to local shops
Try on 4 pairs of shoes at the shoe store
where they have the assistants

40
60

40
80? 50

Not busy on the weekend. Nearly couldn’t go
through with it as store was quite busy- felt
sorry for assistant-but a few people had left
and assistant was very cheerful

26 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 50 Just as hard as last week – very
disappointing; did straight thinking – just hard
coming back after a break + canteen busy;
reminded myself:
no-one cares

27 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 30 Much more settled today

28 Mar Sit with magazine in staff canteen for cup of
coffee towards end of lunch (10 minutes)

50 30 No real problem: time to try the next step

29 Mar Take late lunch & eat in staff canteen: join
Trish if she’s there or else sit with magazine
(30 min)

60 40 Not much harder than the last step, really.
Trish not there – read magazine. Will try this
one a few more times to be sure.

30 Mar Take late lunch & eat in staff canteen: join
Trish if she’s there or else sit with magazine
(30 min)

60 35 Feeling more confident. Looked up a few
times and no-one was looking my way at all.

 Summary
An excessive fear of negative evaluation gives rise to anxiety in a range of social situations. The
natural tendency is to avoid situations which make us anxious. Unfortunately, avoidance and
escape only strengthen the underlying fears, and contribute to the spread of fear across more and
more situation. In order to overcome anxiety it is necessary to confront feared situations. This can
be done in a planned and graded way which builds confidence gradually without provoking
extreme levels of anxiety. Anxiety management skills and straight thinking techniques help control
the anxiety generated by confronting feared situations and help to reduce future anxiety. Success
requires frequent and repeated exposure to feared situations.



47

Section 6 Assertiveness

What  is Assertion?
Healthy assertion – assertiveness -  is about choice and communication. It is the making of active
choices about what to do and say. It is the ability to communicate our opinions, thoughts, needs,
and feelings in a direct, honest, and appropriate manner -  when we choose. It is the ability to
recognize our rights and responsibilities and the rights and responsibilities of others, and making
choices about how to manage interpersonal situations in a way that respects the rights of all
concerned.  Being assertive means taking care of ourselves – without trampling others.

Being assertive results in having more confidence and more control over your life, and taking
responsibility to meet your own needs, which in turn leads to an increase in self-esteem. When you
feel like this about yourself, you are more able to make closer and more satisfying relationships
with other people. Being assertive includes the ability to choose how to relate, having weighed the
risks and benefits. Being assertive enables you to be flexible and modify your responses as the
situation requires, rather than being locked in to one particular way of relating.

 Being assertive includes:
• valuing yourself and believing that you have the right to express your opinions and get your

needs met

• being willing to share yourself with others, rather than holding everything inside

• respecting the rights and needs of others

• being able to choose how to respond to people or situations

• feeling okay about yourself, your needs, and actions

What  Faulty Assertion?
There are two forms of faulty assertion:  underassertion (passivity) and aggressiveness.

Underassertion
When you are underassertive you do not express your feelings, needs, and opinions to others. You
deny your own rights to communicate. In practical terms, you often end up doing things that you
can't really afford, don't enjoy, or haven't the time for. Emotionally, unassertiveness erodes your
self-esteem as you criticize yourself for not having been able to say what you really thought, or
what you really wanted. People who are unable to assert their own needs and opinions often bottle
up feelings such as anger, resentment, and disappointment. Such feelings increase arousal and
tension levels in the body, and make panics and anxiety more likely. Often a point is reached where
the feelings can't be controlled anymore, and then the person explodes aggressively. Of course,
after this, they feel guilty and go back to bottling their feelings up all over again. You can see that
being underassertive can lead to more aggression than being assertive would!
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Aggressiveness
Some people have a habit of reacting aggressively from the start in many interactions. There can be
many reasons for this, including an underlying world view that others are usually treat them
unfairly or are out to make life difficult for them (another type of unrealistic, unhelpful thought).
When people are aggressive, they are often left feeling guilty and ashamed of their behavior. Their
victims often feel put down and want to get their own back. Aggressiveness leads to greatly
increased arousal, and may leave a person always on the verge of anger and anxiety.

What is the difference between being assertive, aggressive or underassertive? The following
examples illustrate these different responses to various interpersonal situations.

Example 1: Your reckless brother wants to borrow your car. You don’t want to lend it to him
because you don’t feel confident that he won’t crash it. What do you say?
Nonassertive: Oh……all right, but please be careful.
Aggressive: You’ve got a nerve asking to borrow my car.  I’m not that stupid.
Assertive: I don’t feel comfortable about the way you drive, so I’m not going to

loan it to you. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to help you. Have you
thought of renting a car while yours is in for repairs?

Note that you may want to add a constructive suggestion to show that you are aware that the person
has a problem that still needs solving.  This is your choice and obviously will vary with
circumstances. You could just say ‘No.”

Example  2: The boss comes out of his office and puts your latest assignment down in front of you.
"This is trash!" he tells you. How do you respond?
 Nonassertive: I’m sorry is it that bad?
Aggressive: Well, if it's so bad, do it yourself then.
Assertive: I think it would be best if you could tell me what's wrong and how it

can be improved.

Example 3: Waiting in line at the post office, Janice is about to be served when
someone starts to speak and says "It's only a quick question." There
are many people waiting, for various reasons. What would you do?

Nonassertive: Okay, go ahead.
Aggressive: Don't you think I've got better things to do than to wait here and

listen to your problem?
Assertive: I've been waiting quite a while and it is my turn now. I don't expect

to be very long either.

Underassertiveness is the most common assertiveness problem in social phobia and avoidant
personality styles. The two most common reasons for this seem to be:

Fear of negative evaluation.
The person with social phobia fears that if they say what they really think, or what they would like
to happen, that others will reject them, criticize them, or think less of them.



49

Fear of upsetting others
In particular, a belief that if you say "No" to someone, or disagree with their opinion, that you will
be responsible for upsetting them and causing them distress. This involves cognitive errors such as
omnipotence, personalization, fortune telling, and mind reading.

People learn faulty assertion from their experiences throughout their lives. Many people learned to
make nonassertive responses because that's the way they saw their parents behave, or because that
was the way their parents, teachers, or other authority figures expected them to behave. Once these
patterns become established, they can be difficult to change because the thought of behaving in a
more assertive manner provokes too much anxiety (how would the other person respond? What if
they became angry or upset?) After many years, people act this way purely from habit. A new,
healthier style of assertive interaction can be learned in place of these old habits. It is time for you
to critically examine whether your current style of relating to others is most appropriate and helpful
to you in your life now.

The principles of assertiveness hold that each of us is responsible for ourselves and our actions. It is
up to us to choose how to respond to others, and up to them to choose how to respond to us. We
have the right to make up our own minds about what to think and how to act. In reality, this makes
life a lot easier! It means that we don’t have to try and be a “mind reader” to know what others
really want and thus try to “make them happy” – it’s up to them to tell us what they want (or don’t
want). We don’t have to feel that asking for something is an imposition on someone else – because
they have the right to refuse us if what we ask is not convenient. The Bill of Assertive Rights lists
the basic rights of interpersonal interaction to which each of us have claim. Look carefully through
each of these and note your reaction to them.

Bill of Assertive Rights

• You have the right to be the judge of what you do and what you think.

• You have the right to offer no reasons and excuses for your behavior.

• You have the right not to be responsible for finding solutions to other people's problems.

• You have the right to change your mind.

• You have the right to make mistakes.

• You have the right to say, "I don't know."

• You have the right to make your own decisions.

• You have the right to say, "I don't understand."

• You have the right to say, "I don't care."

• You have the right to say no - without feeling guilty.

Many people feel somewhat shocked by some of these statements. It is important to note that this is
a list of your rights. That is, not what you should do in any situation, but rather what you could
choose to do. When you make your decision about how to respond in any given situation, you have
these rights to take into consideration.
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Choosing how to respond in any situation
When we feel uncomfortable in some interaction it is helpful to think through the situation and
decide how to respond. This is particularly relevant in difficult interactions of a recurring nature –
for example, the colleague who is often rude, a demanding relative.

The first step is to use your cognitive challenging skills to identify your thoughts and feelings in the
situation and check that they are realistic. For example, to be sure that you are not misinterpreting
someone’s reaction, jumping to conclusions about things or taking things personally. Just because
you have strong feelings does not mean that they give a true picture of what is happening – you
might feel anxious and inadequate but it doesn’t mean that you are coming across badly to others.
There may be a problem, but you will deal with it most effectively if you are realistic about it. For
example, there may be a colleague who says, “I’m busy. Come back later” in a terse manner when
you ask for some assistance that it is their job to provide. You might think, “They don’t like me.
They’re always rude … I can’t stand working with them.” You might start to feel anxious and
uncomfortable any time you had to interact with them and might try to put it off or avoid it. It
would be important to be realistic about the situation.
• Just because the person was a bit short with you, does it mean they don’t like you? What other

explanations could there be?
• Are they only like this with you, or have you seen them behave this way with others?
• Are they always like this, or only sometimes? In what situations are they more likely to behave

this way?

You could then consider ways you might resolve the situation without having to quit your job! The
process of making sure that your interpretations about the situation are realistic helps you to clarify
the problem, and it is usually now possible to state the problem more accurately. In this case, the
problem might be expressed as: “X often refuses to help me when I need their assistance and does
this in a manner which I find slightly aggressive”. The next step in finding a solution to this
problem is to consider each person’s rights and responsibilities in the situation.

For example, with the situation above, you might decide the following:

My Rights X’s Rights

I have the right to ask for what I need
I have the right to be treated with respect

To be treated with respect
To communicate their needs and wishes

My Responsibilities X’s Responsibilities

To get my job done – this means I need X’s
assistance at times – I may have to be prepared
to negotiate about how this is best
accomplished

To do their job – this means they need to assist
me at times

It can then be helpful to use a technique called “Structured Problem Solving” to help you choose
the best solution to the problem.
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Structured Problem Solving
Structured problem solving provides a framework for identifying and evaluating potential solutions
to problems, and for planning the implementation of chosen solutions or problem-solving
strategies. The steps in this process are summarised below.

Structured Problem Solving

Step 1: Identify the problem

Step 2: “Brainstorm” potential solutions

Step 3: Critically assess the pros and cons of each potential solution

Step 4: Choose the best solution(s)

Step 5: Plan how to implement the solution(s)

Step 6: Review outcome

In step 1 it is important to clarify the problem and state it as accurately as possible, trying to avoid
being overly emotional about it or making “cognitive errors” about what is really happening.

In step 2 the aim is to think as creatively as possible about potential solutions. Don’t be critical at
this stage – just let the ideas flow. If there are people you would feel comfortable talking the
problem over with, you can include on your list any suggestions they make. Make sure you also
consider what you would like to happen – it might not prove the most feasible option, but you owe
it to yourself to at least consider your own preferences.

Step 3 is where you critically evaluate the pros and cons of each potential solution. Be sure to be
realistic in your assessments. For example,

It can be helpful to give a relative weighting to the pros and cons of each solution. It’s important
not to cut corners in this exercise – take the time to consider each solution in turn. You will usually
find that the time you spend on this structured problem solving exercise is a good investment. It
helps to stop worrying in an unstructured, ultimately unhelpful way, and it helps you to feel
comfortable that you considered every option that you could think of at the time. Your work sheet
might look something like this:

• Would you have the resources to carry out this solution?
∗  Time
∗  Money
∗  Personal resources and skills including ability to be assertive at his

point in time (i.e. being mindful of what you can do now, not what
you’d like to be capable of eventually)

• Would this solution be likely to solve the whole problem? Part of the
problem?

• What problems might the solution itself lead to?
• How might the other person react to this solution?
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Solutions:

1. Speak to my superior about the problem with X
pros (weight) cons (weight)

Don’t have to confront him/her myself
Superior is very approachable

***

**

X might be angry about not being
approached directly – might hold a
grudge
I don’t improve my assertiveness skills
Superior may think less of me for not
handling it myself – might count against
me for promotion

*

**

**

2. Email X and suggest that I notify him/her when I need help so we can arrange a mutually
convenient time

pros cons
Don’t have to speak to X directly about
it
Likely to be an acceptable solution to X
as allows him/her to help me at his/her
convenience
Gives X time to consider it & at his/her
convenience

***

***

*

Means I have to wait for help until
convenient for X
X might be offended that I didn’t
speak to him/her directly

*

*

List other possible solutions here:

3.  _____________________________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________________________

What might be the pros and cons of each?

In step 4 the best solution, or sometimes combination of solutions is chosen by reviewing the pros
and cons of all the options.

Step 5 calls for a specific plan of action to be devised for implementing the chosen solution(s):
• What will you say and to whom?
• When will you say it?
• How will you organise to meet or otherwise get the message to the person?
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Step 6 is equally important. By planning a review it helps you to recognise that it may not be
possible to find the “perfect” solution no matter how hard you have tried. In some cases the review
is best scheduled after you have carried out a specific planned behaviour or intervention. In other
cases, for example, a situation where you decide to try out a new style of response or of relating to
another person, you might decide to review the situation after a certain period of time has elapsed.
When you perform your review, re-evaluate the problem, and decide whether it requires further
action. If so, go through the above process once more, taking account of what you have learned and
the changes that may have occurred.

Sending the message effectively
 If you choose a solution involving direct discussion with another person, send messages
effectively and without blame by:

• careful timing

• using "I" rather than "you" statements.  "I feel . . . when  you . . . because . . ."

• matching your spoken and nonverbal messages

• being specific about how others' behavior disturbs you

• acknowledging others' feelings when appropriate, "You seem upset by what I've said," and
checking whether this is an accurate perception

You can see from the examples throughout this section that in an assertive encounter no one should
feel put down. If people choose to react badly to your assertion, then you can regard this as their
problem and not some fault of your own. It is their choice how to respond. People who attempt to
make you feel bad after a healthy assertive encounter are usually trying to manipulate you without
concern for your wishes, often because of their own problems of low self esteem. Such people
would themselves benefit from an assertiveness training program.

A key word is choose, because you can be assertive and choose not to speak up for your rights, or
choose to act more aggressively on occasions. This is quite different from continuously acting
passively or aggressively without having any control over how you react. There may be times
where you choose not to assert your rights. That’s perfectly okay and quite normal: as long as it
was an active choice.  For example, you might choose to put yourself out for a loved one. You
might choose not to assert your rights in a brief encounter where you judge it is not worth the
energy and you will never have to deal with that person again. You also need to consider the long-
term consequences to the other person and to the relationship of speaking up for yourself. Your
partner, friends, and colleagues may need time to adjust to the positive changes in your behavior. In
some relationships, your new assertiveness may challenge the current balance of power and you
and the other(s) in the relationship will need to allow time for communication.
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Choices

To assert your rights or keep them in reserve

How much of your inner feelings to reveal

How much to tell people about yourself

How to respond in any situation

Choosing the assertive option is often much more difficult than acting in an aggressive or
underassertive manner. Try giving responses that illustrate the different styles of reacting in the
following examples:

Example 1: You are just about to answer a question that your brother has asked you and your
father answers for you. He has done this ever since you were young. You want to answer for
yourself. Your response to your father is:

Nonassertive:

Aggressive:

Assertive:

Example 2: Your friend sees that you are just going shopping. She says, "While you're shopping,
would you pick up my dry cleaning, please?" You are not planning to go anywhere near the dry
cleaners and parking there is inconvenient, so you don't want to say yes.

Nonassertive:

Aggressive:
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Assertive:

Example 3: When you took a new job 12 months ago, one colleague in particular was very
welcoming, helping you to settle in by inviting you to sit with them at lunch, and introducing you to
others. On a number of occasions this friend has asked you to loan them money to tide them over
until pay day, and you did so as you felt you couldn’t refuse. They have never paid any of the
money back. Now they come to you for another loan. What do you do?

Nonassertive:

Aggressive:

Assertive:

Nonassertive Myths
There are beliefs that many people hold which make it difficult for them to assert themselves.
These beliefs are called myths because they are very rarely tested against reality. When they are,
they are usually found to be untrue. The two most common myths that prevent people with
excessive social anxiety from asserting themselves are:

The Myth of a Good Friend
You are following this myth if you say things like "He should have known that I didn't want that"
or "She should have understood why I said that." What you are really saying is "He/She should
have been able to read my mind." The assumption is that friends should know how you feel about
everything at any given moment. It is also important to remember that other people do not always
hold the same things to be important as you do. For example, you may believe that punctuality is
important. If a friend is late for an appointment, you may say, "If he took me seriously he would
have been on time." Your friend, however, may see no relationship between how seriously he takes
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you and how punctual he is. Punctuality may simply be an unimportant factor in his life. In this
case, he would not understand why you would be offended. The most sensible way to resolve this
type of problem is by open discussion. You will not always get your own way, of course, but at
least you will let your friends know what is important to you and you won't have to rely on their
"reading your mind."

The Myth of Obligation
 You believe in this myth if you say to yourself "If my friend asks me a favor, I have to agree if I
am a true friend." Also, you are likely to believe the converse of this, that is, if you ask a friend a
favor, he or she has to agree if that person is a true friend. If you believe in this myth, you will
never feel comfortable about asking or giving favors, because you will not see that there is a choice
involved. That is, when someone asks you to do something you may feel resentful because you will
not be able to say no. Also, you will not be able to ask anyone to do anything because you will
believe that they cannot say no!

Protective Skills
In some situations, your healthy assertion will be met by strong resistance. Others may act
aggressively, irrationally, in an extremely emotional fashion, or refuse to listen to your point of
view. In these circumstances, you may need to use protective skills. These are less than ideal in that
they rarely resolve a situation in a mutually satisfactory way, but they can help you deal with
highly unsatisfactory situations where your assertive behaviour is not reciprocated. Remember: first
respond assertively. Only when this seems to be failing because of an unreasonable response from
the other person should you use these "protective skills."

Protection 1: Broken Record
 When it is clear that another person is not prepared to accept your response or even consider your
point of view, then it is time to give up on explanations, stop answering questions, and simply
repeat your answer over and over again, without any further reasons or explanations. For example,
saying no, without explanation, over and over again to a pushy salesman or refusing an
inappropriate request from a friend, over and over again. It is important to remain calm and not
become aggressive yourself, as this can escalate the situation. The most common mistake that
people make with this technique is not sticking to the same response, but allowing themselves to be
drawn into making further explanations or answering questions that the other person raises.

Protection 2: Selective Ignoring
With this technique you choose not to respond to the inappropriate aspects of another person's
communication to you. Often this will lead them to give up on it. For example, someone continues
to complain to you about some past event, despite the fact that you have discussed it many times
with them in an effort to help them, and they never seem to listen to advice or try to get over it.
When you fail to respond to their complaints, while continuing to respond to other topics of
conversation, the lack of response will eventually make it too unrewarding for them to keep
bringing it up.  It may help to say once and for all: "I know you are still upset about that, but you
know that I don’t believe it is at all helpful to keep going over it. So if you bring this up again, I
will ignore it. I would much rather talk to you about other things." Selective ignoring can also be a
helpful technique where you feel others are repeatedly criticizing you over something from the past
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(that you may or may not agree was deserving of criticism at the time). You might say something
like: “I have listened to your point of view, and we have discussed this matter many times in the
past. You know that I disagree with you. I don’t want to talk about it any more and I am not going
to respond to it from now on. If you bring this up again, I will ignore it. This doesn't mean that I'm
not prepared to talk to you about other issues." Then make sure you do ignore it! Of course, it is
often hard to ignore criticism, especially if we think it is unfair – but if you’ve not succeeded in
changing their mind thus far you probably never will.

Protection 3: Disarming Anger
When someone is being inappropriately aggressive toward you, it is sometimes possible to disarm
his or her anger by refusing to carry on the conversation until the anger dies down. For example,
you can say, "I can see that you’re angry about this and I want to talk it over with you, but I don’t
feel that I can while you're angry. Let’s talk later when we’re both calm and ready to discuss it." Be
prepared to listen and discuss their concerns when they do calm down. If you have both been
arguing, and are both angry, it may be more appropriate to suggest that you both have "time out” –
time to cool down - without blaming each other for the anger. "Look, we're both pretty worked up.
Why don't we leave it for now and talk about it later when we're calmer?"

Protection 4: Sorting Issues
Often people will confuse several issues. For example, someone close to you might say, "If you
really cared for me you would loan me that money." This can confuse us, too, and make it harder to
respond assertively. It is important to sort the issues here, for example, "It is not that I don't care for
you, it is just that I don't wish to lend money." You may need to combine the broken record
technique with this technique to get maximum effectiveness.

Protection 5: Dealing with Guilt
Some people have learned to try to get their needs met by making others feel guilty, rather than
behaving assertively themselves. For example, the friend or relative who asks for a favour by
saying, “I helped you out by picking up the kids … you really owe it to me to help me move
house.”  Does this accord with the Bill of Assertive Rights? Sorting the issues can be important
here. For example, “I am grateful to you for having picked up the kids the other day. I’m sorry I
can’t help you move house on Saturday.” Our susceptibility to unreasonable guilt can be increased
if we have unrealistic expectations of our own behaviour (to always do the right thing, never to
upset anyone, to please everyone, to be perfect). If you find yourself feeling guilty, the first thing to
do is ask yourself why are you feeling guilty, what have you not done that you told yourself you
"should" have done?

Protection 6: Apologies
 There are circumstances in which apologies are appropriate. We all make mistakes. For instance, it
may be that you forgot to do something you said you would do. The person you said you would
help complains about it but extends their complaint to a criticism of everything about you. You can
see that the person may have been inconvenienced, and recognize their right to be annoyed or a bit
upset by your forgetfulness, yet make it quite clear that in apologizing for that, you do not accept
everything else they say about you (sorting the issues). Note that a more assertive response from
the person involved would have been to tell you how they felt about your forgetfulness, and what
they might like you to do to rectify the situation. The words, "I'm sorry" are frequently overused.
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Often, they are not genuinely meant. The person who is always saying he is sorry feels guilty when
there is no need. She fails to recognize her right to her own opinions and her own life. It is useful to
avoid saying “I’m sorry” unless you genuinely feel there are good reasons to apologize.

Protection 7: “I’ll Let You Know”
For many of the reasons that underlie other forms of unassertive behaviour in social anxiety
disorders, sufferers often feel unable to say “No”. Their first response to requests for assistance is
always “Yes”. This often leaves them over committed and with no time for themselves. When such
assistance is not reciprocated it can also lead to feelings of resentment. Many people are not quite
ready to say “No” without feeling guilty or offering reasons or excuses. Or they never give
themselves a chance because they say “Yes” right away! This protection is about learning to give
yourself some time to think about it. Time to consider your rights and your wishes and make a
considered choice about how to respond. Time to plan how to say “No” if you want to – it’s not
easy at first. Train yourself to say, “I’ll need to check my diary” or “I need to think about it” or “I’ll
let you know tomorrow” (make sure you do).

Decision To Change
In order to gain from an assertiveness training program, you have to be sure that there are some
aspects about your normal way of responding that you wish to change, that is, you have to make a
conscious decision to change. You have to weigh up the costs and benefits of changing versus
staying the same. The following questions can help you to make this decision. Add any other
comments or dimensions that may apply to your particular situation.

What do I gain from staying nonassertive?
• praise for conforming to others' expectations
• maintenance of a familiar behavior pattern
• avoidance of taking responsibility for initiating or carrying out plans
• avoidance of possible conflict

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

What do I lose by being nonassertive?
• independence
• the power to make my own decisions
• the opportunity to get my own needs and wishes met
• others' respect for my rights and wishes
• the ability to influence others' decisions, demands, and expectations
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• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

What do I gain by becoming assertive?
• Improved confidence and self esteem
• The opportunity to take control over my own destiny

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

What do I lose by becoming assertive?
• If I try and fail I would be more upset than being able to tell myself that I failed because I

didn’t really try …
• My friends may not like the change in me

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

• ___________________________________________________________________________

Do the gains of becoming assertive outweigh the losses?

If not, why not?

If so, am I willing to make the change by acting assertively?

Can I enlist the support, understanding, and cooperation of others involved, either in the
situation or in my life?
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How will I begin to make these changes?

______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Be prepared to negotiate
 Keep the "we" in the relationship and be prepared to be flexible. You will feel more comfortable
when you know what the other person's wishes are (because they have told you, rather than because
of your mind reading!), they know what yours are, and you can begin to negotiate if these differ.

Try starting with a few assertive skills in a few situations and gradually build up your skills. It’s
often easier to being with new acquaintances, then friends of longer standing. It is hardest of all to
change longstanding patterns of interaction with family members. Give yourself, and others, time
to adjust. You may find useful some of the books listed at the end of this manual.

Summary
Assertiveness is about making choices in your interactions with others and communicating with
them in ways which are satisfying and effective. When you behave assertively you consider the
rights of yourself and others, then choose how to respond. Healthy self esteem requires the ability
to be assertive and behaving assertively builds self esteem and confidence. Being assertive
challenges many of the unhelpful beliefs that are part of social phobia.
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Section 7 Coping with Setbacks and Difficulties

Setbacks are inevitable. They happen to everyone. When it happens, people often become alarmed
or despondent, fearing they have gone back to their very worst. The setback is often viewed as
devastating because it has a lot of emotional meaning for the person who has put considerable
effort into recovering. No matter how badly you feel during a setback, no-one ever seems to go all
the way back to their worst level of incapacitation or to totally lose their new skills.

Setbacks often occur at times when you face additional stresses in your life, such as job, family, or
money worries, or ill health, or when facing some particularly challenging situation.  For most
people, the apparent setback is only a passing phase. After the stressors pass, you will find it easier
to get yourself out and about again. You can help this process by actively working to resolve the
problems that face you so that you can once again devote your energy to facing your fears. While
you feel stressed, don't let your program go completely, but try to maintain the gains you have
already made. However, even if you slip back a little, it is not a catastrophe: you moved forward
before and you can do it again.  Ups and downs in the recovery process are the rule rather than the
exception, and a typical pattern is illustrated in the diagram below. Coping successfully with
setbacks actually builds your confidence, and you are less likely to stumble over the same problem
in the future.

Prolonged Setbacks
Prolonged setbacks or difficulties in making progress are generally the consequence of not
practicing your new skills! You will not get better just by thinking about it and hoping your anxiety
will just go away. If you are experiencing difficulties, carefully read your manual again (from the
beginning) and follow the recommendations. Go back to basics with your anxiety management
strategies: practice the hyperventilation control and relaxation exercises – every day. Review your
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cognitive challenging skills and check for “cognitive errors”. Be alert for “shoulds” and unhelpful
expectations of yourself. Be honest about avoidances and safety behaviours: these stop you from
really confronting and therefore mastering your anxiety. Set yourself realistic goals of graded
exposure and give yourself plenty of support and encouragement.

Checklist

Learn to be your own best friend
Many sufferers of social phobia have low self esteem. They are highly critical of themselves when
they fail to meet their own expectations. It is essential to learn how to give yourself support and
encouragement – it means more when it comes from within. Be kind to yourself when you don’t do
as well as you’d have liked – how would you respond to someone else, or, especially, a child?
Congratulate yourself on your effort as well as your successes. Consider setting yourself small
rewards for meeting goals. Set your goals at realistic levels and learn to appreciate small successes.
It may be only a small step, but if you keep taking small steps you will eventually reach your goals.

Mastering anxiety is going to take time. It is challenging and tiring and difficult, and no-one else
really knows what it’s like. Learn to be kind to yourself and you’ll not only last the distance, but
you’ll find it a whole lot easier to challenge unhelpful beliefs about how much the opinions of
others really need to matter.

If you are still having trouble, seek advice from your therapist.

Summary
Setbacks are inevitable. They can be a learning experience and result in greater confidence. Don’t
panic, but go back to basics – revise the work you have done in this manual. The techniques work,
but only if you use them. Get help if you need it. Learn to be kind to yourself.

I am doing the following
q Using hyperventilation control at the first sign of anxiety
q Exercising 4 times per week
q Getting up at the same time every day
q Keeping my nicotine, caffeine and alcohol intake nil or low
q Abstaining from illicit drugs
q Regularly writing down anxious thoughts and challenging them
q Working to eliminate cognitive distortions and “shoulds”
q Setting realistic goals
q Giving myself praise and encouragement
q Confronting feared situations daily
q Using graded exposure
q Remaining alert for subtle avoidance and safety behaviours
q Working to eliminate avoidance
q Really confronting my fears
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Recommended Reading
The following books are on the shelves in many bookstores and libraries. If not, they can often be
ordered. When you read these or any similar books on the management of anxiety, remember that
they are best regarded as guidelines only. Be critical in both a positive and negative sense when
reading these books, so that you get what is best for you out of them. Most of these books are fairly
inexpensive.

Alberti RE, Emmons ML. (1978)  Your Perfect Right: A Guide to Assertive Behavior.  San Luis
Obispo, Ca: Impact Publishers.

Butler P. (1981)  Self-Assertion for Women.  San Francisco: Harper and Row.

Ellis A, Harper RA. (1979)  A New Guide to Rational Living.  Hollywood, Ca: Wilshire Book
Company.

Johnson DW. (1993)  Reaching Out: Interpersonal Effectiveness and Self-Actualization  (5th ed).
Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

McKay M, Fanning P. (1987)  Self-Esteem: A Proven Program of Cognitive Techniques for
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London: Fontana Books.
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