
Become More Assertive, One Step at a Time 
Assertiveness is frequently misunderstood. Some people believe you have to be confident to be 
assertive. But being assertive is less about being confident and more about valuing yourself and your 
profession. It‟s about believing that you‟re entitled to be somewhere, that you have basic rights as a 
human being and as a healthcare professional, and that as much as you give respect to others you 
deserve the same in return. Don‟t confuse the concept of assertiveness with the more negative 
“aggressive,” which is often defined as being pushy, boisterous, or overbearing. 

Becoming more assertive can lead to increased respect and recognition as a person and as a nurse. It 
can get you more of what you want and need in life. Becoming more assertive is a process. It‟s not 
something that happens overnight. You can, however, make some small changes now to start moving in 
the right direction.  

Stop apologizing all the time. Many of us have a bad conversational habit of saying “I‟m sorry” on a 
regular basis without even thinking about it. We say, „I‟m sorry, I didn‟t hear you,” or “I‟m sorry, are you 
busy right now?” Although we say it in an effort to be polite, it sounds like we‟re apologizing. I remember a 
former supervisor once telling me how her plane reservations had gotten mixed up and she would have to 
change her travel plans. She seemed quite upset, so I said “I‟m so sorry that happened.” She looked at 
me rather surprised and said “Why are you apologizing? It wasn‟t your fault.” Of course that‟s not how I 
meant it, but that‟s how it sounded. When you say you‟re sorry all the time, it sounds as if you‟re taking 
the blame for everything that happens. It‟s annoying to many people, and it makes you seem like a self-
appointed scapegoat. Don‟t say “I‟m sorry” unless you‟ve done something you truly need to apologize for.  

Learn to take a compliment. When complimented on a job well done, many managers, project leaders, 
and association executives I‟ve known respond, “Oh, I didn‟t do anything. It was the team that did all the 
work.” A more appropriate response would be to say, “Thank you. I had a great team to work with on 
this.” Accepting a genuine compliment is not a sign of conceit. It‟s simply a gracious way of appreciating 
someone‟s acknowledgment of something you did. How many times has someone said to you, “Thanks 
for what you did for me” and you responded with, “It was nothing” or “Don‟t mention it,” thereby minimizing 
your actions? A more assertive reply would be, “It was my pleasure” or “I‟m happy I was able to help.” 
This type of response is important because when you deflect a compliment, you‟re basically saying, “My 
actions were meaningless or minimal and unworthy of acknowledgement.” 

Don’t be self-deprecating. Merriam Webster defines self-deprecating as “belittling or undervaluing 
oneself; excessively modest.” While modesty is an admirable trait, taking it to an extreme is 
counterproductive. I once attended an award ceremony sponsored by a local nursing organization. 
Several RNs were being honored for outstanding work in the field. One nurse walked up to podium after 
being introduced and said, “I don‟t deserve this award.” In her well-meaning attempt to not appear 
boastful, she was negating the contributions of all nurses. Her comments were unnecessary and 
inappropriate. She might have simply said, “I‟m honored and humbled by this recognition. I accept this 
award on behalf of all my fellow nurses who do such outstanding work every day and often remain in the 
shadows.”  

Act confident even if you don’t feel confident. Force yourself to make good eye contact with people 
and use a steady, audible voice when speaking. Stand or sit erect with your head upright and straight on 
your shoulders, not tilted to the side or bent forward. Act like you have a right to be there, even if you 
don‟t yet feel that way. If someone attempts to interrupt you while you‟re talking, keep talking until you are 
done and raise the volume of your voice if necessary to be heard. If you stop talking midstream in an 
effort to be “polite,” you are making a statement that they have more of a right to speak than you do.  

Being assertive is not about being combative or aggressive. It‟s about firmly holding a belief that you‟re 
someone who matters. Acting in a more assertive manner will actually make you feel more assertive and 
lead to increased confidence. Just as important, it will help you get noticed and listened to and start to 
garner the respect you and your profession deserve. Take some small steps in the right direction today. 



The term “office politics” is often used in a negative way to refer to the backbiting and undercutting that 
occur in the workplace. In the broader sense, office politics refers to the many unwritten rules of the 
workplace that involve getting along with others, getting noticed and appreciated, and following the 
protocol of “how it‟s done here.”  

Since we were young enough to remember, we were taught how to act in different situations. There were 
certain rules for home, for school, for church, and for public places. Unfortunately, many of us weren‟t 
taught rules for the workplace. Therefore, many of us must fend for ourselves and learn the rules the hard 
way, often with dire consequences. Playing good office politics is not about “kissing up” or being phony. 
It‟s about understanding the rules of the workplace and working within them for maximum personal 
benefit. Here are a few tips: 

Avoid the troublemakers. Every workplace has individuals who love to put others down, bad-mouth the 
boss, criticize authority, and generally complain and whine. They‟ll drag you down to their level and 
weave you into their web if you entertain their rantings and ravings. Don‟t listen to them; don‟t participate 
in their dialogue. If necessary, you might say, “I don‟t feel the way you do about that.” And leave it at that. 

Know — and follow — the chain of command. Become familiar with the organizational charts of your 
department and the company. Know whom you report to, whom your supervisor reports to, and where to 
go when you have a problem. Going “over someone‟s head,” bypassing that person, can be career 
suicide. What if you have a problem with the person you report to? Unless there are serious issues that 
would require intervention by human resources, such as sexual harassment, try to resolve the situation 
with your boss directly. If that doesn‟t work, then consider using your company‟s grievance policy — but 
only as a last resort. 

Be friendly, but cautious, with coworkers. It‟s great to get friendly with those you work with, but 
coworkers often have their own agendas. Be cautious whom you confide in and reveal sensitive material 
to. You‟d be wise to bite your tongue more often than not. Everyone will find things in a job that are 
troubling. And almost everyone would like to share them with others. But be cautious of those who seek 
out your troubles. Active seekers are active sharers. 

I was once goaded by an overly friendly human resource director to come up with something I didn‟t like 
about my boss. Although I initially resisted revealing anything, she eventually wore me down, and I 
confided I didn‟t like the way he once handled a particular situation. She relayed that to my boss, and he 
called me into his office to discuss it. I learned this lesson the hard way. 

Don’t gossip. Although it can be hard to resist, gossip erodes the bonds of trust and integrity in any 
organization. And if you listen to gossip, whether you contribute or not, you‟re part of the problem. You‟ll 
be labeled a gossip, too, just for associating with gossipers. Walk away if necessary. 

Support your boss. Don‟t speak negatively about your supervisor. Support her or him even if you don‟t 
agree with the person. That‟s part of being a team player. Certainly your actions or comments will be 
relayed to your boss anyway. Look for ways to solve problems and create solutions rather than criticize. 
Your relationship with your boss can make or break any work situation. 

Socialize with your coworkers. Don‟t be an outsider. We‟re all busy, but socializing is an important part 
of building relationships — especially at work. Make an effort to get to holiday parties, award dinners, 
company picnics, and the occasional dinner after hours. It will give you the chance to get to know your 
coworkers better. You‟ll also get to rub elbows with the higher-ups and be more visible. But be sure to 
dress and act professionally. You‟re still at work. 

Whether you work in a two-person office or a large corporation, the rules are the same. Become the 
master of your professional life: You‟ll be happier and more successful when you develop political savvy 
and learn to work within the system to your best advantage.  


