


“Julie de Azevedo Hanks has provided women with a much- 
needed and long- awaited resource for self- expression. Her com-
passionate and informative voice gently guides readers through 
potential obstacles with hands- on strategies, which are validating 
and empowering. The Assertiveness Guide for Women is a must- 
read for anyone seeking the support and tools essential for honest 
and healthy communication.”

— Karen Kleiman, MSW, founder of The Postpartum 
Stress Center, and author of several books on postpartum 
depression, including Therapy and the Postpartum Woman

“The Assertiveness Guide for Women offers the skills you need to 
change and empower your life— including strengthening valuable 
relationships! Julie de Azevedo Hanks’ down- to- earth, warm style 
invites you in and shows you you’re not alone, as she provides a 
foundation of emotional awareness, understanding, and confi-
dence to enable you to express your truest self. A powerful tool for 
women of all ages and stages, this book can, and if followed, will 
change you for the best!”

— Christina G. Hibbert, PsyD, author of This is How 
We Grow, Who Am I Without You?, and 8 Keys to 
Mental Health Through Exercise

“The Assertiveness Guide for Women provides helpful exercises 
and tools that will help any woman find her authentic voice. Julie 
de Azevedo Hanks helps readers identify the barriers that get in 
the way of assertive communication, and then provides the action 
steps necessary for achieving healthy self- expression.”

— Amy Morin, LCSW, author of 13 Things Mentally 
Strong People Don’t Do



“So many of us have experiences of silencing ourselves— 
sometimes for years and years. The Assertiveness Guide for Women 
is a powerful book packed with practical, thoughtful suggestions 
and poignant real- life examples to help us speak up, effectively 
express ourselves, and set strong boundaries. You’ll also gain 
insights into your own thoughts, feelings, and relationships, and 
into your own challenges with being assertive. This book empow-
ers you, even when you feel powerless and undeserving. I truly 
wish it was required reading for all women and girls. It’s that 
important.”

— Margarita Tartakovsky, MS, writer and associate 
editor at www.psychcentral.com

“This informative, accessible guide goes beyond healthy commu-
nication techniques and delves into the psychology that drives 
our patterns of relating to others. With thorough information, 
relatable examples, and awareness exercises that personalize the 
experience, Julie de Azevedo Hanks provides readers with a 
highly applicable resource that can transform their relationships 
with others and with themselves. In a society that makes 
 assertiveness challenging for many women, this book can be a 
life- changer.”

— Elizabeth Anne Scott, MS, author of 8 Keys to 
Stress Management
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To Madeline and Macy: May you always be the main 
characters in your lives. Your voices matter…
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Foreword

I wish I could have had this book years ago when, along with 
thousands of other women, I suddenly woke up, as if from a 
long drugged sleep, and began to question conventional ideas 
about what is— and is not— “feminine.”

That was in 1969, and many things have changed since 
then. We got rid of some blatantly discriminatory laws, trans-
formed want ads so they were not segregated into “help wanted 
male” and “help wanted female” (the latter consisting of dead- 
end “helper” jobs), and managed to get legislation aimed at pro-
tecting girls and women from violence, including beatings at 
home, which were then pretty much ignored.

But far too much remains the same. Workplaces are still 
generally based on a “masculine” model whereby there is little 
or no paid parental leave. Political leadership remains a largely 
male preserve. And many of us are still brought up to take care 
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of others, even if it is at the expense of taking care of ourselves— 
for which we pay a high price emotionally, physically, and 
economically.

Over the years, I have written extensively about women in 
various legal and cultural contexts. My first books, including 
The Equal Rights Handbook, drew largely from my legal back-
ground. Then, in The Chalice and the Blade and subsequent 
publications, I focused on the cultural and historical barriers to 
women’s empowerment, and what is needed to overcome them.

And now my compendium of writings includes this fore-
word, because it’s for a book that complements works written by 
and for women for the betterment of women. The Assertiveness 
Guide for Women: How to Communicate Your Needs, Set Healthy 
Boundaries, and Transform Your Relationships provides a much- 
needed step- by- step guide for empowering women. At its core is 
building healthy relationships, starting with how we relate to 
ourselves.

Julie de Azevedo Hanks draws on her experience as a psy-
chotherapist and clinical social worker, as well as extensive 
research, to show us how to cut through our gender socializa-
tion and move past behavioral and relational patterns to find 
and express our own voices. But at the same time that she pro-
vides us with tools for self- empowerment, she shows how we 
can do this without disempowering others. This is one of many 
things that makes this book special.

Another unique feature is that it does not look at our indi-
vidual lives in isolation but in the context of both our personal 
network of relations and our larger culture. Still another is that, 
rather than steering women toward simply adopting more tradi-
tionally “masculine” roles, it recognizes the enormous impor-
tance of the traditional “women’s work” of care, redefining it as 
human work that both men and women can and must do, 
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including not only caring for others but also caring for oneself. 
Most important, it provides practical, easy- to- use tools for 
making the necessary changes to implement all this in our day- 
to- day lives.

Julie has developed a powerful method for helping us under-
stand our particular attachment styles and how becoming aware 
of them can free us from patterns that hold us back. She shares 
effective tools for self- soothing and self- compassion.

Julie is a gifted storyteller, which makes this book all the 
more special. I was particularly moved by her accounts of per-
sonal transformations— her own and those of her clients. These 
are powerful stories told with compassion and warmth in ways 
that touch our hearts.

I first met Julie when she enrolled in my online course 
“Changing Our Stories, Changing Our Lives: From Domination 
to Partnership.” I was impressed by her participation in the 
course, and even more so when she immediately put what we 
covered into action by launching her own program: her 
Partnership Model of Family Organization on how to transform 
families so everyone can realize her or his potential without 
being imprisoned in traditional gender roles.

Later, when Julie obtained her Caring Economy Advocate 
certificate from the Center for Partnership Studies, I was again 
impressed by her deep understanding of and commitment to 
changing the devaluation of women and the “feminine.” I was 
also moved by her passion and caring— qualities that shine 
through every page of this book, as does her dedication to using 
her many gifts to help others.

The Assertiveness Guide for Women shows how we can 
develop the skills to make our needs and feelings known and 
set boundaries, while also being sensitive to the needs and feel-
ings of others. This is key to the partnership model of relations 
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that Julie deeply understands and applies— and is an important 
way that this book is different from other assertiveness guides.

This focus on our human need for caring connection is at 
the heart of this book. At the same time, the guidelines and 
exercises Julie provides in each chapter are easy to grasp and 
apply to our own lives.

I am convinced that this book will be enormously helpful to 
all its readers and that they, in turn, will be able to use it to help 
others. You have an exciting journey ahead of you as you read, 
enjoy, and use this wonderful book!

— Riane Eisler, JD, PhD (Hon.) 
Author of The Chalice and the Blade and 
The Real Wealth of Nations 
January 2016



Introduction

As human beings, we have an ingrained desire to make mean-
ingful connections with each other and form enduring bonds. 
It’s been said that our very survival is dependent on healthy, 
nurturing, and secure relationships. How do we form quality 
connections to others? Decades of research conclude that com-
munication is a major factor. But as we all know, there are many 
ways to communicate, and some are more effective than others. 
So is there a magic formula? No. Is there a magic wand? Nope. 
But there are specific skills that you can develop and practice 
that are key to creating healthier relationships. And it begins 
with assertiveness.

So what is assertiveness? If you’ve picked up this book, you 
likely have some idea of what assertiveness means— because 
you think you don’t have it, or don’t have enough of it, or find 
it hard to use it when you need to. All of us have difficulty at 
one time or another with asserting ourselves— at work, with 
family members, with our significant others. Some of us need 
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occasional help being assertive in critical meetings or when our 
children are particularly challenging. Others experience diffi-
culty with assertiveness so often that we feel like no one ever 
hears us or understands us on a daily basis. No matter where 
you fall on the spectrum, this book can help!

Assertiveness is generally defined as a way of communicat-
ing that is clear, confident, and self- assured. It enables you to 
express your thoughts, feelings, needs, and wants without 
infringing on the rights of others. Assertiveness skills help you 
articulate your unique sense of self while maintaining your con-
nection with others and allowing them to have an experience 
that is different from yours. At its core, assertiveness is about 
the courage to express difference.

While this book is titled an assertiveness guide, it’s really 
about much more. It’s about deepening your understanding of 
yourself and what makes you tick. It’s about looking at how you 
relate to people— from the attachments made when you were a 
child to your current relationships as an adult— and making 
sense of the many communication styles you’ve likely encoun-
tered. This book will teach you how to develop emotional 
awareness and to allow your feelings to guide you but not over-
whelm you. You will gain the tools to effectively expand beyond 
unhelpful communication patterns. You’ll learn tips on what to 
say, how to say it, and when to say it so that your message gets 
across. When you can stand up for yourself, you can transform 
your relationships!

Experiencing difficulties with assertiveness is certainly not 
gender specific. However, from my graduate studies and my 
clinical and personal experience, I have come to believe that 
women have some unique challenges when it comes to taking a 
stand and speaking up for themselves and for others. Girls are 
generally socialized to be nice, compliant, and relationship- 
oriented, while boys are often socialized to be independent and 
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strong, and they’re encouraged to speak up. Girls and boys are 
treated differently in families and educational settings in ways 
that frequently discourage girls from having and expressing 
strong emotions and opinions. Societal expectations have his-
torically taught women that they should, above all, take care of 
others and be self- sacrificing. While these cooperative ideals 
are vital for families and communities to flourish, if not bal-
anced with permission to assert thoughts, feelings, wants, and 
needs, these expectations can become barriers to a woman’s 
ability to express herself, create intimate relationships, experi-
ence personal effectiveness, and have emotional health and 
well- being.

Although this book focuses primarily on what women can 
do on an individual level to learn and implement change in 
their own lives, it is not my intent to minimize the pervasive 
societal factors that often leave women feeling minimized and 
powerless to assert themselves. The larger systemic problems of 
income inequality, high poverty rates among women and chil-
dren, rigidity of gender role expectations, and institutionalized 
violence against women play a large part in shaping the experi-
ences of women, both as individuals and as a group, when it 
comes to gender and assertiveness. All too often, women have 
needed to silence themselves in order to survive, or at least to 
not worsen their situation. Although these gender inequalities 
are real and powerful, they are not the focus of this self- help 
guide.

The primary focus of this book is sharing what women 
themselves can learn and do to make it more likely that their 
feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants will be heard and responded 
to in positive ways. By developing awareness of relationship 
styles (also referred to as “attachment styles” in this book), 
enhancing awareness and management of emotions, and learn-
ing viable skills to put assertiveness into practice, you can 
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empower yourself and get your needs met— while simultane-
ously developing empathy for, sensitivity to, and validation of 
the experiences of those around you.

Why This Book?
Three primary things make this book different from other 
books on assertiveness: First, it is specifically written for women 
by a woman, and second, I use a more encompassing definition 
of “assertiveness” that involves not only the clear communica-
tion piece but also how to know what you feel, think, want, and 
need in the first place! I focus on relationships dynamics in this 
book because assertive communication doesn’t happen in a 
vacuum— it takes at least two to communicate! This book will 
help you gain a deeper awareness of yourself and your relation-
ships. As a result, you will learn to be a better communicator 
and improve the bonds of those with whom you associate.

The third element that makes this book stand out from 
others is that it comes from both a personal and professional 
place. I have personally experienced the struggle to be assertive 
and express my feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants. It took 
several years for me to develop a deep awareness of my internal 
experiences, to accept my differences, and to gain the skills to 
effectively communicate them in my relationships. This realiza-
tion materialized out of sessions with a counselor when I was a 
teenager. Our talks were life- changing and opened up a new 
way of viewing the world; I finally started to understand some 
deeper sources of my pain, and I learned skills to help identify 
and manage my emotions. It was this experience that inspired 
my future career choice as a therapist; I wanted to help others 
have the same emotional insight and personal transformation 
that I gained, along with the positive changes and sense of 
empowerment that I had experienced.
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In my first few years of college, I was introduced to the 
concept of attachment: how we are wired to connect with other 
human beings in order to survive— emotionally and physically— 
and how we develop a default relationship template based on our 
interaction with our primary caregivers. These early attachments 
inform our senses of self and safety, our expectations in future 
relationships, and how we manage emotions. In other words, our 
early attachment styles inform our emotional development— our 
core beliefs about ourselves and the world— and create a tem-
plate of what we can expect in future relationships.

In my twenty- plus years of clinical practice as a psychothera-
pist I have witnessed firsthand the pain and frustration of many 
women who felt they were unable to be assertive— that is, to 
identify their feelings and thoughts, needs and wants; to make 
clear and strong requests of others; and to set strong boundaries 
in their relationships. I have seen the damaging consequences 
of women not being willing (due to a sense of poor self- worth), 
not being able (due to lack of knowledge and skills), or not 
feeling safe enough (due to gender socialization, past relation-
ships patterns, and current relationship choices) in their rela-
tionships to act assertively and create the life they want.

It has been more than thirty years since I sat in my first 
therapy session as the client. Since then, I have continued to 
learn more about the connection among attachment, emotions, 
and assertiveness through graduate school studies, clinical 
practice, attending therapy myself, readings, and professional 
trainings. The skills presented in this book really work— they 
have worked for me personally and also for hundreds of my 
clients. By learning these concepts and skills, I have been able 
to be far more effective in all aspects of my life, particularly in 
developing a deep sense self- worth, creating and maintaining 
satisfying relationships, and in achieving my professional aspi-
rations. Although my name is on the cover of this book as an 
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“expert,” I view myself as a fellow journeywoman trying to 
untangle the complexities of life, emotions, and relationships 
while continuing on a path of growth.

How This Book Will Help You
Learning how and when to be assertive will bring more joy and 
fulfillment in your relationships with others, as well as peace 
and confidence within yourself. Period. If you are willing to do 
the numerous exercises in this book and practice the skills 
herein, I promise you will develop a greater sense of:

• Clarity about yourself and others through self- reflection— 
the ability to reflect on your history to understand your 
current patterns

• Confidence through self- awareness— the ability to iden-
tify your feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants

• Calmness of mind/heart/body through self- soothing— 
the ability to calm yourself down so you can access your 
awareness and communication skills

• Connection through your self- expression— the ability to 
clearly communicate and make requests, and to take 
action so you can speak and act confidently and con-
gruently in ways that will improve your relationships

• Compassion for others whose experiences differ from 
yours by inviting self- expansion— the ability to stand 
firmly on your own two feet while “holding the lantern” 
that illuminates a situation, or holds space for another 
person’s view, even when it’s different from yours

Chapter 1 introduces my definition of assertiveness as a 
willingness and ability to express your feelings, thoughts, needs, 
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and wants— even when they differ from those around you. This 
chapter also outlines the five aspects of assertiveness.

Then we’ll move on in chapter 2 to explore the roots of 
attachment theory and the three basic attachment styles, discuss 
the idea of differentiation, and consider how attachment and 
differentiation relate to your assertiveness challenges.

In chapter 3, we’ll take a brief look at some of the family 
and societal influences that have worked against women finding 
and using their voices. We’ll then move on in chapter 4 to self- 
reflection and exploring your past relationship history and rela-
tionship patterns.

Next, chapter 5 focuses on self- awareness, particularly on 
identifying and naming your feelings, and developing emotional 
intelligence. Building on the idea of emotions, chapter 6 out-
lines specific self- soothing and emotion management strategies 
to help you calm yourself down during intense situations so you 
can communicate more effectively.

Chapters 7 and 8 center on self- expression by outlining the 
three stances of communication— the Doormat, the Sword, 
and the Lantern. Self- expression skills are introduced, includ-
ing how to focus on setting strong boundaries and how to 
reclaim your right to say no. Also offered are simple formulas 
for assertive communication, making requests, and incorporat-
ing compassion in your communication— all with the objective 
of increasing the likelihood that your assertiveness will be heard 
and understood.

Finally, in chapter 9 we’ll go into detail about self- expansion, 
the Lantern stance, and ways to illuminate difficult situations 
and assert yourself. I’ll also tie together how the skills in this 
book will lead to more clarity, confidence, calmness, connection, 
and compassion— characteristics that will enable you to trans-
form your life. I’ll bring it all together and then offer additional 
resources to help you on your journey of growth.



The Assertiveness Guide for Women

8

The goal of this assertiveness guide is to encourage you to 
look back, tune in, and then learn to speak up in your relation-
ships in such a way that you can create authentic connections 
with others and transform aspects of your life that have left you 
feeling dissatisfied. My objective is for you to view yourself as a 
self- aware, powerful, and effective communicator in personal 
and work relationships by understanding what assertiveness is, 
what barriers are in the way to your speaking up, what your 
emotions and attachment style are, and how to confidently 
share your differences in ways that can strengthen your 
relationships.

The bonds of relationships are a perfect way to conclude 
this introduction because they represent our core need as 
human beings: to feel connected to ourselves and to each other. 
I hope that this book helps you on your path of discovery and 
growth to improve your understanding of yourself and your 
relationship patterns. I hope the skills you learn will improve 
your personal well- being and enrich your ties to others. “Being 
the ‘best you can be’ is really only possible when you are deeply 
connected to another. Splendid isolation is for planets, not 
people” (Johnson, 2013).



CHAPTER 1

What Does It Mean 
to Be Assertive?

“I’m always the one who is accommodating or apologizing!” 
said Anna as she choked on her tears. “And I’m tired of it. 
What about me? What about what I want? When am I going to 
matter in my own life?” Anna, a working mother of two teens 
and wife of eighteen years, had come to therapy to address feel-
ings of chronic unhappiness and lack of energy. When I asked 
her how she felt about her life, what was missing, and what she 
wanted to create for herself, she paused and looked down, con-
templating the question. After a long silence, she looked up at 
me through puzzled, teary- eyed, and quietly said, “I have no 
idea. I’m so busy trying to keep everyone else happy that I’ve 
never stopped to ask myself that.”

Jenna, a single woman in her twenties who works long hours 
at a law firm, sat down in my office, exasperated. She sought 
psychotherapy due to an increase in worry and anxiety, sleep-
lessness, and work- related stress. “My boss expects me to work 
24/7. I am so sick of it. She e- mails me, texts me, and calls my 
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cell even when I’m supposed to be off the clock. She even inter-
rupted me when I was on a date last weekend with a stupid 
question about a case I’m working on. Can’t she wait until 
Monday? Doesn’t she know I have a life? I am feeling burned out 
and stuck in this job, but I can’t afford to quit.”

During my two decades in clinical practice, I have worked 
with hundreds of women from many walks of life who had 
become overwhelmed and resentful after perceiving that they 
had been dismissed, unheard, undervalued, or overlooked in 
their important relationships. Whether with a romantic partner, 
family member, friend, child, neighbor, boss, or coworker, many 
women struggle to know how to identify and share their feel-
ings, thoughts, wants, and needs in clear and productive ways 
that allow their needs to be met and their relationships with 
others to be preserved. Because assertiveness is an expression of 
difference (there’s no real need to be assertive if our thoughts 
and feelings are in perfect unison with someone else, right?), it 
is common for women to fear that these differences will create 
problems or distance in the relationship.

However, my career and life experiences have taught me 
that the opposite is usually true: Clearly communicating my 
feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants— and then really claiming 
and valuing them as my own— is one of the most effective ways 
to strengthen relationships, build confidence, and create the 
life I want. The more secure I am with myself, the more I can 
experience true intimacy with others. And the same can be 
true for you! I believe that with a little more insight into your 
attachment style, or relationship template; an understanding of 
how to identify and use emotions in healthy ways; and a handful 
of practical tools to help you gain self- awareness, you will be 
more comfortable being assertive in all of your relationships.

What do I mean by assertiveness? For some, it might suggest 
saying whatever is on your mind; telling people off; being rude, 
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abrasive, or thoughtless; or being indifferent or inconsiderate. 
Others may associate assertiveness with discussions under-
scored by highly escalated emotions, giving the cold shoulder, 
or even verbal fights and door slamming. Assertiveness is clearly 
a loaded word that has different shades of meaning.

I surveyed an anonymous group of 280 women on how they 
define assertiveness. Here are a variety of responses in their 
own words:

• The ability to make your needs and desires known, and to 
defend yourself in an appropriate manner

• The ability to say no, mean no, and follow through on the no

• Having the confidence and courage to be your own advocate

• Being able to present one’s point of view without being timid 
or aggressive

• Being bold and confident, standing up for yourself or others, 
and expressing your thoughts, ideas, and concerns

AWARENESS EXERCISE  

How Do You Define Assertiveness?

Consider the following questions:

• Think about the word “assertiveness.” What thoughts and 
images arise in your mind when you ponder this word?

• How do you choose to define assertiveness in your own 
life?

• Do you consider yourself to be an assertive person?

A downloadable worksheet for this exercise—and the other 
awareness exercises in this book—is available at http://www 
.newharbinger.com/33377. 
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From the many answers given in my survey, a commonality 
emerged: women associate assertiveness with confidence, the 
ability to communicate, and a move toward action. By the time 
you are done with this book, I want you to view yourself as an 
assertive woman.

Five Skills of Assertiveness
For the purposes of this book, I define assertiveness as having 
the following five skills (the 5 S’s) and five positive results (the 
5 C’s):

1. Self- Reflection: An understanding of your attachment 
style, differentiation level, and relationship patterns. 
The result of self- reflection is a sense of clarity about 
your own development, your relationship patterns, and 
how your past is impacting your ability to be assertive.

2. Self- Awareness: An awareness of your feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants resulting in a sense of confi-
dence about what you want to communicate.

3. Self- Soothing: The ability to manage your intense 
emotions and employ skills to soothe yourself and 
respond to emotions in a caring way, without becoming 
overwhelmed by them or detaching from them. The 
development of self- soothing leads to a sense of calm-
ness, which allows you to clearly assert yourself and 
convey your intended message.

4. Self- Expression: The ability to communicate your feel-
ings, thoughts, needs, and wants clearly to others, along 
with a willingness to back up your words with action. 
The development of skills to express yourself leads to a 
stronger and deeper connection with others.
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5. Self- Expansion: The openness to another’s point of 
view as being valid, the willingness to “hold space” for 
differences, and the desire to grow through your rela-
tionships. The practice of hearing and valuing another’s 
experience leads to deeper feelings of compassion for 
another’s experience.

A downloadable list of the Five Skills of Assertiveness is avail-
able at http://www.newharbinger.com/33377.

Now let’s explore each of these assertiveness skills in a little 
more depth, shall we?

Self- Reflection
Self- reflection includes an understanding of how past attach-

ment styles and relationship patterns are impacting your current 
relationships and your approach to assertive communication. As 
you develop an understanding of and an appreciation for your 
own attachment style, differentiation level, and relationship tem-
plate, you will be more effective at developing the skills to over-
come barriers to assertive communication. In the coming 
chapters we’ll explore your attachment style and examine how it 
may be supporting or sabotaging your ability to assert yourself 
clearly and effectively in your life right now. Here’s an example:

Ella came into my office for therapy. She was well dressed 
and communicated in a very formal manner. Ella informed me 
that she was there to talk about sex, which she didn’t enjoy. She 
dreaded her husband’s flirtations and innuendos because they 
were a prelude to Lonnie asking her for sex. She felt guilty and 
ashamed, and also angry that he pressured her. For more than 
fifteen years Ella had resented her relationship with her Lonnie 
because she believed that he wanted her to be skinnier, sexier, 
and more adventurous in bed than she was or wanted to be.
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When I asked about their first sexual relationship, she 
reluctantly shared how scary it was. She had married young and 
with no prior sexual experiences. Her husband, on the other 
hand, had had sexual experiences with previous girlfriends in 
high school and college. Ella explained, “He knew a lot more 
than I did about sex, and it was overwhelming to me.” It was 
rare that they talked openly about their sexual relationship or 
about anything touchy. When they did, it quickly turned into a 
fight about who was to blame for their strained relationship or 
days of cold silence between them. “It’s just better not to talk 
about it,” Ella said.

Taking a step back from her current concerns, Ella explained 
some of her family history. Her parents had a tumultuous mar-
riage, fighting loudly and often. Her mother was very critical of 
Ella, even though she tried desperately to please her by being 
pretty, getting good grades, and being helpful around the house.

All those things I did— it was never enough for my mom. 
Even to this day, when I share something I’m excited about, 
she’ll come back with something negative.

My parents often fought in front of me, but even if I 
wasn’t in the room I could still hear the horrible and hateful 
things they’d scream at each other. I never really felt safe in 
my own house, and I had no one to help me through it, no 
one to comfort me. The people who were supposed to 
protect me were the ones whose behavior was hurting me.

Ella started to connect the dots.

I don’t feel safe with Lonnie, just like I never felt safe with 
my parents or good enough for my mom! When my mom 
started being critical, I would tune her out and then try 
even harder to please her. That’s what I do now, with 
Lonnie. I’ve never noticed that before. I listen to him, but I 
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don’t really take in what he’s saying. It’s just too painful, too 
critical, too familiar. But then, as I replay his words in my 
mind, I end up trying to do more and do better— to be a 
better mother, be more organized at home, be more 
attractive— and to be happier.

I asked Ella if she’d ever told her mother how painful her 
criticisms were, or if she’d made any requests to end the critical 
comments. Ella hadn’t. Then I asked if she had ever shared 
with Lonnie how overwhelmed she was during the beginning of 
their marriage by her lack of sexual experience and knowledge, 
and how his requests to do things that she didn’t want to 
do— and his criticism of her being frigid, prude, and chubby— 
really hurt her. She hadn’t done that either; she’d never devel-
oped the skills or the emotional safety in her marriage to make 
her feelings known.

Ella’s early family relationship was clearly playing out in her 
current life. She had developed an avoidant style of relating to 
her parents as a way to protect herself from the instability and 
negativity, and she was relating in a similar way with her 
husband. She had learned to let people talk, to tune them out, 
and then try harder to be “good”— a good daughter and then a 
good wife and mother.

Through therapy, she continued to hone her ability to 
reflect on and to understand the relationship and communica-
tion patterns she had developed in her early life— and how she 
had continued using them as an adult. Most important, she was 
able to grieve the nurturing and safety she didn’t have as a 
child, as well as the years lost to a strained marriage. Through 
self- reflection, Ella developed a sense of clarity about how her 
past experiences and patterns were impacting her current rela-
tionship. She began to see why it was difficult for her to share 
her feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants in her marriage.
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Self- Awareness
In order to express yourself assertively and effectively to 

others, you need to develop deeper self- awareness by learning 
how to tune in to what you feel, what you think, what you need, 
and what you want. An important step in developing assertive-
ness skills is to become mindful of what’s going on inside of 
you— in your mind, your heart, and your body. Self- awareness 
is the foundation of assertive communication and strong rela-
tionships; you have to know what you’re experiencing before 
you can express yourself to someone else and be heard!

Awareness of your feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants 
allows you to create mutually fulfilling relationships with the 
people who matter most to you. When you lack self- awareness or 
withhold information that you are aware of from your loved ones, 
you not only restrict your own growth but theirs as well (Miller 
and Stiver 1997). People grow in and through relationships.

The following example from another client illustrates how 
the awareness of emotions, thoughts, needs, and wants devel-
ops the confidence to know when you need to speak up and 
what to ask for in ways that maintain the relationship:

I have been asking my boss for more work hours for quite a 
while now. Not only has he not given them to me, he 
repeatedly schedules me to work weekends, even though I’ve 
also expressed that I need weekends off sometimes. Things 
got worse when a new girl got more hours than me but 
didn’t have to work weekends. I was so upset that I finally 
directly confronted my boss and clearly asked for what I 
wanted. He admitted that he needed to take another look at 
the schedule and make some changes. I was afraid he might 
think I was being a bitch, but I knew I had a valid point 
that needed to be addressed.
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The more aware you are of your internal cues, the more 
confident you feel, and the greater ability you have to manage 
your emotions and effectively communicate. As you learn about 
attachment styles in the coming chapters, you’ll see that each 
style has unique challenges when it comes to tuning in to emo-
tions, thoughts, needs, and wants. Each style also has different 
obstacles when it comes to speaking and acting assertively.

Self- Soothing
One of the great things about relationships is having 

someone who can give support and love in times of grief, crisis, 
or pain. There’s something remarkably comforting about crying 
on a friend’s shoulder (figuratively or literally) and knowing 
that someone cares about you when you are troubled or sad. It 
is also an important skill for you to turn inward to seek help— 
that is, to rely on yourself to provide comfort and calm yourself 
down. This is where self- soothing comes in.

Self- soothing is the ability to manage your own emotions in 
difficult or stressful situations without being overwhelmed by 
them or denying them. What this means is that it’s necessary to 
tune in to what you’re feeling— but not to the point that your 
emotions are essentially controlling you. Assertiveness comes 
from a place of emotional awareness but not emotional 
volatility.

When you feel threatened with loss, rejection, or discon-
nection, you may become emotionally “flooded.” When experi-
encing intense emotions, your prefrontal cortex (the part of 
your brain responsible for abstract thinking and analyzing and 
regulating your behavior) gets hijacked by your “primitive brain” 
(brain stem). Your primitive brain is designed to help you 
survive in life- threatening situations. When you perceive a 
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threat (physical, relational, or emotional), your brain goes into 
survival mode, also referred to as the fight, flight, or freeze 
response. Being able to calm yourself down allows you to access 
the self- reflection, self- awareness, and communication skills 
that you will develop throughout this book.

According to stress researcher and biologist Dr. Robert 
Sapolsky (2004), animals are much better at managing threats 
to their well- being than humans. Animals go into a temporary 
survival mode for only a few minutes while they run from or 
fight off their predator. If they survive, their bodies go back into 
homeostasis, and their fight, flight, or freeze response turns off. 
While humans do occasionally have to respond to external 
threats to survival in cases of accidents, natural disasters, and 
violence, the vast majority of threats we face is psychological in 
nature and originates not from outside us but from our own 
thoughts. Feeling nervousness about losing a job, stress about 
finances, pressure about a deadline, or anxiety about asserting 
yourself in an important relationship are just a few examples of 
common human experiences that can activate stress hormones 
in the brain. Because the body reacts to these stressors as if it 
were in physical danger, those who have strong emotional 
responses to these triggers (which can be daily!) suffer greatly. 
Being able to self- soothe becomes a necessary antidote.

Unfortunately, we cannot simply turn off our responses in 
the same way that animals can, thus making humans quite 
unique in our experience of chronic stress. Because we are not 
biologically wired to physically and emotionally relax following 
a distressing situation, we must learn and practice strategies to 
help ourselves to once again be calm.

Sandra worked full- time as an assistant in a law firm and 
was studying late one night for the bar exam. By the time she 
went to bed it was around 1:00 a.m. Here is how the night 
progressed:
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My neighbor in the apartment next to me had his TV up so 
loud that I couldn’t sleep! It sounded like some kind of violent 
action flick. As I tossed and turned, I got more and more 
angry that someone would be so insensitive and selfish and 
have such a lack of respect for others’ needs. I started thinking 
about banging on his door and screaming in his face that he 
was a selfish bastard who had no regard for others and that I 
was going to call the cops if he didn’t turn down his TV.

This neighbor was an acquaintance and was generally 
not disruptive. But the more I started visualizing telling him 
off, the more angry I felt. A hot burning sensation was rising 
in my body, and I could feel the muscles in my shoulders, 
arms, and hands tense up. I knew that if I continued with 
these thoughts and down this emotional path the outcome 
would not be good— for either of us. So I sat up in bed, closed 
my eyes, took a couple of deep breaths, and started practicing 
self- compassion, which I’ve been working on in therapy. “Of 
course you’re angry,” I said to myself as I gently stroked my 
arm. “You’re under extreme stress right now. You’ve worked 
hard and studied hard and you just want some sleep. Of 
course you’re upset by your neighbor’s insensitivity preventing 
you from getting what you need right now.”

I could feel my heart rate going down and my muscles 
relaxing. Then I started to make a plan about how to assert 
myself so I could get some rest. I put on some sweats and 
walked next door and knocked loudly on the door— not 
pissed- off knocking but loud enough that he could hear it. He 
opened the door with a puzzled look on his face. I said in a 
firm yet kind voice, “Hey, Scott, it’s been a rough day for me. 
Will you turn your TV volume down? I can hear it through 
the wall and it’s preventing me from falling asleep.” He said 
he was so sorry and didn’t realize how late it was. He turned 
down the volume on the TV, and I fell asleep.
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Sandra’s response to the neighbor’s noisiness is certainly 
understandable. She was exhausted and stressed and went into 
“fight” mode. Through self- soothing, she was able to access her 
higher- level thinking and come up with a plan that would help 
Sandra to get her needs met and to preserve the relationship 
with her neighbor. Had she gone over to his apartment in fight 
mode she would likely have experienced a much different and 
less- than- positive outcome.

On the other extreme of the emotional response spectrum 
are individuals who have limited or no access to their emo-
tional experiences. Perhaps they aren’t fully conscious of them, 
learn to numb them, or simply ignore what they’re feeling. This 
state could be thought of as an emotional shutdown or emo-
tional numbness. I believe that one of the main reasons people 
avoid emotions is because they don’t know how to manage 
them, particularly if they are difficult, uncomfortable, or over-
whelming. While this coping strategy may (temporarily) shield 
you from pain, this approach doesn’t allow you to be fully con-
nected to yourself; it impedes your ability to act assertively and 
create meaningful relationships. Emotional management skills 
can help you first access and then soothe emotions. The devel-
opment of self- soothing skills allows you to move toward calm-
ness so you can access your higher brain and express yourself in 
a clear and congruent way.

In the next chapter, we’ll explore in more depth why our 
survival responses get activated so often in response to real or 
perceived threats to our relationships when I talk about attach-
ment styles.

Self- Expression
As you practice tuning in and use different strategies to 

manage the intensity of emotions that arise, the next step is to 
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develop and implement the skills necessary to express yourself 
clearly and effectively (which will then increase the likelihood 
that your message will be well received and responded to). The 
following is an example of a woman who successfully expressed 
an emotional need:

I recently told my partner that I needed more uninterrupted 
attention from her. She said she was grateful to know what 
I needed so she wouldn’t have to guess. I feel proud and 
empowered that I was able to communicate this to her. And 
since that time, our pattern of being too busy for each other 
has improved.

Asking for what you want and need is what being assertive is 
all about! In this example, her partner was grateful for a direct 
request. But as you’ve probably already experienced, not every-
one will feel grateful when you’re assertive. You will likely get a 
variety of responses as you start speaking up more frequently. 
Keep in mind that assertiveness skills aren’t about pleasing other 
people or about elevating yourself above others. Assertiveness is 
about treating yourself as an equal with others and taking owner-
ship of your well- being while respecting others’ differences.

Though it might seem counterintuitive, the closer a person 
is to you emotionally, the harder it may be to assert yourself to 
him or her when a difference arises, especially when it comes to 
vulnerable emotions like fear and loneliness. For example, it’s 
easy to become frustrated, even enraged, at an individual who 
cuts you off in traffic or is driving carelessly; you might even 
make a corrective or demeaning gesture. However, it can be 
more difficult to speak up assertively when the individual 
driving too fast, weaving through traffic, or disobeying the 
rules of the road is your spouse (you might find it easier to act 
passively and say nothing, or you might communicate aggres-
sively and say something like, “Ugh! I hate riding in a car with 
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you! You’re going to kill us!”— both of which are examples of 
not acting assertively).

For another example, consider how the digital age has 
changed communication etiquette. While the Internet can be a 
wonderful place to learn and exchange ideas, unfortunately it 
can also be quite a nasty outlet for trolls, or people determined 
to express their views in a manner that is less than civil. I do my 
best to avoid negative, hateful comment sections for articles 
posted online, but I have seen enough of them to understand 
that there are some vicious responses to cultural and social 
issues. The most negative things I’ve seen online are, not sur-
prising, by people named “anonymous” (or those using an 
obvious alias). These folks don’t have anything to lose by being 
mean or hateful because they have no investment in the rela-
tionship with the person they are targeting.

I find it helpful to consider levels of relationships as concen-
tric circles. You are the center of the circle. Those closest to you 
(such as your spouse, intimate partner, or best friend) make up 
the inner circles, while acquaintances and strangers take up 
space in the outer circles (see figure 1).
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You

Spouse/Partner

Immediate
Family/Close Friends

Coworkers/Extended
Family/Neighbors

Strangers

Acquaintances

Figure 1. Risk Level in Relationships

Why is it often scarier to express our feelings, thoughts, 
needs, and wants to those closest to us? It is because there is a 
greater risk involved; we have more at stake, and therefore more 
to lose, with our loved ones. Because we are wired for connec-
tion with others and need relationships for our very survival, 
real or perceived threats to our relationships activate our fight, 
flight, or freeze response, making it extremely difficult to com-
municate clearly and assertively. The challenge is greater with 
those closest to us, but it’s ultimately more important— and 
more rewarding!— to express ourselves authentically, including 
our differences, to those with whom we have important 
relationships.
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Sometimes self- awareness and clear communication skills 
aren’t enough to prevent others from crossing your boundaries. 
In certain situations, you will be required to take assertive 
action to reinforce your verbal communication. You may need 
to leave a conversation, hang up the phone, break off a relation-
ship, stop responding to texts, take away your teen’s car keys, or 
stand in the doorway to prevent someone from entering your 
home. Consider the woman in the following scenario who stood 
by her word and enforced her boundaries:

I brought a newborn baby home with strict orders from the 
doctor to have no visiting kids in the home for two months. 
My sister wanted to bring her children over, but I was 
assertive and firm in saying no. She showed up one evening 
with her kids, hoping that I’d make an exception and let her 
family in to meet their baby cousin. I stood at the door and 
reiterated the doctor’s orders. I feel bad that she became 
upset, but I don’t regret standing my ground. I’m proud of 
myself and know it was the right thing for me to do.

This courageous new mom literally took a stand to back up 
her words: she stood in the doorway and didn’t let her relatives 
in! Saying the words is often easier than actually backing it up. 
Interestingly, the above example also highlights a recurring 
pattern I’ve noticed in my clinical practice— women are often 
willing to be assertive on behalf of someone else! In this case, 
allowing her sister and children to come over would have poten-
tially put her baby at risk. I wonder if she would have been as 
firm if she were under doctor’s orders not to have visitors for the 
sake of her own health. Have you noticed this pattern in your 
own life? Think about how it feels to stand up for yourself com-
pared to asserting yourself on another’s behalf.

When you are able to express yourself clearly and consis-
tently, it will lead to stronger connections with others.
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Self- Expansion
Part of healthy assertiveness is the ability to speak up and 

stand up without silencing or disregarding someone else or vio-
lating his or her rights. Too often, differences between people 
result in a power struggle of whose opinion or feelings or ideas 
are “right” or “better.” It absolutely does not have to be this 
way! An assertive woman can “hold space” in a conversation— 
and in her mind and heart– for another person’s unique per-
spective or experience. In this way, we can expand our own 
awareness to include understanding and empathy for others.

Holding space for another person to have a different 
response or opinion than the one you express is not the same as 
agreeing with him or her or “giving in.” It is developing the 
ability to allow for another person’s feelings, thoughts, needs, or 
wants to be different than your own and yet still valid and 
valued. To illustrate, here’s a simple conversation I’ve had 
dozens of times with my children about doing their home 
responsibilities:

“Have you completed your daily jobs yet?”

“Not yet, Mom. I really don’t want to take out the trash 
today or clean my room. I’m sooooo tired. Can I just watch 
TV for a while?”

“So, you’re really tired, you’ve had a long day at school, and 
you’d rather watch TV right now and not do your jobs. I 
hear you, son…AND you still need to finish your jobs 
before you watch TV. Turn it off right now or you will not 
be able to watch TV even after your jobs are done.”

In this conversation, I tried to hold space for my son to have 
and express different thoughts, feelings, wants, and needs in 
the conversation while simultaneously asserting myself and 
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holding him accountable for his responsibilities. This conversa-
tion could have easily turned into a power struggle whereby I 
defended how right I was about the fact that he needs to get his 
work done first (which has also happened many times, too). Or 
I could have complained about how often we have this same 
conversation. Or I could discount what he was expressing by 
saying something like, “You think you’re tired? I’ve been going 
nonstop since early this morning, and I don’t get a recess. You 
don’t know anything about being tired!” But I’m grateful that I 
had the insight to hear him out (that time) and validate a dif-
ferent view while still holding him to the expectation of com-
pleting his chores. Self- expansion, or openness to hearing 
another’s experience, is the path to developing more compassion 
in your heart and in your actions.

In summary, assertiveness is not being rude or pushy; it’s the 
ability to both recognize your relationship patterns and identify 
and manage your emotions so you can take a stand for yourself 
or others. Assertiveness also includes being willing to use con-
gruent body language to back up your words with actions when 
words are not enough. Finally, it also means being open to lis-
tening to and validating another person’s differing experience. 
Now that we’re on the same page with our definition of asser-
tiveness, the following chapter will explain the connections 
between attachment, emotions, and potential challenges you 
may face in becoming more assertive.

To summarize, here are the five skills of assertiveness and 
the benefits you will achieve as you develop each skill:
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Assertiveness Skills (5 S’s) Benefits (5 C’s) 

self- reflection clarity

self- awareness confidence

self- soothing calmness 

self- expression connection

self- expansion compassion





CHAPTER 2

Attachment, Emotions, 
and Assertiveness

Now that we’ve identified what assertiveness is and explored a 
few scenarios that required assertiveness, let’s look at the origin 
of when and how you first learned to express yourself in your 
family. While assertiveness is focused on speaking up in a spe-
cific situation, our overall ability and willingness to communi-
cate is influenced to a large part by our past relationship 
experiences, particularly those with our early caregivers. This 
emotional bond with another person is called an attachment.

Our early attachment relationships provide a template for 
future relationships. Though of course not guaranteed to dictate 
behavior, this template guides how we see ourselves, how much 
we trust others, what strategies we use to manage our emotions, 
and how confident we are in sharing ourselves. Our attachment 
style influences our comfort level and skill level when it comes 
to being assertive.

Understanding your attachment style is crucial to develop-
ing assertiveness. Why? Because it has largely influenced your 
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core beliefs about yourself and relationships. Your attachment 
style has also shaped your communication patterns: from your 
early relationships you learned what feelings, thoughts, needs, 
and wants were okay to acknowledge and express. Knowing 
how you developed your relationship patterns can empower you 
to make sense of why it may be difficult for you to speak up, 
make requests, and advocate for yourself.

Remember the case example of Ella from chapter 1 who 
didn’t like having sex? Let’s continue the story. As Ella under-
stood more about the development of her relationship pattern 
and attachment style (avoidant, but we’ll get to the different 
styles shortly), she was able to identify, name, and experience 
the vulnerable emotions— loneliness, sadness, and fear— she 
had detached from when she was young. Through this process, 
Ella developed empathy for her younger self as a scared child 
and as a scared newlywed who was ill prepared for sexuality and 
marriage. She took responsibility for her part of the distant rela-
tionship pattern in her marriage and was able to see the subtle 
and the not- so- subtle ways that she was rejecting Lonnie. Ella 
and I worked together to help her identify and communicate 
her feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants— first in the therapy 
office with me and then with her husband, Lonnie. As she felt 
stronger and more connected to herself, she was able to share 
with Lonnie how scared and alone she felt as a child and how 
she had learned to cope with conflict by avoiding emotions. 
Ella’s marital progress owed a lot to the process of her identify-
ing and understanding the relationship and emotion patterns 
she learned as a child and how they had been replayed in the 
marriage. Improvements were also an outcome of her develop-
ing the skills to share more of herself (her thoughts, feelings, 
needs, and wants) with Lonnie.

As Lonnie sensed the relationship shifting, he started going 
to individual therapy to help him deal with some anxiety that 
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had surfaced as a result of Ella’s personal growth. As their levels 
of self- awareness and emotional intimacy grew, their sex life 
improved (which they were both very happy about). While they 
continue to experience periods of tension and relationship dis-
connection, just like every couple, they are better equipped to 
deal with their differences in ways that foster emotional close-
ness instead of distance.

Looking Through an Attachment Lens
I’ve mentioned attachment theory a few times in this book 
already, but here’s where we are going to go into it in more 
detail. Why do you need to know this stuff? Because I think it’s 
one of the most helpful theories I’ve learned both personally 
and professionally, and I believe that learning to view yourself 
and others through an attachment lens will be incredibly helpful 
to you. A basic understanding of attachments is a foundational 
element of the assertiveness skills in this book. Without it, 
learning to effectively assert yourself and lead a more fulfilling 
life becomes much more difficult. With this in mind, as you 
read through this chapter, I invite you to consider how attach-
ment theory applies to your own experiences as a child.

First introduced by psychologist John Bowlby (1958), attach-
ment theory suggests that humans have an innate physiological 
need to form an emotional bond with caregivers and that 
having a strong bond is crucial to healthy development. After 
observing the distress patterns of institutionalized infants sepa-
rated from their parents, Bowlby and his colleague James 
Robertson noticed progressive and predictable patterns of 
behavior in these children after separation. First, children pro-
tested, visibly upset by the separation from their caregivers. 
Next they sunk into despair, becoming apathetic and withdrawn 
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from others. Finally, after continued separation, the children 
became detached and nonresponsive.

Bowlby also identified four components of attachment that 
children naturally develop around to maintain connection with 
their caregiver:

1. Proximity maintenance: the desire to be near attach-
ment figures, to maintain physical closeness.

2. Secure base: the role the caregiver or attachment figure 
plays, and from which the child can explore the larger 
world (have you ever seen a toddler walk away from her 
parent and then check back to make sure the parent is 
still there? This is a normal part of the attachment 
process).

3. Safe haven: the return to the caregiver for a kiss or hug 
(when that same toddler feels scared or threatened, she 
will return to the caregiver for comfort).

4. Separation distress: the emotional upset exhibited by 
young children when they are separated from their 
parent or caregiver (a common example of this is a tod-
dler’s emotional protest when she is left with a babysit-
ter for the first time).

How have these concepts manifested in your childhood or 
adult life and in the lives of your children or other young children 
you know? This attachment behavior in children is thought to be 
part of the evolutionary process, hardwired into humans in order 
to ensure the survival of our offspring. As children are helpless 
for their first few years (while other mammals can walk and feed 
themselves within minutes of birth), this attachment style ensures 
that a caregiver will provide for the child’s basic physical and 
emotional needs, thus increasing her chances of survival.
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In our early attachment relationships, we formed a relation-
ship template and developed our view of ourselves and our 
expectations of others. If your caregivers were loving and gener-
ally responsive, you likely developed a sense that you are lovable, 
that relationships are dependable, and that people are trustwor-
thy. In other words, you are more likely to feel a general sense 
of worthiness and a sense of safety in future relationships. If 
your caregivers were unpredictable, you may have grown up 
wondering if you are worthy of love, and you may have a nagging 
sense of fear and worry about whether other people will really 
love you and be there for you. If your early relationships were 
often neglectful and/or rejecting of your emotions and needs, 
then you may have developed an invisible shell as a way to 
protect your unmet needs and invalidated emotions. You may 
have learned to survive by detaching from or denying your feel-
ings and needs.

In a similar way, our attachment needs drive our intimate 
adult relationships (Hazan and Shaver 1987). Similar patterns 
of protesting, despairing, and then detaching can be seen when 
an adult’s important relationships are threatened by illness, 
betrayal, fear of abandonment, and other factors. The general 
attachment style developed throughout earlier life can also be 
seen in adult relationships, particularly with intimate partners.

The four attachment components present in childhood— 
proximity maintenance, secure base, safe haven, and separation 
distress— are also seen in adults. If you’ve ever been “in love” 
you probably know that feeling of wanting to spend time with 
and be close to your beloved. This is similar to proximity main-
tenance. Have you ever felt inspired by being loved? Like you 
could achieve almost anything? This feeling is like an adult 
secure base: when you know you are cherished you feel more 
confident to try new things. There’s nothing like coming home 
to a big hug after a difficult day or hearing before a big work 
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presentation the encouraging words, “You can do this. I believe 
in you.” These are examples of an adult version of safe haven. 
Separation distress can occur when adults are separated from 
loved ones. Think about the distress and tears that arise when 
you say good- bye to your partner as he or she leaves the country 
for a year to serve in the armed forces, or when your child is ill 
in the hospital for a long stretch and you have to leave him or 
her to care for other family members.

Three Attachment Styles
Building on Bowlby’s work on attachment theory, colleague 

Mary Ainsworth (1979) designed “The Strange Situation,” a 
structured way to observe the attachment relationships between 
a caregiver and child at twelve months old. Ainsworth identi-
fied basic childhood attachment styles based on patterns of 
interaction observed by toddlers in a laboratory setting. After 
the toddlers were systematically separated and reunited with 
their mothers, three general attachment categories emerged:

Secure (60%): distress when separated from caregiver, joy 
upon reunification with caregiver, ability to be close to 
others, trusting of others to meet needs

Anxious (20%): distraught upon separation, difficult to 
soothe upon reunification, clingy and overwhelmed

Avoidant (20%): minimal distress upon separation, does not 
seek contact when the caregiver returns

Interestingly, the percentages of adults who fall into each of 
the three attachment styles are roughly the same percentages as 
the children categorized in Ainsworth’s research.
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My personal and clinical experience has demonstrated that 
these basic relationship styles— secure, anxious, and avoidant— 
continue into adolescence and adulthood. And not only in our 
love relationships. Wherever we go, we take our attachment 
styles with us: into the workplace, into friendships, community 
groups, family relationships, and more.

Because our particular way of relating and getting our emo-
tional needs met is the only way we know, it’s possible to not be 
aware that different attachment styles and patterns exist. It’s 
easy to think that everyone does relationships like you do. It is 
usually when our way of being in relationships causes us pain 
that we start reflecting on our own attachment style and pat-
terns. This process of reflecting on your own history and pat-
terns can sometime elicit difficult emotions and memories. It’s 
normal to feel some discomfort or hesitation. However, this 
knowledge will allow you to see yourself and your current rela-
tionship patterns more clearly. The first step in this self- 
reflection process is getting familiar with your basic attachment 
style. Let’s explore this further.
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

What’s Your Adult Attachment Style?

Let’s bring this attachment style closer to home for you. Read 
the following statements and decide which of the types best 
describes you.

Type 1

• I often rely on others’ approval to feel good about 
myself.

• I worry about my loved ones when we are physically 
apart.

• I often worry that I’ll unintentionally push people 
away.

• I usually want to be closer to my friends, family, and 
lover than they want to be to me.

Type 2

• I frequently feel suffocated in relationships, especially 
with intimate partners.

• I feel best about myself when I’m independent and 
autonomous.

• I have been labeled aloof or distant in more than a 
few different relationships.

• I often wonder why other people get so upset about 
trivial things.

• I tend to let things “roll off of my back.”
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Type 3

• I like being with loved ones and also spending quiet 
time alone.

• I don’t worry much about my loved ones when we’re 
apart.

• I feel things deeply, but I rarely “lose my cool.”

• Most of the time, I am aware of what I am feeling 
inside.

• I have rarely felt smothered or suffocated in my love 
relationships.

Key: 

1 = Anxious attachment style

2 = Avoidant attachment style

3 = Secure attachment style

Keep in mind that attachment styles aren’t “good” or 
“bad”— they just are. Being aware of your style will help you 
understand why certain aspects of speaking up may be difficult 
for you. Understanding your style will also help you pinpoint 
specific aspects of connection and communication where you 
can learn and grow. Most important, these styles are not cast in 
stone. While they tend to be enduring, attachment styles are 
also flexible and can evolve. You can develop a more secure 
style through psychotherapy, doing the hard work of growing in 
your close relationships, and putting into practice the concepts 
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and skills in this book. In fact, that is one of my hopes for you 
as you make your way through this book— that you will, over 
time, develop a more secure style and a higher level of differen-
tiation. What’s “differentiation,” you ask? Read on to find out.

Differentiation
Attachment theory is based on the assumption that we are 
emotionally interconnected with one another. This intercon-
nectedness is a core assumption in family systems theory, which 
is the assertion that a family makes up a “multiperson unit” 
that has its own characteristics and qualities and operates as a 
whole. In the previous chapter, we talked about how humans 
are wired for connection and closeness with others, and how we 
are born with the desire and capability to form lasting relation-
ships. However, equally important to our discussion of asser-
tiveness is how, in addition to being interconnected, we are 
simultaneously individuals with unique feelings, thoughts, 
needs, and wants.

We are both unique individuals and closely connected to 
others. Our ability to navigate the tension between our desire 
for individuality and our desire for connection through rela-
tionships is called differentiation. “Differentiation is the ability 
to maintain your sense of self when you are emotionally and/or 
physically close to others— especially as they become important 
to you” (Schnarch 1997, 56). It also includes the ability to 
engage in life from a place of authenticity and integrity instead 
of from a “false self” or a “pretend self” that often develops to 
avoid conflict, keep the peace, or placate others. Finally, dif-
ferentiation of self involves the ability to distinguish thoughts 
and feelings and to take action from a mature and thoughtful 
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place, instead of responding from a place of emotional reactiv-
ity (Bowen 1976).

Low- Level Differentiation
Families with a lower differentiation level will resist a family 

member’s attempt to assert herself in ways that challenge family 
norms, break family rules, or threaten family identity. 
Considering the family as a single unit, it makes sense that the 
group would exert pressure on the person who is differentiating 
in order to reduce anxiety and to maintain the status quo, or 
homeostasis. Families with low levels of differentiation are often 
called emotionally fused or enmeshed because they have a hard 
time knowing whose feelings and thoughts belong to whom.

An example of a family with a lower level of differentiation 
is a family who highly values formal education and expects all 
family members to earn advanced degrees. This family will 
have a more difficult time supporting and celebrating a daugh-
ter’s decision to go to cosmetology school to become a hair 
stylist.

Or consider a family wherein the father is addicted to pre-
scription medication. All the children are aware of the problem, 
but the unspoken rule is to “just act as if nothing is wrong.” If 
one day at dinner someone asks, “Why is it that we never talk 
about Dad’s addiction?” the response is stunned looks on family 
members’ faces while the anxiety level in the room rises. The 
oldest child might try to quickly shut down that conversation 
by changing the topic to a sporting event, or the mother might 
express anger at the child who broke the “rule” and blame her 
for always ruining family dinners.

These two concrete examples of low- level differentiation 
are very overt. However, most behavior that indicates differen-
tiation is a lot subtler. Expression of a certain emotion or a 
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seemingly insignificant decision that goes against the family 
norm can also be signs of differentiation of self. Think of a 
toddler throwing a tantrum in a crowded mall. That is a sign of 
differentiation! Her screeching or behavior is clearly saying, 
“I’m not at all happy that we have to leave right now! I want a 
cookie!”

A parent with a lower level of differentiation would likely 
become emotionally flooded in such a situation and have diffi-
culty separating her child’s emotions from her own. She may 
experience a sense of shame and become increasingly self- 
conscious that the people walking by are thinking that she is a 
“bad mom who can’t control her kid.” She might grab her child 
by the arm and drag her to the closest bench where she scolds 
her and squeezes her arm harder while in a whisper- yell (I’m 
sure you’re familiar with a mother’s whisper- yell because your 
mom used it, and you might too!) she insists that her daughter 
stop crying or she’ll have to take away her favorite stuffed 
animal.

High- Level Differentiation
Using the same tantrum scenario, a highly differentiated 

mother would likely remain calm, pick the child up, and walk 
to the car without hurting or yelling at her child. This mother 
might say to herself, “I pushed her too far past naptime. I don’t 
blame her for having a meltdown. I probably should have headed 
home an hour ago.” Not only is she able to use her thoughts to 
keep calm and make sense of the situation, she is able to respond 
to herself and her child with compassion. She may do what she 
can to soothe her daughter on the way to the car by singing her 
favorite lullaby.
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Families with higher levels of differentiation are able to 
accept a broader range of behaviors and expressions of unique 
feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants without raising the anxiety 
level to intolerable levels that feel threatening and overwhelm-
ing. Family members are able to act from a thoughtful place.

Here’s another example of a family who has moved to the 
higher end of the differentiation continuum: my family of 
origin. We were raised in Los Angeles in a devout and highly 
religious home; however, many of my siblings, now all well into 
adulthood, no longer affiliate with the religion of our childhood 
even though my parents are still active in the faith. Even though 
they are no longer a part of our “family’s faith,” they continue 
to be included and accepted by the larger family group and are 
supported in their life choices. We can accept when a family 
member exhibits or expresses difference. My youngest sister, 
Sarah, is an award- winning tattoo artist and is, herself, covered 
with tattoos…and a few piercings. Her appearance is very dif-
ferent from the rest of us, who have a more conservative look. 
Yet Sarah and her own little family are embraced, included, and 
loved wholeheartedly by the group.

What Does Differentiation Have to Do 
with Assertiveness?
The ability to be assertive— to clearly and confidently 

express your feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants even when 
they differ greatly from others who are important to you— is 
essentially an expression of differentiation. Assertiveness is a 
way that you express difference while remaining connected. 
Whether it’s with family, colleagues, neighbors, or acquain-
tances, you can use the tools in this book to assert yourself— to 
express difference.
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Here is a visual illustration of differentiation (see fig. 2): On 
the lower- level end of the differentiation continuum, you’ll 
notice that “self” and “others” almost completely overlap. This 
represents emotional fusion or enmeshment— it’s not clear 
whose thoughts, feelings, needs, and wants are whose. On the 
higher- level end of the continuum, “self” and “other” have a lot 
less overlap and yet are still connected.

Low	   High	  

Other	  

Self	   Other	  Self	  

Undifferen(ated	   Differen(ated	  AND	  A/ached	  

Figure 2. Differentiation Continuum

Now that you have the basics down, let’s explore a bit more 
about your family of origin’s level of differentiation and bring it 
close to home, literally.
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Exploring Family Differentiation Level

Consider the following questions regarding your level of dif-
ferentiation in your family of origin:

• Were certain emotions unacceptable to express in 
your family?

• How did your family respond when you voiced small 
differences of opinion (for example, wanting to go 
to a different restaurant or to watch a different TV 
show)?

• Think about your family identity or how you define 
yourself as a family unit. Complete this sentence: Our 
family is         (athletic, musical, funny, 
educated, hard workers, alcoholic, troubled, etc.).

• How did your family respond when someone varied 
from or challenged this family identity? Was dif-
ference tolerated but accompanied by high anxiety 
(medium level), punished (low level), or accepted or 
even celebrated (high level)?

• Based on your answers above, would you place your 
family of origin on the lower or the higher end of the 
differentiation continuum?

• On a scale from 0 (lowest level) to 10 (highest level), 
what differentiation score would you give your family 
of origin?
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Exploring Current Differentiation Level

Consider the following questions regarding your current 
comfort level in one of your closest adult relationships (lover, 
partner, best friend, closest family member):

• Are there certain emotions that you can’t share with 
this person?

• How does he or she respond when you express a small 
difference of opinion (for example, how to spend the 
weekend or how to celebrate a special occasion)?

• Think about your own identity or how you describe 
yourself. Complete this sentence with three adjec-
tives: I am        .

• Do you show all of these characteristics when you are 
with your loved one?

• Would you describe yourself differently when you’re 
with acquaintances?

• Based on your answers above, would you place your-
self on the lower or the higher end of the differentia-
tion level?

• On a scale from 0 (lowest level) to 10 (highest level), 
what differentiation score would you give yourself?
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The Intersection of Attachment Style 
and Differentiation
Now that you’ve been introduced to three general attachment 
styles and to the concept of differentiation, let’s look at how 
they intersect. Take a look at Figure 3. If you lean toward an 
anxious attachment style, you likely have a lower level of dif-
ferentiation and higher need for closeness and connection. 
Anxious- style individuals tend to want to be closer than others 
want to be to them, and avoidant- style individuals are comfort-
able with more distance or separateness in relationships.

If you lean toward an avoidant style, you are more likely to 
have a low level of differentiation and a lower desire for a close 
emotional connection. See where the secure style is located? It’s 
at a high level of differentiation and right in the middle when it 
comes to desire for separateness.

A person with a secure style can be comfortable being emo-
tionally close and connected; she also doesn’t fall apart when 
there is separation or distance. Ironically, the ability to stand 
on your own two feet and have a strong sense of who you are 
allows you to develop healthier relationships, to reach out for 
support, to express difference, and to offer support to and toler-
ate the differences of others.
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Secure	  

Avoidant	   Anxious	  
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Figure 3. Attachment Style and Differentiation Level

If these concepts are new to you, you may feel slightly (or 
completely) overwhelmed by this new way of understanding 
relationships. Don’t worry! Please continue reading on and 
considering these concepts. As you work your way through this 
book, these ideas will become clearer and more meaningful.

Attachment, Differentiation, and 
Assertiveness
So how do attachment styles and levels of differentiation 
directly relate to assertiveness? Each attachment style has pat-
terns of emotional management and relationship engagement 
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that shape our ability and willingness to be assertive in a variety 
of human connections, whether romantic, familial, friendship, 
or work connections. And each emotional management pattern 
and relationship pattern has its own challenges.

The following is an overview of the attachment styles and 
their relational characteristics, differentiation level, emotional 
styles, and assertiveness challenges. (You can also download 
this overview in handy chart format at http://www.newharbin 
ger.com/33377.)

Anxious Attachment Style
Characteristics: Clings to relationships; is anxious about being 
separate or being abandoned; is easily overwhelmed by emo-
tions; has difficulty separating thoughts and feelings

Differentiation Level: Low

Barriers to Assertiveness: Is afraid to speak up for fear of cre-
ating distance or rejection; has fear of overwhelming the other 
person; lacks ability to identify emotions

Assertiveness Approach: Hesitant

Assertiveness Goals: Make sense of one’s attachment style; 
identify feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants; develop emotional 
management strategies; build communication skills 

A woman with an anxious attachment style may feel depen-
dent on her relationships to feel good about herself. She may be 
viewed as clingy and also seen as somewhat “emotionally high- 
maintenance,” as she often needs reassurance that she is loved. 
Women with an anxious attachment style are commonly over-
whelmed with emotions (particularly worry) and fear of being 
abandoned or forgotten.
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Individuals with an anxious attachment style face certain 
challenges when it comes to being assertive. These include a 
feeling that there are too many needs to be addressed, a fear of 
not being heard, feeling overwhelmed often, and difficulty 
sorting through emotions. When someone with an anxious 
style does decide to speak up, she often says too much and 
appears overly emotional to others. In order to address these 
challenges, individuals with this attachment style will strive to 
manage emotions, build communication skills, and develop a 
stronger sense of self and difference.

Avoidant Attachment Style
Characteristics: Is uncomfortable being too emotionally close 
to others; feels content interacting on a surface level; is often 
unaware of thoughts and feelings

Differentiation Level: Low

Barriers to Assertiveness: Is often detached from emotions, 
especially during conflict or stress; has discomfort in discussing 
emotions for fear of getting “too close”; believes that it’s better 
to just “let things go”

Assertiveness Approach: Guarded

Assertiveness Goals: Make sense of one’s attachment style; 
acknowledge value of close relationships and interdependence; 
connect to emotions; identify feelings, thoughts, needs, and 
wants; and develop communication skills

Women with an avoidant attachment style tend to mini-
mize or deny the need for close relationships and become 
uncomfortable when others become too close emotionally. 
They tend to be less aware of their emotions and minimize the 
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importance of feelings. In their own eyes, they don’t let their 
emotions get the best of them, as they see themselves as level- 
headed. Others may perceive women with this style as some-
what aloof or detached.

Some of the challenges to assertiveness for a woman who 
has an avoidant attachment style are difficulty acknowledging 
and identifying emotions, a reluctance to trust that others will 
be responsive if she speaks up, and the belief that it’s better to 
simply “let things go” rather than to address feelings and needs. 
Some goals to overcome these challenges are to develop an 
increased awareness of emotions, promote connections with 
others, and accept attachment needs and interdependence with 
others.

Secure Attachment Style
Characteristics: Can form relationships and also feels comfort-
able alone; is able to manage emotions; can separate thoughts 
and feelings

Differentiation Level: High

Barriers to Assertiveness: May have difficulty identifying and 
articulating emotions, or lack confidence to be assertive directly

Assertiveness Approach: Confident

Assertiveness Goals: Develop emotional vocabulary; identify 
feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants; practice emotional man-
agement skills; develop and solidify communication skills

Individuals with a secure attachment style can be emotion-
ally close in relationships but can also be comfortable spending 
time alone. They are able to identify and experience a full range 
of emotions, as well as tolerate intense emotions of others 
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without being overwhelmed by them. They also have the ability 
to speak up and communicate their needs and feelings.

Women with a securely attached style are quite competent 
at acting and speaking assertively. Still, some barriers to asser-
tiveness for those with a secure attachment style may exist, 
such as a lack of vocabulary to adequately express their emo-
tions, a lack of confidence in their assertiveness skills, or a fear 
of hurting others’ feelings.

Emotions and Assertiveness
Now let’s talk about the connection between emotions (also 
referred to as feelings throughout this book) and assertiveness. I 
define emotions as felt bodily sensations that offer information, 
guidance, and cues about our experiences. Our feelings give us 
direction about what we want (and what we don’t want) and 
what we need in order to improve our lives and the lives of those 
around us. In other words, your uncomfortable emotions are 
red flags signaling you to pay attention to a certain situation— to 
make requests, to set boundaries, to make changes, to assert 
yourself. “Feel- good” emotions instruct you to do more or get 
more of whatever it is that is associated with positive feelings. If 
you disconnect from your emotions, you will lose valuable guid-
ance in your effort to be assertive.

The Cost of Avoiding Emotions 
and Assertiveness
Some women will deny or ignore difficult emotions, and 

avoid communicating their feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants 
in an effort to protect themselves and their connections with 
others. However, if this describes you, know that this pattern 
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can do great damage in the long run to both your well- being 
and your relationships. What happens when needs and feelings 
go unacknowledged for too long? Below is a list of common 
responses from women I’ve surveyed. Notice which ones reso-
nate with you:

• Those emotions get trapped inside and fester.

• My blood pressure rises.

• I get stressed out.

• I get headaches.

• I tend to overeat.

• I withdraw and get depressed.

• I start worrying.

• I get really irritable.

• I feel on the verge of tears all the time.

• I take it out on my kids.

• After a while, I’ll blow up at someone who doesn’t 
deserve it.

There are many factors that contribute to our tendency to 
ignore emotional cues. As we’ve discussed, family patterns can 
play a big role in informing which emotions are “off limits.” 
Information overload and constant stimulation of our senses 
through the media can be distracting and impede our ability to 
tune in to emotional cues. There are also other societal factors 
that have reinforced a general pattern of ignoring or silencing 
women’s emotions that we’ll go into in more detail in the fol-
lowing chapter.
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For now, let’s bring this concept to a more personal level. 
What emotions signal that you are not speaking up and sharing 
your feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants in your relationships? 
My big red flags are the feelings of resentment and exhaustion. 
We’ll return to the idea of resentment later on in this book. But 
first, take a few minutes to explore your cues that you’re emo-
tionally disconnected or not being assertive.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Cues That You’re Not Being Assertive

What internal and external cues do you experience when you 
are not addressing your emotions and relationship issues in a 
direct and clear way? Consider physical bodily cues, thought 
patterns, and behavioral patterns.

The Benefits of Cultivating 
Emotional Awareness
During the last few decades, compelling scientific evidence 

has emerged about the crucial role emotions play in all aspects 
of our lives. “Researchers have found that even more than IQ, 
your emotional awareness and abilities to handle feelings will 
determine your success and happiness in all walks of life, includ-
ing family relationships” (Gottman and DeClaire 1992, 20). 
Though many women fear that sharing their feelings with 
others may hurt their relationships, emotional management 
and the ability to communicate are central to strengthening 
relationships in all areas of life. Researchers studying adult 
attachment suggest that the ability to share emotions in rela-
tionships, to allow yourself to be heard, and to hear and 
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validate another’s vulnerable emotions are key to developing 
intimacy and secure attachments.

Sharing your honest feelings in meaningful and powerful 
ways with others, in word and action, plays a large part in the 
development of healthy intimacy and connection with others. 
One memory aid that helps with this concept is to imagine that 
the word “intimacy” is pronounced “intomeesee,” as in “into 
me, see”— as though a request: “Will you see into me?” The 
longing of every heart is to be seen and understood, to be cher-
ished, to have emotional needs responded to in loving ways, 
and to be accepted— in other words, to be securely attached. 
The ability to share your honest emotions— both joy and 
pain— paves the way for deeper connections in all relation-
ships. Developing skills to share what’s in your heart with 
another person is one of the most important skills you can 
develop in life. Expressing more- vulnerable emotions (such as 
fear, longing, and sadness) in your relationships tends to draw 
others closer to you and can elicit more nurturing and gentle 
responses from the people who matter most.

Feelings, Thoughts, Needs, Wants
In addition to sharing our feelings, assertiveness also 

includes being aware of and expressing our thoughts, our needs, 
and our wants to others. In our lived experience, feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants are interconnected and inform each 
other. We don’t actually experience them as separate entities. 
In later chapters, we will explore ways to sort thoughts and feel-
ings, but, for now, it’s enough to say that thoughts are primarily 
in your head and feelings primarily reside in your heart (and the 
rest of your body).

Your feelings and your thoughts offer crucial information 
about what you need and what you want. But what is the 



The Assertiveness Guide for Women

54

difference between a need and a want? I distinguish needs from 
wants by deciding whether or not you can thrive physically, 
emotionally, and relationally without them. If you can’t survive 
or thrive without them, they are needs. Wants are more in the 
category of “it would be nice if…” or “I’d really like it if…”

While these four things— feelings, thoughts, needs, and 
wants— are all connected, when you’re trying to clearly com-
municate and assert yourself it’s important to draw distinctions 
among them. This sorting process is a key part of self- awareness 
and self- reflection. Putting names to aspects of your experience 
helps you to feel “in charge” of it, to feel empowered, to take 
responsibility, and to take action. Here’s an example to 
illustrate.

Thirty- five- year- old Irena came to therapy complaining of 
feeling overwhelmed and having no motivation; she was lethar-
gic and didn’t know why. There were no current significant 
stressors going on in her life. In fact, her situation had drasti-
cally improved in recent years. When she was a child, she expe-
rienced a chaotic home life, multiple moves due to evictions, 
financial instability, and taking on the role of caretaker of her 
two younger siblings. Now, as an adult, Irena’s relationship with 
her partner, Joe, was going well. She sometimes felt burdened 
having to care for him with his chronic illness, but her current 
life was infinitely better than when she was younger. Irena 
couldn’t understand why she wasn’t ecstatic and energetic.

After a few therapy sessions, Irena began to realize that her 
exhaustion and lack of motivation was really a mixture of 
underlying anger and sadness related to unprocessed grief. Her 
mother died of cancer when Irena was only five. Here’s an 
example of Irena sorting out and distinguishing her feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants during session 1 and again during 
session 4.
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Session 1

Feelings: Tired.

Thoughts: I shouldn’t be tired. I have a great life.

Needs: I don’t know what I need, and I don’t know how I 
would know.

Wants: I want to be happy and have energy. I want to have 
a baby someday. I want Joe to be healthy.

Session 4

Feelings: Mad and sad.

Thoughts: My parents left me to fend for myself and to take 
care of my siblings when I was still a kid. That is not right. 
That is not fair. I missed out on so much. My mom died and 
left me when I was five. At least my dad stuck around physi-
cally. His drinking made it so he couldn’t really be there for 
me emotionally.

Needs: I need to be nurtured and taken care of, even now, 
as an adult. I need to figure out how to let Joe take care of 
me. I also need to practice self- care and self- compassion— to 
learn to nurture myself.

Wants: I want to experience more fun in my life. I want to 
learn how to paint and learn how to play tennis. I want to 
have energy and vibrancy.

Notice how by session 4 Irena was able to be a lot more 
specific in her descriptions. This is significant because the more 
she understands about her own experience, the more she will 
be able to share her feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants with 
her partner, friends, family, coworkers, and other important 
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people in her life. This is the information Irena will need to 
access so she can assert herself, feel heard, and get her needs 
and wants met. (If you’d like to try the activity Irena did, down-
load a worksheet for this from http://www.newharbinger.com 
/33377.)

In summary, our early childhood experiences shape who we 
are. They influence our attachment style, our differentiation 
level, our emotional awareness and management skills, and our 
ability to communicate assertively. Looking back and under-
standing your unique history can create an awareness that paves 
the way to true intimacy and closeness with others— and it can 
open up new possibilities for assertive communication. In addi-
tion to our earliest relationships, it’s also important to consider 
barriers that are larger than individual and family patterns when 
talking about women, relationships, and communication.



CHAPTER 3

Barriers to Assertive 
Communication

While attachment and differentiation apply to all sexes, let’s 
explore what unique challenges women experience in speaking 
up and asserting thoughts, feelings, wants, and needs in a 
variety of situations. To get real- life examples, I surveyed numer-
ous women and asked, “What keeps you from asserting your-
self?” Some of their anonymous responses are listed below. As 
you read the following list, notice if any of these reasons sound 
familiar to you:

• I don’t want to make the situation worse.

• I don’t want others to think I’m controlling.

• I’m worried about how I will be perceived.

• I’m afraid the person won’t like me anymore.

• I’m afraid I’ll be misunderstood.

• I don’t want to be shut out.
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• I’m afraid of being fired from my job.

• I hate conflict and will avoid it at all costs.

• I want to be thought of as helpful, not selfish.

Looking at these responses, a very clear theme has emerged: 
women are concerned about damaging their connections and 
don’t want to do anything that might threaten their relation-
ships, rock the boat, or create conflict. This fits perfectly with 
attachment theory and what we know about our innate physi-
cal and psychological need for connection. Let’s explore this 
idea further.

Fear of Disconnection
Women’s psychological research suggests that relationships are 
central to our lives and that, as we develop, we tend to frame 
our sense of worth by and derive meaning from how well we 
care for and are connected to those we love. This relational 
ethic is something that the world could use more of: less apathy, 
more connection, less indifference, more caring. However, this 
relational orientation has sometimes served to silence women’s 
own voices.

The need to maintain connections with others exists no 
matter what your attachment style. Whenever connection 
with important people is threatened, we will do what it takes 
to try and maintain the connection. Many women will choose 
not to speak up. If you have an avoidant attachment style you 
likely remain detached when relationships are threatened 
because you learned that self- protection will maintain your 
relationships.

If you lean toward an anxious attachment style, you may be 
afraid that if you speak up you’ll “lose control” of emotions and 
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push others away. The theme is fear— fear of damaging the 
relationship and fear of disconnection. The desire to maintain 
close connections is not a weakness or flaw but a central need 
in all human beings. In fact, fostering close connections has 
historically been a strength of women. As we discuss through-
out this book, emotional connection to others is a core need, 
not only essential to our emotional and psychological well- 
being but also to our physical survival. So it makes sense that 
we do whatever it takes to protect and preserve our relation-
ships, even if it hurts us. Being socially isolated is a universal 
form of torture for human beings—think solitary confinement. 
(Although, I have to admit, that as a mother of four children 
and owner of a therapy clinic, temporary social isolations sound 
very appealing!)

Did you know that the pain of disconnection or social rejec-
tion triggers similar parts of the brain that are triggered by 
physical pain (Eisenberger 2015)? In some ways, social rejection 
can be more painful than physical pain because social pain can 
more easily be relived in our minds long after the specific situ-
ation has passed (Meyer, Williams, and Eisenberger 2015). It 
turns out that the childhood saying “Sticks and stones may 
break my bones but words will never hurt me” is not at all true. 
A more accurate saying might be “Sticks and stone may break 
my bones but words will hurt over and over again.” I’ll share a 
few personal examples to help illustrate.

When I was in sixth grade, another female student spread 
some lies about me to our other classmates, which resulted in 
the whole class turning against me. I sat alone at lunch and 
walked around by myself at recess. They threw things at me, 
stole things from my desk, called me names, and, after school, 
called me on the phone and harassed me with abusive words. 
While this bullying lasted for about a month, it felt like years. 
Even though this happened more than thirty- five years ago, as 
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I type these words I am noticing that my pulse is rising and I 
have a tightening sensation in my chest. I can recall the pain 
clearly— the pain of what it’s like to be rejected.

Five years later, as an eleventh grader, I was walking with a 
group of fellow cheerleaders wearing bright blue and white uni-
forms in a crosswalk in front of our high school. It was Friday 
the thirteenth of September (I’m not even kidding), the first 
week of school, and the day of our very first football game of the 
season. As I walked and talked, I saw a flash of red out of the 
corner of my eye and felt myself flying like a rag doll through 
the air, then landing on the street. I was afraid to open my eyes 
because I didn’t know what I’d find.

“What on earth happened?” I thought to myself. “Am I 
dead? Do I still have legs?” I soon learned that a woman driving 
a red car had hit three out of four cheerleaders in the crosswalk, 
and we were strewn across the street in front of North Hollywood 
High School. After an ambulance ride to the hospital and 
X- rays, I learned that I had broken my left leg and shoulder, 
damaged my knee, and that large areas of skin had been scraped 
off of my bare legs. As much as I try to recall and re- experience 
the physical pain of the injuries, I can’t actually feel it. I actually 
giggle because it’s such an unbelievable story!

The physical pain of being struck by a car and sustaining 
multiples injuries is lost to me, but the emotional pain of being 
a victim of bullying is something I won’t ever forget. And so it 
really makes sense to me that emotional injury can be more 
painful and devastating than physical injury. Our physical 
bodies have built- in mechanisms for self- healing; however, 
sometimes we still require surgery, medication, or other inter-
ventions. We have a built- in system to help resolve emotional 
hurt, too; it’s called attachment! We are designed to heal 
through healthy relationships. However, just like physical pain, 
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resolving our emotional hurt may require a more conscious 
effort to heal. That’s usually why people come in to see a thera-
pist: they are feeling something painful, and no matter how 
hard they try they haven’t been able to feel better.

We’ve all felt physical pain and the pain of being left out or 
rejected in some form or another, and we all learn strategies to 
protect ourselves from experiencing further pain. Rooted in our 
attachment styles, there are two basic ways that we try to pre-
serve our relationships and protect ourselves from the pain of 
disconnection: by caring more or by caring less.

If you have an anxious style, you may tend to “care more” 
by wanting to be closer to others (perhaps more than they want 
to be close to you) and by becoming worried by separation and 
space. If you lean more toward an avoidant style, you may move 
more easily toward “caring less” as a strategy. You may be the 
one who is more likely to seek out or be more comfortable with 
emotional distance than others. We all use both strategies at 
different times throughout our lives to cope. But I’m willing to 
bet that you have a long- standing pattern of using one attach-
ment style more than the other. Keep the dominant style in 
mind as you read on.

In an attempt to preserve an important relationship, you 
may hide or withhold parts of yourself that you fear might not 
be accepted by the other person; you don’t want to create dis-
tance with your baggage or emotional idiosyncrasies. However, 
this very act of withholding can paradoxically hurt the relation-
ship, as the person doesn’t get to know the real you. So the fear 
of threatening a relationship is a very legitimate concern and is 
one that this book acknowledges and takes into account.

I’d like to now take a look at the broader, historical context 
for why women, as a group, may have a difficult experience with 
assertiveness.
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Cultural and Social Factors
In Western society, we tend to talk about issues and problems 
on an individual level, but individual and family relationship 
patterns are shaped and informed in large part by cultural 
norms in the larger society. When it comes to women, this is a 
particularly significant part of the discussion. Referring back to 
the surveyed responses of common reasons women don’t assert 
themselves, notice that not one of them even gave a nod to 
family or cultural influences. I believe this speaks to the ten-
dency in Western culture to idealize independence and self- 
sufficiency, and emphasize personal responsibility. Don’t get me 
wrong here— I think these are generally good things! However, 
our culture’s worship of individualism and independence 
neglects the interconnectedness of the individual with the 
culture in which she resides. The society in which an individual 
lives impacts every aspect of life, whether we are aware of it or 
not.

This tendency to attribute all of the power and responsibil-
ity to the individual— to ourselves— for our own pain can per-
petuate feelings of hopelessness and isolation, and the belief 
that we should be able to solve our own problems. The tension 
between individualism and society is similar to our discussion 
in the previous chapter about the drive to be both a unique 
individual and part of a larger family system.

I’ve seen this play out in my own life many times. I recall a 
time about eight years ago when I felt overwhelmed at home, at 
work, and pretty much everywhere! My therapy practice had 
grown significantly, and I had several new employees. I was 
filling multiple roles as owner, therapist, and office manager. At 
home, my husband and I had recently had our fourth child. It 
was an exciting time with so many positive signs of growth on 
every front. The problem was that I was exhausted and 
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struggling to keep up! I automatically attributed (perceived) 
shortcomings to individual flaws and personal deficits: I’m not 
organized enough. I’m not taking good care of my health. I’ve got to 
plan better. I’m lazy. As I reflected on my life and what needed 
to change, it dawned on me that there were a lot of gender- 
related cultural messages being played out in my thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors that were preventing me from identifying 
what I wanted and needed.

It occurred to me to explore the question, “What would I 
do in this situation if I were a man?” The answer immediately 
came to my mind. I said to myself, “If I were a man, I would hire 
assistants, without guilt, and I would feel so good about myself 
and my successes.” So that’s what I did. I hired an office manager 
at work, we hired a home assistant at home, and I’ve never 
looked back. Societal messages are powerful and often underac-
knowledged in our individual- focused society. Therefore, I 
really want to devote some time to touching on some societal 
factors that have impacted our ability to assert ourselves.

Carol Gilligan (1982), a pioneer in women’s psychological 
research, suggests that women tend to define and evaluate 
themselves based on their ability to care for others. This “ethic 
of caring” psychologically orients women toward maintenance 
of relationships and interpersonal connections. And if our very 
identity is defined in large part by our success in caring for and 
staying connected to others, then it makes sense that we would 
work hard to preserve our relationships— it is a way of protect-
ing ourselves. Additionally, from a larger societal perspective, 
girls have generally been socialized to nurture, support, and 
care for others. As a result, girls may be more willing to put 
others’ feelings and needs ahead of their own.

Consistent with Gilligan’s theory, Dr. Jean Baker Miller and 
her associates of the Stone Center at Wellesley believe that 
human beings grow in and through relationships with others, 
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and that relationships are shaped by societal factors. Miller’s 
work, also called Relational- Cultural Theory, challenged and 
continues to challenge the prevailing belief that independence 
and autonomy, generally associated with masculine values, are 
the pinnacle of mental health. Due to societal expectations, 
Miller explains that “[w]omen have been so encouraged to con-
centrate on the emotions and reactions of others that they have 
been diverted from examining and expressing their own emo-
tions…[They have] not yet fully applied this highly developed 
faculty to exploring and knowing themselves” (1987, 39).

This idea of a relational orientation is something that I per-
sonally value very highly, and yet, it can become a barrier to 
asserting my feelings, wants, and needs if I think there is any 
threat of damage to the relationship (I don’t want to disappoint 
others or hurt anyone’s feelings). The “ethic of caring” is cer-
tainly a double- edged sword; thinking and acting compassion-
ately toward others is wonderful but can be problematic if taken 
to such a level that one’s own needs are denied or neglected.

Cultural expectations and socialization processes often 
differ based on gender. We can see examples of this in the con-
trasting ways that men and women relate to and express asser-
tiveness and their own emotional awareness. Beginning at 
birth, girls are generally given toys like dolls and kitchen sets— 
objects that encourage nurturing and caretaking— while boys 
are generally given toys like balls and trucks, which invite more 
physical activity, autonomy, and competitiveness (Coltrane and 
Adams 2008). Parents tend to be more controlling of girls’ 
behavior than they are of boys’ behavior, and to encourage girls 
more often to behave cooperatively and prosocially. Family 
chores are often assigned along traditional gender lines, with 
girls given chores centered around housework and childcare, 
while boys are given responsibilities outside of the home, like 
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taking out the trash and doing yard maintenance (Etaugh and 
Bridges 2015).

Fortunately, during the past several decades girls have been 
more encouraged to pursue competitive sports, academic 
achievement, and leadership opportunities, allowing them to 
develop a broader range of skills and capabilities, and to inte-
grate connection to others with a sense of autonomy and 
strength (Coltrane and Adams 2008). This shift opens up new 
possibilities for both strong relationship bonds and higher levels 
of self- development.

Ladder and Field Models
Another societal barrier that creates difficulty for women to 

be authentic and assertive in relationships is the cultural norm 
of measuring our self- worth based on where we stand, or rank, 
in comparison to others. The question of who’s stronger, who’s 
smarter, who’s right, who’s thinner, and so forth sets us on the 
metaphorical rung of a ladder either above or below others. 
Metahistorian and social scientist Riane Eisler (1987) calls this 
a dominator model, led by hierarchies of domination through 
fear and force. Dominator cultures highly value characteristics 
and behaviors associated with masculinity and devalue those 
things connected with femininity and caretaking; they also 
have a high degree of institutionalized violence. This cultural 
pattern spills into our personal and work relationships through 
the assumption that we are always in competition with others— 
and that we must rank above them in order to be valued.

I like to use the analogy of a ladder to represent this pattern 
of ranking. Imagine all of us as rungs of a ladder. In order to be 
successful, you have to step on someone else and push them 
down to move yourself upward. This is so ingrained in our 
interactions that we may tend to interpret assertiveness in 
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others as threatening to our position on the ladder, inciting a 
defensive response. This may create an environment where the 
strongest and toughest person can climb up the ladder and 
access power over others who are weaker. Because of the com-
parative ranking in our society, assertiveness may be interpreted 
as aggression and a quest for power over others.

At its core, ranking and competing is about worth and con-
nection. In a dominator model, worth is derived from social 
status, or how high you can climb on the ladder. An individu-
al’s worth is contingent on where she is in comparison to others. 
In this way of organizing ourselves, our worth is always being 
threatened because there will always be someone on rungs 
above us. At any time, we might be crawled over and pushed 
down, which, in a ranking system, means worth less.

On the other side of the spectrum from the dominator 
model is what Eisler calls a partnership model, organized by 
linking and connecting (instead of hierarchical ranking) and 
caring for others. This is similar to Gilligan’s psychological 
concept of “ethics of care,” and Miller’s theory that we grow 
toward, in, and through healthy connections with others. 
Partnership societies are led by what Eisler calls hierarchies of 
actualization— individuals and organizations in positions of 
influence that aim to promote growth for all members. Instead 
of power over others, they have power to make a difference for 
others. Movement toward linking and connecting as a funda-
mental way of relating to others opens up opportunities for 
organizational and interpersonal communication that allows 
both parties to share vulnerable feelings and needs, and to be 
heard, understood, and valued. I call this the “field” perspec-
tive; there is no need to “one up” the other person or to put 
your feelings and needs above his or hers because the focus is 
on connecting not on competing, on linking not ranking. These 
are the very qualities that promote secure attachments, a 
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climate of trust and respect, and healthy communication in all 
relationships; this perspective also allows for individuals to 
balance attachment and difference.

The ladder and field models also play out in smaller units of 
society, such as in the ways families or workplaces organize 
themselves and interact with each other. I have worked with 
couples who have internalized the belief that the male partner 
is “in charge,” more capable, and has more important things to 
do and to say than the female partner (ladder model). Essentially, 
the man is superior to the woman and thus has power over her 
(fortunately, this paradigm seems to be changing). Another 
manifestation of the ladder framework I’ve observed is parents 
utilizing an authoritarian parenting style characterized by 
highly valuing conformity, rarely engaging in give- and- take dia-
logue, punishment for expressions of difference, and shaming. 
The parents maintain their rank through fear and force instead 
of love and connection.

Thankfully, there are families who employ a healthier style 
that are more akin to the field idea. Here’s an autobiographical 
example excerpted from my journal:

January 27, 2014

My husband was laid off from his job in Nov. and has been home 
full- time since then. I don’t know how long this arrangement will 
last, but we have totally renegotiated our roles. Talk about flexi-
ble gender roles! He is now tracking children’s scheduling and 
doing domestic chores (shopping, cooking, laundry, carpooling) 
while I put the pedal to the metal as the sole provider and PhD 
student. For the past week, we have officially and explicitly rede-
fined our roles after a series of intense and emotional conversa-
tions. While we have always had role flexibility throughout our 
marriage, much of our basic stewardships fell generally along 
traditional gender expectations. This is the most “traditional” 
our roles have ever been, just in reverse gender expectations.
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While my husband has done a lot of cooking throughout our 
marriage, and generally been in charge of Sunday dinners, he 
has also taken on the additional responsibility for gathering our 
family together. Since our oldest two children are not living at 
home, he is the one who reaches out to invite them for dinner or 
other family gatherings.

For the first time since having children— 23 years— I’ve been 
able to let go of guilt or angst or tension about not “being there” 
to care for my children, or feeling like I “should” be with them 
even though I want to keep writing or working or creating. Our 
children are with their dad, so there is no reason for guilt! I had 
no idea the extent of the tension I have carried around in my 
muscles, my body— the tension between creativity and caretak-
ing—until it had subsided. I have never felt so free and so relaxed 
and so nurtured. I have never felt like I really “should” want to 
be working or creating or writing or whatever. But now I am 
“supposed” to work. My family needs me in order to survive, to 
pay the bills, to continue our lives.

Oh, how those gender expectations run so deep… (Hanks 2015, 
64)

Now it’s time for you to reflect on how your childhood 
family was and current family is fundamentally organized.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Ladder and Field

Take a minute and think about how your early family rela-
tionships were (or still are) structured. Was your relation-
ship with your parent(s) or caregiver(s) organized toward the 
ladder (competitive, power over) or the field end of the con-
tinuum (connecting, actualizing, power to)?

Think about your current home or employment situ-
ations. Is the organization based primarily on ranking or 
connecting?
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False Dichotomy: From Either/Or to 
Both/And
A larger cultural tendency is to view concepts and people in 

dualistic terms, as either/or. This perspective unnecessarily 
complicates relationships and communication. Because women 
are often oriented toward preserving relationships, this dualism 
is typically translated into a forced choice of self or other, win 
or lose, right or wrong. If forced to choose, many women put 
others’ needs or happiness before theirs. This is primarily due to 
having little awareness or exploration of the paradigm allowing 
both/and or a middle ground.

Can you think of a time when you allowed others’ prefer-
ences, needs, or feelings to take precedence over your own? If 
you are a parent, it likely happens every day! While this isn’t a 
bad thing, it can become problematic if your feelings, thoughts, 
needs, and wants always get pushed aside in order to meet the 
needs of others. The good news is that you can challenge this 
false framework. Let me introduce you to one of the most 
important words I’ve ever known: and. Once you embrace the 
“both/and” in your relationships, new possibilities open up 
immediately.

For example, say you’re in a heated conversation with your 
boyfriend because he came home late from work and didn’t call 
you. You had planned to go out to dinner, and you were upset 
that you’d been waiting for him for an hour. The conversation 
quickly escalates. He starts bringing up how many times you’ve 
done the same thing to him so you shouldn’t be mad. You accuse 
him of not caring about you. The intensity is rising. What both 
of you want is to be heard and validated, yet in the either/or 
paradigm, someone has to be right (and someone has to be 
wrong). It’s human nature to want our view to be the correct 
perspective, the legitimate story, and so we work harder and 
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harder to prove that we are right and the other person is wrong. 
This is where “both/and” can save both of you from escalating 
into a destructive power struggle. Both of you can have thoughts 
and feelings and they can be different and still valid.

In a both/and conversation with your boyfriend, you might 
say, “I am upset that you didn’t call to let me know you’d be 
late. I’ve been waiting for an hour to go to dinner and I’m really 
hungry. I’m also scared that maybe I’m not important to you. 
Will you call me next time? I was worried about you. What was 
going on from your perspective?” You don’t make him bad or 
wrong. You are simply expressing the impact of his behavior on 
you by sharing your thoughts and feelings. This approach will 
make it much less likely that he will immediately go into defense 
mode.

In a both/and conversation, he would be able to hear and 
validate your pain about his behavior by saying something like, 
“I can see that you’re upset. I’m so sorry that I didn’t call to let 
you know I’d be late and that you’ve been waiting for me— and 
feeling worried. I will really make an effort to give you a quick 
call or text next time. I was in an intense discussion with my 
manager about some problems we’re having, and I wasn’t watch-
ing the time. I apologize.”

“And” creates space for you to be open- hearted to another 
person’s complaints because you don’t have to decide who is 
right or wrong, or whether he or she is the problem or you’re the 
problem. There is room for the other person’s perspective and 
your perspective, his or her contribution to the problem and 
yours. Both/and allows for emotional connection in relation-
ships amid differing emotions, views, and opinions.

For a worksheet to guide you through conducting a both/
and conversation, visit http://www.newharbinger.com/33377.
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Barriers to Assertiveness Can 
Be Overcome
As you can tell, there are many factors (both internal and 
external) that may impede your willingness and motivation to 
be assertive, perhaps the most fundamental being the fear of 
threatening a significant relationship. However, I challenge you 
to consider the cultural messages that impact your individual 
fears and perceived limitations. This will help you hold a larger 
context in mind as you learn how to assert yourself.

If you have feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants that go too 
long unknown or unmet, what could you lose? If you have these 
same things known and attended to, what could you gain? In 
later chapters, we will discuss how a willingness to share vul-
nerable feelings in relationships is the path to true intimacy 
with others. It’s also the key to finding lasting satisfaction and 
contentment in your own life. As you move from an either/or 
mentality to both/and— and transition from a ladder frame-
work that breeds the need to compare, out- do, and be right to 
a field framework that places you and others on equal ground— 
practicing assertiveness skills becomes easier.

In the following chapter, we will look more closely at rela-
tionship patterns, emotional coping styles, and messages about 
gender roles in your own family and their impact on your 
current attachment style and assertiveness struggles.





CHAPTER 4

Self- Reflection: Exploring 
Your Relationship Patterns

One of the most important factors that impacts your willing-
ness to assert yourself as an adult is the general attachment style, 
or basic relationship template, you learned as a child. Your rela-
tionship template began forming during interactions with your 
earliest caregivers. Through your early, preverbal interactions, 
you gleaned whether you could trust that others would respond 
to or ignore your distress signals. You learned whether the world 
was safe or scary. You learned core messages about who you 
were in the eyes of and through the responses of your parents 
and caregivers.

This is not to say your attachment style develops solely on 
your caregiving relationships. Like most aspects of human 
development, your attachment style is influenced by a number 
of factors. Your basic temperament, your unique physiology, 
your gender socialization, your interactions with extended 
family members, your specific cultural expectations, and soci-
etal factors— such as availability of housing, food, and financial 
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resources— all play a role in how you connect with others. Even 
if you’re born into a nurturing and emotionally safe, stable 
family, outside events like war, death, trauma, and other stress-
ors can also shape your attachment style, emotional patterns, 
and your experiences. Still, your earliest experiences with others 
profoundly impacted your attachment pattern.

Also rooted in your emotional patterns is your level of dif-
ferentiation (discussed in chapter 2), that is, how you define and 
express your unique self within your family system. In addition 
to your attachment style, your differentiation level impacts your 
awareness and willingness to speak up and advocate for yourself 
and others. It also affects the level of expressed difference in 
thoughts and feelings you are afforded within the family system.

Here’s an example of how early relationships impact attach-
ment style and level of differentiation: Katie’s father was a stern 
man who had little tolerance for her normal childhood playful-
ness and exuberance. As a toddler and young child, Katie’s 
enthusiasm was met with austere, disapproving glances from 
her father and harsh shushes from her mother. Katie’s expres-
sions of excitement about what happened at school were cur-
tailed by both parents in order to protect Dad from heightened 
anxiety that often led to angry outbursts and harsh punish-
ments. In time, Katie learned to mirror her father’s somber 
nature and to essentially cut off the passionate part of her 
natural expressiveness. Her parents didn’t tolerate her differ-
ences, and so she muted her emotions and ideas for the sake of 
reducing anxiety for the family.

Can you guess what attachment style and level of differen-
tiation Katie developed during the course of her formative 
years? She came to have an avoidant attachment style and a low 
level of differentiation, and she carried those patterns into 
adulthood.
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When we talk about differentiation levels in this chapter, 
we’ll be using a continuum from 0 to 10.

A rating of 0 means that your feelings run the show, you 
can’t distinguish thoughts and feelings, you’re emotionally 
reactive or overly compliant, or have little sense of which 
thoughts and feelings are yours and which belong to others. 
You have an extreme anxious or avoidant attachment style.

At the other end of the differentiation continuum is a 
10. This represents an ability to distinguish thoughts and 
feelings clearly, express them directly, and act indepen-
dently, in spite of pressure to conform. You have a strong 
sense of individuality and are able to maintain strong and 
healthy relationships. You have a secure attachment style.

Connecting the Past with Present
Since I’ll be asking you to dive deeper into your life experi-
ences, it’s only fair that I share more about my own history and 
development. Here’s a peek into how my upbringing has 
impacted my general attachment style, my level of differentia-
tion, and my willingness and ability to assert myself.

My Early Attachment History
As the second oldest of nine children (yes, nine), I learned 

fairly early on how to take care of others. There was not a lot of 
individual one- on- one time with either of my parents, and I 
learned how to minimize my own feelings, thoughts, and needs 
for the sake of the family.

My mother, while wholeheartedly dedicated to caring for 
her family, was often on the brink of exhaustion trying to meet 
the needs of so many children. And who could blame her? My 
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father, while equally dedicated to his family, worked hard as a 
musician and composer to provide a living for his ever- growing 
family. It seemed that the one who screamed and cried the 
loudest, or the child who was the youngest, got the immediate 
attention…and that person was generally not me. Instead, I 
would often be the one who jumped in to help.

So, I became fairly independent, compliant, and helpful; 
over time, I developed perfectionistic and people- pleasing ten-
dencies, trying to win approval through being “good” and 
caring for others. On the outside, I was the epitome of a good 
girl, but inside I often felt disconnected, sad, and alone (which 
is ironic since I was surrounded by eight siblings). I was still a 
happy child, and had a lot of friends and a lot of fun, but there 
was a part inside that felt hollow. While I knew my parents 
loved and cared for me, I came to believe that their approval 
was contingent on my good, compliant behavior.

Shame and vulnerability researcher Brené Brown (2012) calls 
this “hustling for worthiness”— the belief that you have to earn 
love and belonging. This pattern of caretaking and pleasing con-
tributed to the development over time of a false self, or a mis-
match between my inner life and outer behavior; an anxious 
attachment style; and a fairly low level of differentiation. It was 
only after being a client in therapy starting in adolescence, and 
in learning about psychological theories, that I could make sense 
of the basic patterns I learned in childhood. Through identifying 
my attachment style, my family patterns, messages about emo-
tions, and gender- related cues, I have come to better understand 
myself (including my general reluctance to act assertively) and to 
heal, gain insight, and develop a more secure attachment style.

Having a clear understanding of your attachment style and 
family patterns can help you empathize with yourself, heal any 
leftover or unresolved pain, and pinpoint areas you want to 
work on and skills you can develop.
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To illustrate how to organize and make sense of your family 
relationships, you’ll want to put together a basic relationship 
template based on what you learned in childhood. Let’s look at 
mine as an example:

My Family Relationship Template

Family relationship patterns: I learned to get approval and atten-
tion by being good and compliant, looking good, taking care of my 
siblings, and being helpful and happy. I sensed that my parents 
were overwhelmed at times, so I learned to not be “needy.” I 
learned how to speak and translate my dad’s rooted- in- thought 
communication style and my mom’s emotion- filled one.

Family identity: We are talented, bright, interesting, musical, 
spiritual, and special. My father and his side of the family are all 
entertainers, as were many of our neighbors and church commu-
nity members.

Emotional rules: Don’t be mad. Mad is bad. When I would protest, 
my parents used to say, “Don’t cry or I’ll give you a reason to 
cry!” which was threat of physical punishment. Smile, be nice, 
and it’ll all work out.

Gender roles: From observing my parents’ marriage, I learned that 
men are in charge, have autonomy inside and outside of the home, 
are smarter and more interesting, and are emotionally inaccessi-
ble. I learned that women are to sacrifice themselves and take care 
of others; appearance is very important, supporting the husband 
is key, and women’s emotions are intense and overwhelming.

Attachment style: Anxious. In general, I experienced more anxiety 
and overwhelming emotions than detachment from my emotions. I 
recall being a preschooler and realizing that my parents were going 
to die at some point, and I wasn’t sure who would take care of me.

Differentiation level: 4

Assertiveness approach: Hesitant. Don’t show “negative” emotions 
like mad or furious. Don’t express strong opinions. I felt intense 
emotions but didn’t know how to articulate and manage them.
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Exploring Your Early Attachment History
Identifying your first memories can give you clues about 

your attachment style. If you determined in chapter 2 that you 
were generally anxious in your adult attachments, it is likely 
that your attachment style will have its roots in your earliest 
interactions. The same goes for secure or avoidant styles. The 
following questions will give you a sense of the patterns you 
learned in your infancy and childhood, and help you under-
stand the relationship strengths and difficulties you now face.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Early Attachment History

Consider the following questions regarding your childhood 
attachment experiences:

• What are your earliest childhood memories?

• What stories are told about you as a young child?

• How would you describe your relationship with your 
father?

• How would you describe your relationship with your 
mother?

• Which five words best describe your mother?

• Which five words best describe your father?

• Think of a time in your childhood when you were 
hurt or sick. Who did you go to for comfort?

• When you were a child, were there any other adults 
who cared for you?

(adapted from George, Kaplan, and Main 1985)
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Now, take the time to reflect on your answers a bit. What 
you’re looking for in the exercise above are patterns. Here are 
some patterns to watch for to help you identify and understand 
your basic adult attachment style:

Anxious style

• Is preoccupied with events in the past

• Past patterns still play out in present family relationships

• Past and present are blurred

Avoidant Style

• Is dismissive of importance of early relationships

• Doesn’t offer detail/can’t remember much

• Overvalues her autonomy and undervalues emotional 
connection

Secure Style

• Has a balanced, integrated story about her life

• Has an evolving understanding of relationships and 
emotions

• Is able to reflect on her own and others’ behaviors and 
emotions

(Siegel 2010)

Here’s more explanation about what your answers above 
indicate or what these questions are designed to elicit:

What are your earliest childhood memories?

We tend to remember things that are emotionally charged 
in some way. These tend to shape our sense of self. Listen for 
emotional themes and tones in your narrative. Are your earliest 
memories accompanied by connection or disconnection with 
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family members? Are your memories primarily with one person? 
Who? What emotions tie these memories together?

What stories are told about you as a young child?

This answer may give clues to the role you played in your 
family and how other family members viewed you. If there aren’t 
family stories about you as a young child, you may want to find 
out more about what was going on in your family life when you 
were a child. How does the lack of stories about you as an indi-
vidual inform your sense of self and your place in your family?

Which five words best describe your mother?

These descriptors will give insight into your overall tem-
plate for female relationships. Are they all negative? Are they 
all glowing? Or some mixture of positive and difficult charac-
teristics? A combination of good and bad aspects means that 
you can acknowledge the existence of all aspects of your mother, 
not just good and not just bad. This balance would indicate a 
healthy relationship pattern with women. If, for example, you 
describe your mother as a drama queen, it is likely that you 
expect that kind of behavior from other women in in your adult 
life too. Or perhaps you expect women to behave in very 
restricted and proper ways because your mother modeled these 
behaviors.

Which five words best describe your father?

These descriptors will give insight into your overall tem-
plate for male relationships. Are they all negative? Are they all 
positive? Or is there some mixture of positive and difficult 
characteristics? A combination of good and bad aspects likely 
indicates a realistic view of men. If, for example, you describe 
your father as selfish and irresponsible, it is likely that you 
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expect that from men in your adult life too. Or perhaps you 
expect men to be totally selfless and hyper- responsible because 
your father modeled these characteristics.

How would you describe your relationship 
with your father?

Your response here indicates how you likely expect to 
engage with men in relationships. If, for instance, it is warm 
and respectful, then you’ll likely expect other men to treat you 
the same way. If your father was absent and you never knew 
him, you may expect other men to abandon you, too.

How would you describe your relationship 
with your mother?

Your response here indicates how you likely expect to 
engage with women in your life. If, for instance, you describe 
your relationship as “two peas in a pod” or “your BFF,” that 
indicates a low level of differentiation. If you describe your 
mother as critical and controlling, you may find that your 
female coworker and friends rub you the same way.

Think of a time in your childhood when you 
were hurt or sick. Who did you go to for comfort?

Your answer will help you understand the physical and 
emotional availability of your caregivers and their level of 
responsiveness to your needs. I’ve had clients answer anything 
from, “I stayed home by myself while my parents worked” to 
“My dad stayed by my bedside, brought me chicken soup, and 
anything else I asked for. I could tell that it hurt him that I was 
sick.” The first answer suggests a lack of nurturing, while the 
second response suggests overinvolvement and too much 
closeness.
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When you were a child, were there any other 
adults who cared for you?

Your answer will help you understand whether you felt a 
sense of stability when it comes to caregivers. If there were con-
sistent caregivers in your life, it is more likely that you would 
develop a secure attachment style. If you had inconsistent 
caregivers— perhaps you were in ten different foster homes by 
the time you were eighteen— it would be likely that you devel-
oped an insecure style (either anxious or avoidant).

Integration
The hallmark of a securely attached style and a higher level of 
differentiation is integration: of good and bad in relationships 
and in people, in connection and separation, in thoughts and 
feelings. The goal of looking at your past history is to integrate 
it into your life’s story. Even people who have experienced 
trauma and neglect can create a cohesive narrative or story 
about their life that makes sense. This integration in your mind 
(and in your body) is the hallmark of health.

In his groundbreaking book Mindsight, interpersonal neu-
robiologist Dr. Dan Siegel (2010) talks about two different 
types of memory: explicit and implicit. Explicit memory is 
memory that we recall as memory, while implicit memory is an 
experience that we are not aware of but that greatly influences 
our mental models and our priming, or what to expect in 
certain situations. Siegel uses the analogy of riding a bike to 
describe the difference between the two. When you hop on a 
bike and are able to ride it down the street, you are accessing 
implicit memory. When someone asks you about the first time 
you rode a bike, you draw upon explicit memory. The patterns, 
models, and expectations we carry with us are implicit— we 
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aren’t aware of their existence and yet they shape our lives in 
significant ways.

If somewhere in your history your caregivers were absent, 
inconsistent, or had unpredictable patterns of emotional 
responsiveness, you may naturally have some anxiety about 
how you emotionally attach to others. You likely developed an 
anxious style and a low level of differentiation. If you generally 
experienced responsiveness, attunement, and validation for 
your expression of thoughts and feelings that differed from your 
caregivers and other family members, you likely developed a 
secure attachment style. If your caregivers were emotionally 
detached, harsh, unresponsive, or neglectful to your emotional 
cues, then you are likely to have developed an avoidant/inse-
cure style. It’s important to remember that while you may expe-
rience characteristics of all the three categories of attachment, 
it’s the predominant one that most informs your general attach-
ment style. And…it can evolve!

Attachment Wounds
Since all of us are raised by flawed humans (or wolves…just 
kidding), there will be gaps in our emotional and relational 
development. This is normal— life has its ups and downs, and 
children are exposed to how their caregivers handle unexpected 
or tough situations. However, if we have needs that are chroni-
cally neglected, unhealthy patterns that continue on, or experi-
ence situations or events that are traumatic (death or loss of a 
parent or family member, sexual or physical abuse, abandon-
ment) these can create “attachment wounds,” or particularly 
sensitive areas, in your adult relationships. Couples therapist 
and researcher Dr. Sue Johnson (2008) calls these wounds 
emotional “raw spots.” She likens them to physical wounds 
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we’ve all experienced— a bruise on your arm or even a hangnail 
that is painful to the touch— whereby you automatically pull 
back when someone goes to touch that area. The same thing 
happens with emotional boo- boos. We become hypersensitive 
and protective of these raw spots.

While attachment wounds are often talked of in the therapy 
world in terms of trauma, they aren’t always due to a single 
event. Attachment wounds can be created by more subtle and 
pervasive hurtful relationship patterns that develop over time. 
Years of being verbally abused by your older sibling or rarely 
hearing that you are loved can create raw spots that continue 
on into your adult relationships.

One example of an individual who experienced difficulty in 
her emotional development (despite having a fairly functional 
family) was a client I once worked with. Gina was the third of 
five children born to loving parents. When Gina was a young 
child, her mother, the primary caregiver, suffered from deep 
depression, making it difficult to care for her children’s physical 
needs, let alone be attuned to and responsive to their emotional 
needs. When she was only a toddler, Gina took the pain, 
sadness, and fatigue she saw in her mother’s eyes as a reflection 
of her own lovability and worth. Not yet possessing the cogni-
tive ability to make sense of the experience or self- differentiate, 
she absorbed her mother’s emotions as a part of herself. This 
left Gina with a fear that she was somehow flawed or bad, along 
with a sense that she wasn’t deserving of consistent nurturing.

This experience profoundly influenced Gina as she grew 
into adulthood. She kept her emotions and needs inside and 
didn’t ask for what she wanted and needed. She also felt socially 
incompetent and believed that she wasn’t as smart, attractive, 
or talented as her siblings. As an adult woman, Gina partnered 
with men who would treat her poorly. She had difficulty saying 
no to unwanted sexual advances and was taken advantage of. 
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This only reaffirmed her belief that she wasn’t worthy of love 
and that she wasn’t as good as the rest of her family.

I use this illustration not to place blame or fault on Gina’s 
mother; too often, moms get scapegoated as the cause of their 
children’s difficulties! Rather, I use this example to show how 
individuals from loving, relatively stable families still have 
attachment wounds to work through. Gina was not chronically 
abused as a child. She did not have a significant loss. Her story 
illustrates that all of us, even those from caring, dedicated fami-
lies, have wounds or developmental gaps rooted in our early 
childhood experiences.

Emotional Rules
Just as I learned as a child that certain emotions were off- limits, 
that I shouldn’t express or even feel them, you likely drew some 
conclusions about what were and were not acceptable emotions 
based on your early experiences. Maybe some of these deep- 
seated beliefs have followed you into adulthood, or perhaps 
you’ve challenged them and sought a different emotional 
approach to life. Either way, it can be beneficial to explore the 
messages you learned concerning emotions.

To start, it’s helpful to understand the six basic human emo-
tions. These can give us a good starting point for understand-
ing our internal human experiences. They are: happiness, 
sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, and anger.

In the coming chapters, you will learn more about expand-
ing your emotional vocabulary and awareness, as well as tools 
and techniques to help you manage your emotions. For the pur-
poses of this chapter, however, let’s briefly look at the emotional 
environment of your childhood. Patterns of emotional expres-
sion, avoidance, and management create your emotional tem-
plate and inform how you manage your emotions today.
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Take a moment to recall your own emotions as well as those 
you witnessed from other family members. You might begin by 
asking yourself the following questions (available in worksheet 
format at http://www.newharbinger.com/33377):

• Which emotions were okay and which were not okay? 
Which emotions were given names and responded to?

• How often did your family members express vulnerable 
emotions (like sadness, fear, or loneliness)? How were 
these kinds of emotions responded to? In what ways?

• Which emotions did your parents have a hard time 
acknowledging or expressing?

• Did you experience any physical symptoms that had no 
obvious physical cause? Do you think they could have 
been a physical impact of suppressing emotions?

• What behaviors did you see your parents engage in 
when they were trying not to feel something?

Even if your early family life wasn’t the most ideal, emotion-
ally available environment, you can develop healthier ways to 
express emotions in relationships. Like most of the ideas in this 
book, identifying and managing feelings in a healthy way is a 
process of growth through practice!

Gender Messages
Our gender and the messages we receive about gender in our 
families and in society play a significant role in identity devel-
opment, informing not only who we are but what is expected of 
us. In every society and every family, gender carries certain 
implications, expectations, and meaning. We covered many of 
these messages in chapter 3 in the discussion on barriers to 
assertive communication.
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The messages regarding what it means to be a female or 
male— what your options are for appropriate emotions, behav-
iors, goals, careers, talents, and capabilities— potentially begin 
at birth, or even before birth, when parents find out the sex of 
their child and begin different preparations for a boy or a girl. 
Gender affects every area of life, even when there really is very 
little difference between a male and a female child. You may 
recall from chapter 3 how the chores that are assigned to chil-
dren and the amount of attention, control, or encouragement 
that a child receives are all based on how society— and family— 
views specific roles for girls and boys.

A primary influence on what you believe it means to be a girl 
or a woman is likely someone you had a close relationship with in 
your early life: your mother, stepmother, grandmother, or other 
significant woman. Your modeling of what these adult women 
did, said, thought, and valued was primarily absorbed and inter-
nalized through observation. While I’m certain I received some 
explicit messages such as, “Always sit with your knees together” 
(thanks, Grandma) or “A woman’s responsibility is to make a 
house a home” (which I’m sure can be found in vinyl letters to 
put on your wall!), most of the gender messages were caught, not 
taught. Here are some examples: My extended family and church 
community were extra- super- over- the- Moon excited when my 
parents finally had a boy (after having three girls in a row); I 
learned that boy baby = more special. My mom rarely, if ever, 
disagreed with my dad; I learned women = not as smart as men. 
I saw my mom get emotionally overwhelmed often; women = 
emotional and irrational. My grandma had a huge closet with 
dozens of shoes; I figured that women = beauty. Because all of 
my elementary schoolteachers were female, I assumed that 
teacher = female. And with exposure to unhelpful, sick, and 
twisted messages from media and entertainment, I understood 
that women = objects, primarily valued for appearance and sex.
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All of these beliefs I internalized were caught, not overtly 
taught. (Actually, I take that back— women as sex objects was 
caught and covertly taught by the larger cultural attitude.) The 
impact of gender on communication and relationships has filled 
volumes of books. But for our purposes in this book, I think it’s 
sufficient to say that gender messages greatly matter and impact 
our identity, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

Now let’s explore the messages you received when you were 
young concerning being born female.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

What It Means to Be a Girl

Consider the following sentence stems and say whatever 
comes to mind:

• Ladies are…

• Girls should never say…

• Girls should always say…

• Women are primarily valued for their…

• Girls are so…

• Girls are so much better than boys at…

• Boys are so much better than girls at…

• The most important thing for girls to learn is…

• Real women always…

• Good mothers do…

• The best thing about being a girl is…
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Connecting Your Past with Your Present
No matter what type of healthy or unhealthy relationship or 
communication patterns you caught or were taught when you 
were a child, you now have the opportunity and responsibility 
to be more aware of them and to take ownership of your life. 
The beauty of being a grown- up is that you get to keep the mes-
sages that you like and challenge the gender expectations that 
don’t serve you. As an adult woman you are now responsible for 
your life.

Your awareness of your own attachment style, differentia-
tion level, relationship patterns, and gender messages allows 
you to better understand yourself. This awareness helps you 
move toward a more secure style as an adult. Just like with a 
puzzle, the more pieces of your life you put in place, the more 
clearly you can see the big picture. You will be able to see how 
you developed, and understand the impact of patterns you’ve 
inherited and the messages you’ve received.

Now it’s your turn to put all of the pieces together and 
create your family relationship template. This is a chance to 
integrate the insights and information you’ve reflected on in 
this book thus far. Remember, there are no right or wrong 
answers, just authentic and inauthentic ones. Also, keep in 
mind that this template is a work in progress. It’s flexible and 
will change as you discover more pieces to the puzzle. It can 
change as your understanding of your life story evolves.

I also want to offer a word of caution. You do not need to 
know everything about your family history. It’s impossible. A fre-
quent critique of psychotherapy is that too much time is spent 
going over the past! Other models of therapy focus only on the 
present and don’t take historical events into account. My phi-
losophy is somewhere in the middle: “The past is important in 
informing your present so you can change your future.” If clients 
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are stuck in their current life, more often than not they are 
stuck because they are being motivated by unprocessed, unrec-
ognized painful situations or patterns from the past. It’s helpful 
to identify where, in the past, they have leftover, undigested 
emotions so that I can help them to metabolize the emotions. In 
other words, I help clients access, feel, and make sense of past 
emotions and events in the safety of the therapeutic relation-
ship so that they can move forward and transform their lives.

The purpose of this next exercise is to create a working 
template that is accurate based on what you do know. It requires 
a good amount of self- reflection.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Your Family Relationship Template

We’ve done a significant amount of self- reflecting in this 
chapter. Now let’s do some more exploring of the self and the 
patterns you’ve discovered. The template below is available 
as a worksheet you can download at http://www.newharbin 
ger.com/33377.

Family relationship patterns:

Family identity:

Emotional rules:

Gender messages:
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Attachment style: anxious / secure / avoidant

Differentiation level: (0– 10, with 0 being low and 10 being 
high)

Assertiveness approach: hesitant / confident / guarded

We’ve covered a lot of ground in this chapter! You may 
want to take time to mull over some of these exercises, ask 
family members questions, and read your old journals to deepen 
your sense of understanding about how you got to where you 
are now. With careful reflection and perhaps input from others, 
you should have a good working model of your family relation-
ship template. As you continue your practice of self- reflection, 
you will continue to gain clarity about your emotional and rela-
tional development and how it impacts your relationships today.

In the next part of the book, we’ll focus on emotions and 
healthy ways to manage them. I will share concepts and practi-
cal tools that will help you to experience, identify, and then use 
your emotions as a source of valuable information. With prac-
tice, you will develop a more secure and differentiated style in 
your relationships, and you’ll gain skills to communicate clearly 
and confidently.





CHAPTER 5

Self- Awareness: 
Identifying Emotions

Now that you have identified your attachment style and differ-
entiation level, and have completed your family relationship 
template, you have valuable information that you can use to 
create and maintain more meaningful relationships— and 
develop personal assertiveness skills. In this chapter, you will 
learn how to become more connected with your emotions and 
how to use the information they offer to guide your assertive 
communication. We will also talk about the importance of 
integrating your feelings with your thoughts, or how to “think 
about feeling.”

Let’s start by defining emotions (which we also refer to 
interchangeably in this book as feelings). I find it helpful to 
think of emotions as E- Motions, or Energy- in- Motion. If you 
think of emotions as energy that moves you to take action or 
toward growth, you don’t have to label them as inherently 
“good” or “bad.” Emotions are simply information to help guide 
your interactions with others and inform you when you need to 
assert yourself.
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Why are emotions so important? Why do they deserve your 
attention and energy? There are two primary reasons: First, 
they help you develop self- awareness. Feelings are bodily sensa-
tions that give you important cues about your subjective experi-
ence, about your likes and dislikes, your preferences. They can 
prompt you to seek out a closeness or distance in relationships. 
Feelings also prompt you take action, to assert yourself. In con-
junction with your thoughts, emotions help you to know your-
self— to give you information about what you like, who you 
like, what you want, what you need. They are key to mental 
health and meaningful relationships. In short, you cannot assert 
your thoughts, feelings, and needs until you are aware of them!

The second reason emotions matter is because they allow 
you to connect with others. They are key to developing empathy, 
which is the ability to feel with another person so he or she feels 
understood and valued. This includes being aware of and sensi-
tive to someone else’s thoughts and feelings. Empathy is at the 
heart of every healthy relationship, and your own level of emo-
tional self- awareness directly impacts the amount of empathy 
you can experience. It’s nearly impossible to recognize and vali-
date the feelings of another if you haven’t experienced them or 
acknowledged them within yourself.

Near the end of 2014, I had a simple yet extremely powerful 
empathetic exchange with a dear friend, Wendy. I was experi-
encing physical and emotional exhaustion. I was expressing my 
lack of energy and low moods to Wendy as I wondered out loud, 
“What is my problem?! Why am I having such a hard time right 
now?” Without missing a beat, Wendy replied in a tender and 
empathetic tone, “Of course you’re having a hard time. There 
are so many transitions, all relating to your life’s work!”

In that moment, I felt known, less alone, and more hopeful. 
I felt felt. It was a precious gift and something I will never forget. 
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She understood that I’d just finished writing my doctoral dis-
sertation and was having a hard time saying good- bye to my 
son, who was leaving with his new wife to spend the holidays 
with her family. She was aware that it had been a financially 
stressful year for my family, and that my husband was often 
away on business, and I was feeling drained by both my home 
responsibilities and those that came with running my therapy 
practice. And most of all, Wendy knew some of the feelings of 
loneliness, sadness, grief, and confusion that I was experienc-
ing. And in a very simple and yet beautiful way, she demon-
strated to me not just that she cared about me but that she 
could literally feel what I felt.

This interaction helped me better understand just how 
meaningful empathy is in friendships. In a time of personal des-
peration and confusion, Wendy made me feel validated and 
loved. And I know enough of her background to understand 
that she has worked very hard to cultivate emotional awareness 
within herself. She allows herself to feel a range of emotions, 
including difficult ones, which enabled her to demonstrate to 
me an expression of understanding that was very much needed 
and appreciated. Empathy truly is the vehicle to attachment in 
relationships.

Your emotions are powerful tools to first understand your 
own self and then to forge relationships with others through 
exercising empathy. This level of awareness and connection can 
enable you to act assertively. In order to create and maintain 
healthy relationships as an adult, you need to integrate self- 
awareness and secure attachment through empathy. If you are 
emotionally “asleep” or cut off, it is impossible to have authen-
tic and securely attached relationships.

Let’s dive deeper into emotional self- awareness.
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Identifying Your Emotions
It’s interesting that relatively little emphasis is given to helping 
children learn to identify and accurately label their emotions. 
Parents and teachers help kids understand the concept of colors 
and the names of shapes, letters, and numbers. But sadly, we 
neglect teaching young people how to name and understand 
their feelings. As a result, many individuals seem to still strug-
gle with this concept as adults. As a reminder, there are six 
basic emotions: happiness, sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, and 
anger. Just like colors on a painter’s palette, they can be experi-
enced in different hues and combined to create new emotions.

In an effort to make sense of our inner experiences and use 
them to inform our choices and strengthen our relationships, 
the simple act of naming our feelings can go a long way in 
making them more manageable. Interpersonal neurobiologist 
Dan Siegel (2010) refers to this as “Name It to Tame It.”

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Name That Feeling
Take a look at the Feelings Word List (which is also avail-
able in downloadable format at http://www.newharbinger 
.com/33377) and consider the following questions:

• Which emotions have you experienced in the last 
twenty- four hours?

• Which emotions on this list do you rarely experience 
or often aren’t aware that you are experiencing? (This 
question applies more to an avoidant style.)

• Which feelings do you experience most often?

• Of the feelings you experience most often, are they 
limited to just one cluster, say “happy” or “scared”?
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Feelings Word List

Happiness

Adored

Alive

Appreciated

Cheerful

Ecstatic

Excited

Glad

Grateful

Hopeful

Jolly

Jovial

Joyful

Loved

Merry

Optimistic

Pleased

Satisfied

Tender

Terrific

Thankful

Uplifted

Warm

Anger

Amazed

Accused

Aggravated

Angry

Bitter

Cross

Defensive

Frustrated

Furious

Hostile

Impatient

Infuriated

Insulted

Jaded

Offended

Ornery

Outraged

Pestered

Rebellious

Resistant

Scorned

Spiteful

Testy

Used

Vengeful

Violated

Sadness

Alone

Blue

Burdened

Depressed

Devastated

Disappointed

Discouraged

Grief- stricken

Gloomy

Heartbroken

Hopeless

Let down

Lonely

Melancholy

Miserable

Neglected

Pessimistic

Remorseful

Resentful

Solemn
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Fear

Afraid

Alarmed

Anxious

Bashful

Cautious

Fearful

Frightened

Haunted

Helpless

Hesitant

Horrified

Insecure

Lost

Nervous

Petrified

Puzzled

Reserved

Sheepish

Tearful

Threatened

Uncomfortable

Useless

Surprise

Astonished

Curious

Delighted

Enchanted

Exhilarated

Impressed

Incredulous

Inquisitive

Mystified

Playful

Replenished

Shocked

Startled

Stunned

Disgust

Ashamed

Embarrassed

Exposed

Guilty

Ignored

Inadequate

Incompetent

Inept

Inferior

Inhibited

Insignificant

Sick

Squashed

Stupid

Ugly

Unaccepted

Since the simple act of naming or labeling an emotion 
makes it more manageable and decreases its intensity, accu-
rately identifying your feelings is an important part of self- 
awareness. It also helps with self- soothing, or emotional 
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management. This chart can help you begin to label and fine- 
tune your emotional awareness. I’ve had several clients and 
other therapists suggest that clients put this chart on their 
fridge or desk as a reminder to periodically tune in to their 
emotions, label them, and choose whether those emotions need 
to be shared. I still refer to this list when I can’t quite put my 
finger on what I’m experiencing.

Primary and Secondary Emotions
Working with clients in private practice, I’ve noticed that some 
emotions are more readily accessible than others. We are often 
more likely to directly acknowledge and express comfortable or 
pleasant emotions and to suppress those that are more painful 
or vulnerable such as shame, anger, or fear. Some in the field of 
psychology frame this as a distinction between primary and 
secondary emotions. A primary emotion is the one that is felt 
first (usually a vulnerable or powerless emotion) while a second-
ary emotion is one that is felt most, or expressed openly and 
visibly. The secondary emotion’s purpose is to protect our 
vulnerability.

To better understand this principle, I like to consider the 
“ocean- emotion” analogy: If you were to look at the surface of 
an ocean, you may see some traces of life: a few seagulls above, 
a boat off in the distance, and, if you’re lucky, a dolphin jumping 
out of the water. But, as you deep- sea divers know (and from 
what I can gather from National Geographic Channel), the real 
heart of it all is underneath the surface, that is, where the rich 
abundance of plants and animals reside. There are coral reefs, 
millions of fish, whales, sharks, dolphins, rays, snails, sea 
anemone, sea crabs, kelp, microbes, and more (cue music 
“Under the Sea” from Disney’s The Little Mermaid).
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While the secondary emotion is what’s readily apparent and 
overtly expressed, the primary emotion is the core of your expe-
rience, or the emotion that’s in charge. For example, if a child 
runs into the street, her mother may yell at her in frustration. 
Her body language, tone of voice, and words may convey anger 
(which would be the secondary emotion), but this merely covers 
her true feelings, which would likely be fear for the life of her 
daughter (the primary emotion).

Primary emotions often show up in my clinical practice dis-
guised as criticism, blaming, and irritability. In fact, come to 
think of it, that’s often how they show up in my own life!

My youngest daughter, Macy, is a collector. Everything is 
special to her, and, as a result, her bedroom has been a cluttered 
mess for…I don’t know how long. One evening, when she was 
eight, I had turned out her bedroom light and lain next to her 
to snuggle. I said, “Sis, you’ve got to do something about this 
room. It’s not acceptable. It’s way too messy.” She got a bit 
defensive and said, “It’s just like you say about your office, 
Mom— it’s messy but you still know where everything is.” I was 
busted! Brushing off her tangential yet true comment, I contin-
ued, “Okay, tomorrow you have to get this room picked up! No 
excuses.” The conversation soon escalated, and she ended up 
teary; I ended up frustrated and walked out of her room envi-
sioning her story being featured in a TV episode of Hoarders in 
twenty years.

During the next twenty- four hours, I thought a lot about 
our conversation and why her room was such a big trigger for 
me. Was it really just her room? Why was I so quickly annoyed, 
irritated, and intense about that one thing (especially when I 
obviously needed to organize and clean my office!)? As I thought 
about secondary and primary emotions, I was able to get to the 
primary emotion driving my conversation with Macy. My vul-
nerable emotion was fear. I was afraid that I was a bad parent 
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because I wasn’t teaching my daughter how to be organized, 
how to take care of her things, how to clean her room. That’s 
part of being a “good mom,” right? Not coincidently, these are 
areas of weakness for me. While I can organize thoughts and 
ideas and words, I have a really hard time organizing tangible 
“stuff.”

A day or two after our conversation, I approached Macy 
calmly and tenderly and offered an apology. “Macy, you know 
that talk we had about your messy room a couple of nights ago?” 
She nodded. “I need to apologize. It really wasn’t about your 
room. It’s about me feeling scared that I’m not a good mom, 
that I’m failing because I’m not teaching you how to be orga-
nized and take care of things. I was so upset because it’s some-
thing I’m not very good at— keeping things orderly and 
organized. Our conversation was really about me, not about 
your room. Will you forgive me?” She nodded and gave me a big 
hug. Identifying my primary emotion allowed me to share it 
with my daughter in a way that brought us closer instead of 
creating distance.

Now the story doesn’t end here. And this next part is almost 
too good to be true. But it is true…and awesome! You know 
what Macy did after my apology? She cleaned her room, filled 
up a few bags of stuff she wanted to give away, and organized 
the rest immaculately. And the best part is that she has kept it 
that way! It was definitely a highlight in my parenting book. 
Not only did my vulnerability inspire my daughter to clean her 
chronically messy room, but sharing it with her allowed me to 
feel very deeply that I am a good mother. Although I am not 
the best at teaching Macy how to organize, I am good at teach-
ing her how to feel and express difficult emotions.

Distinguishing between primary and secondary emotions 
can be difficult for many people, as it can be painful or uncom-
fortable to deal with raw, vulnerable emotion. In the messy 
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room story, it would have been a lot more comfortable for me to 
remain indignant that Macy’s room was the problem and that I 
was absolutely justified in being irritated and frustrated with 
her. Nevertheless, it’s an important skill to practice in order to 
cultivate greater emotional awareness, to recognize what you 
want and what you need, and to clearly communicate with 
others. For an exercise to help you with this, visit http://www 
.newharbinger.com/33377.

Sorting Thoughts and Feelings
One important distinction relating to emotional awareness is 
the ability to separate feelings and thoughts (this ties in to an 
aspect of differentiation). Confusion may exist because feelings 
and thoughts are interconnected and mutually influence one 
another. Though they try, researchers have yet to determine 
which, if any, come first. Since babies can feel and take pur-
poseful action before they think with words, I tend to lean 
toward emotions preceding thoughts. If I had to choose between 
chicken or the egg…I choose the egg.

Even though in your day- to- day living you experience 
thoughts and feelings concurrently and connectedly, it can be 
helpful to sort through them separately in order to inform your 
next step and to articulate your internal experience to others. 
You might think of thoughts versus feelings using the common 
metaphor: thoughts refer to activity and logic taking place in 
the mind, whereas emotions and feelings reside in the heart. 
There may be confusion and/or relationship blips when you 
accidentally express a thought as if you were expressing a 
feeling. For example, saying, “I feel that you are trying to 
manipulate me” is problematic because it is actually a thought, 
not a feeling. Just because you say the word “feeling” doesn’t 
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mean you’re actually stating a feeling. Look at the following 
template for a more accurate way of teasing out a thought from 
a feeling in order to express yourself more effectively:

I feel       when you      because I think  . 
      (emotion word)    (other’s specific behavior)       (your thought)

We will revisit this same sentence stem in more depth in 
chapter 8 as a helpful tool for assertive communication. But for 
now, you can play around with it as a way to sort through your 
feelings and thoughts.

Emotional Intelligence
Many seem to believe that trusting our head over our heart is 
the best way to live and make decisions. The concept of emo-
tional intelligence, however, helps us understand that both 
thoughts and emotions can help us gain insight and clarity, and 
make choices that will lead to our happiness and fulfillment. 
Emotional intelligence refers to cohesively bringing thoughts 
and emotions together. It can be seen as the successful combina-
tion of the two— that is, thinking about your emotions. Developed 
by Salovey and Mayer (1990), the official definition of emotional 
intelligence is “a type of social intelligence that involves the 
ability to monitor one’s own and other’s emotions, to discrimi-
nate among them, and to use that information to guide one’s 
thinking and actions” (189). In other words, you begin by culti-
vating an awareness of your emotions, then you develop the skill 
of discerning them from one another and extracting value and 
meaning before finally acting on them. Emotional intelligence is 
a prerequisite for assertiveness to take place.

As I reflect on my own life, I can see a direct correlation 
between decisions and steps made that were informed by both 
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my thoughts and emotions. My career beginnings exemplify 
this: When I started working on my master of social work 
degree, my husband and I had already become parents to our 
first child, Tanner. Since both of us come from large (or extra- 
large) families, we knew that we wanted our child to have sib-
lings. We talked, prayed, and pondered about whether to wait 
until I graduated (which would be three more years) until we 
had another child, or whether we wanted to add another child 
to our already full lives. Being a mom, working as a performing 
songwriter and part- time social service worker, and going to 
school was already a lot to manage. My thoughts and everyone 
I talked to told me to wait until I finished my degree; it would 
be too much for me to have another baby during graduate 
school. But my intuition, my “gut,” informed me that now was 
the time to bring another child into our family. When my 
thoughts and emotions are conflicting, more often than not, 
my emotions trump my thoughts. We had a beautiful baby 
daughter, Madeline, in between semesters during my second 
year of graduate school. Looking back, I can see that that was 
the best decision for me and for our family (how I actually 
pulled that off with good grades and happy children is the 
subject for another book!).

While the theory of emotional intelligence relates to think-
ing about and discerning your own feelings, it goes beyond just 
you: to be truly emotionally intelligent, you have to have an 
awareness of others’ emotions too. You are tuned in to and sen-
sitive toward others’ experiences, and you use this information 
to help you carefully navigate your interactions while still 
paying heed to your desires and needs.

In summary, awareness of your feelings as sources of infor-
mation is at the heart of developing self- awareness, a necessary 
component of acting assertively. You cannot act assertively if 
you aren’t tuned in to your internal experiences and cues. The 
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ability to recognize and accurately label your internal states 
helps lower the intensity of your emotions and makes them more 
manageable. The continual expansion of language to name and 
describe the nuances of your emotional experience allows you 
to expand your self- knowledge and your ability to experience 
empathy toward others. Distinguishing thoughts and feelings, as 
you learned to do in this chapter, will help you clarify the mes-
sages you want to communicate to others. And throughout it 
all, empathy will be the bridge to creating the securely attached 
relationships that are central to assertiveness.

In the next chapter, we will build upon these concepts and 
look at specific mindfulness- based practices that you can incor-
porate in your life to effectively manage your emotions. You will 
also learn how the practices of self- compassion and shame resil-
ience can create a balanced relationship with yourself, so you 
can more effectively communicate, or assert, your wants and 
needs.





CHAPTER 6

Self- Soothing: Mindfulness 
and Emotional Management

Now that you understand the significance of emotions, let’s 
shift gears to exactly how to integrate self- awareness practices 
and skills into your life so that you can harness their power and 
create positive changes. Tapping in to your emotions may sound 
simple, but it can actually be a complex process to truly under-
stand what and how you are feeling. Equally important is how 
to effectively manage your emotions (particularly difficult 
ones)— that is, learning to control them instead of allowing 
them to control you.

Read on to discover some useful strategies developed by 
experts to help you really tune in to your internal experiences 
and then to manage them.

Practicing Mindfulness
We’ve discussed the importance of being aware, or mindful, of 
your emotions. Now we will talk about mindfulness as a 
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practice, not just as an idea. Mindfulness involves regularly qui-
eting yourself and observing yourself, focusing on your thoughts 
and feelings, noticing your bodily sensations— touch, pressure, 
smell, sounds, sights— during the present moment. According 
to Jon Kabat- Zinn, “mindfulness means paying attention in a 
particular way; on purpose, in the present moment, and non-
judgmentally” (1994, 4). The concept of not judging our feel-
ings can be particularly difficult, as we are often prone to 
evaluating them.

I once spoke with a thirty- five- year- old woman whose expe-
rience illustrates the importance of being nonjudgmental 
toward one’s emotions. Diane was greatly distressed due to her 
best friend’s upcoming marriage; she was sad that her relation-
ship with her friend would change and also deeply pained that 
she herself was not yet married, as Diane had always imagined 
that by her age she would have a husband and children. 
Unfortunately, Diane compounded her own suffering because 
she felt guilty about her emotions; she thought that feeling 
these things meant she wasn’t happy for her friend. I encour-
aged her to not judge her emotions as “bad” and reassured her 
that they didn’t mean she didn’t love her friend. By allowing 
herself to experience difficult emotions and hold space for all of 
her feelings (without deeming them wrong or inappropriate), 
Diane could honor her own pain, grieve her unmet expecta-
tion, and celebrate her friend’s happy occasion.

The practice of mindfulness allows you to let thoughts, feel-
ings, and sensations flow through you without trying to change 
them in any way, and without judging your experiences. Though 
it is really quite a simple concept, this exercise takes focus and 
practice, as it is so different from the way our brains normally 
operate. We very often find ourselves living in the past or in the 
future, but practicing mindfulness challenges you to experience 
yourself in the present. This is a continual process of knowing 
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yourself at a deeper level and, with time, this practice can 
strengthen your self- differentiation and also guide your 
assertiveness.

Remember in chapter 1 how we talked about the five com-
ponents of assertiveness? The second component is to cultivate 
self- awareness of your thoughts, feelings, needs, and wants; the 
practice of mindfulness is designed to help you do just that.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Two- Minute Mindful Breathing

Sit in a comfortable position and close your eyes. Focus on 
your breath. Without trying to change anything, just notice 
your breath. Notice if you are breathing shallowly or deeply…
or if you are breathing slowly or rapidly. Get curious about 
your breath. As you continue to be aware of your breath-
ing, you may find your mind moving away from your breath 
toward other sounds or noises in the room. Notice where 
your mind goes. When your mind wanders, thank it for its 
awareness and, without judgment, slowly bring your focus 
back to your breathing.

Finding Your Wise Mind
Although your emotions are some of the most important pieces 
of knowledge you have to inform your relationships, assertive-
ness, and life, they can sometimes be difficult to understand 
and navigate. Once you are in touch with your feelings, how 
can you utilize them for energy and action without being over-
whelmed? The ability to create a healthy working distance from 
your emotions is a process, not a static state to be achieved. 
The goal is to be able to separate thoughts and feelings in your 
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mind, and then act from the place where they overlap. In dia-
lectical behavior therapy, developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan 
(1993), this is known as accessing the “wise mind.” Linehan 
posits that the “emotion mind” occurs when we are being con-
trolled by our current emotional states, and “reasonable mind” 
is when our thoughts and actions are focused solely on logic 
and objectivity.

To illustrate Linehan’s reasoning, let’s say you are tired and 
mad at your coworker, so you decide to stay in bed and not go 
to work one day; this is emotion mind at work. However, rea-
sonable mind would say, “You shouldn’t miss work just because 
you’re upset. You should be responsible and act like a grown-
 up.” Wise mind enters at the junction where reasonable mind 
and emotion mind overlap. For example, wise mind might say 
something like, “I know you’re mad and you’re tired and you 
don’t want to go to work today. Even though not going to work 
would feel like a relief, that’s probably not a good idea because 
you enjoy your job and you want to keep your job.”

Figure 4. Wise Mind

Let’s consider the case of Judith, a lovely, smart, fortysome-
thing wife and mother of three children who’d come to therapy 
for depression and relationship struggles. After some initial 
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counseling, it became evident that making and keeping close 
female friendships had been difficult and painful during most of 
her adulthood. Judith came in for one session tense and anxious 
after hearing that her closest friend had broken a confidence 
and shared details about her teen daughter’s battle with an 
eating disorder. She had a history of oversensitivity to any kind 
of betrayal and was flooded with feelings of fear, anger, and hurt.

During the session, I asked Judith to give voice to her 
emotion mind. She had no problem launching into a rant about 
how she couldn’t trust anyone. “It feels just like it was growing 
up, when my mom and sister would talk about me and criticize 
me. I am never going to talk to this friend again. She had me 
fooled! I thought she was a true friend, but I was wrong.”

Next, I invited Judith to speak from her rational, reasonable 
mind. Even though she appeared very collected and poised, this 
part of the session was a lot harder for her. “My reasonable 
mind is saying that there is a slight possibility that she didn’t do 
it intentionally or share my daughter’s eating disorder to hurt 
me or to ruin our friendship. We’ve been friends for so long. I 
hate to see it end like this. Maybe she did it because she was 
concerned? I think I’ll go and tell her how I feel— that she had 
no right to share something that I asked her not to!”

Then we transitioned to giving voice to her wise mind. Judith 
began, “Well, we have been friends for years. I am so hurt that 
I’m tempted to never speak to her again, but our friendship 
deserves at least a conversation about what has happened. I know 
that my family- of- origin stuff— feeling betrayed by my mom and 
sister— is getting all mixed up in this situation, too.” Through 
using the practice of wise mind, Judith was able to integrate her 
intense emotions with her rational thoughts to find a more bal-
anced response to the situation. She was also able to modulate 
her emotions and plan a proactive instead of reactive course of 
action to talk to her friend about the situation.
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Connecting to Your Wise Mind

Think of a recent time when you had an intense emotional 
response to something that occurred in a relationship (it 
could be with a spouse, family member, friend, coworker, or 
even a stranger). What did your emotional mind say? What 
did your reasonable mind say? Were you able to see both per-
spectives of the issue to integrate your emotions and reasons 
into wise mind? If not, and if you could go back in time, what 
would your wise mind say?

Cultivating Self- Compassion
We frequently hear talk of self- esteem, or a positive evaluation 
of oneself. This (sometimes overused) term has made its way 
into mainstream vocabulary, and we often speak about it like it 
is the most important aspect of ourselves. Some have argued 
that popular culture has fallen in love with the concept of self- 
esteem and believe that low self- esteem contributes to many of 
our social ills, like bullying, violence, and dropping out of 
school.

Self- esteem is defined by the degree to which you judge 
yourself as competent in the parts of life that are important to 
you (Neff and Vonk 2009). It is based on self- evaluation and on 
how you believe others evaluate you; for this reason, it’s often 
comparative in nature. The concept of self- esteem is rooted in 
the idea of being “better than average,” which often leads to 
inflated evaluations or perceptions of yourself. In other words, 
to be deemed average, satisfactory, or sufficient is not “good 
enough” for high self- esteem.

Self- compassion, on the other hand, is not based in a posi-
tive self- evaluation or how you see yourself. Rather, it is a type 
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of open- hearted awareness and way of responding to your own 
suffering that allows room for all aspects of personal experi-
ence, including failure and pain.

Self- compassion researcher and psychologist Dr. Kristin 
Neff suggests, “It is certainly better to feel worthy and proud 
than worthless and ashamed. More problematic is what people 
do to get and keep a sense of high self- esteem” (2011, 2). Given 
that self- esteem is often obtained from specific areas of life such 
as appearance, school performance, athletic ability, and popu-
larity, self- esteem has become linked to specific outcomes in 
these areas (Neff 2011). Basing your self- esteem on performance 
or evaluation can make it fragile and unstable, and lead you to 
overfocus on the fear of what might happen if your evaluation 
or status is threatened (Kernis 2005). (This idea connects back 
to the ladder/field analogy from chapter 3— remember the 
ranking on one end and the linking/connecting on the other 
end of the continuum?)

I’ve witnessed this in my clinical practice with many teenage 
and young adult athletes who report high self- esteem as long as 
they are excelling in their given sport. But when a gymnast 
breaks an ankle, a soccer player takes one too many headers 
and suffers a concussion, or a football player is benched for poor 
grades, the once- high self- esteem quickly plummets because the 
high evaluation is gone. “What reason do I have to get up in 
the morning? What makes me special now?” are questions I’ve 
heard from tearful athletes who have devoted their efforts to a 
sport that they are no longer able to play, temporarily or 
permanently.

I’ve also seen this loss of self- worth in women who have 
built their self- esteem contingent on how their children “turn 
out”: their children’s good behavior, good grades, popularity, or 
entrance into an Ivy League college. Because self- esteem is 
connected to the positive evaluation of one’s child, if a child is 
evaluated as “average” on a standardized test, leaves the family’s 
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faith, becomes a junkie, or flunks out of Harvard, the mother’s 
self- esteem, happiness, and sanity hinges on things that are 
beyond her control. If your self- esteem is linked to others’ 
behavior, even to your children’s behavior, you are giving 
control over how you see and evaluate yourself to someone else. 
Self- compassion, on the other hand, is solely in your control 
and always available to you.

Some self- evaluations are based on entrenched patterns of 
interpreting yourself in a negative light (fact vs. story). For 
example, if as a child you were told over and over again that you 
weren’t smart, you’ve likely internalized that belief about your-
self and may interpret current situations through this “I’m not 
smart” lens. That is a self- evaluation based on your thoughts. 
To be clear, I am not saying that self- esteem or your self- 
evaluation doesn’t matter. Of course they do. Your thoughts 
have an impact on your emotions and behavior. However, I 
believe that there is a concept that is more helpful when it 
comes to emotional management.

In 2003, Dr. Neff turned the notion of self- esteem on its 
head when she introduced the refreshing concept of self- 
compassion. While others had examined compassionate behav-
ior toward the self, Neff refined the idea and operationalized 
the definition and measurement of self- compassion. While self- 
esteem is based on your cognitive evaluation of any given part of 
yourself or your life, self- compassion is based on how you respond 
to your own suffering.

Neff asserts that, when compared to self- esteem, self- 
compassion is associated with greater emotional resilience, 
more accurate self- concepts, increased caring, and fewer narcis-
sistic tendencies. She speaks of self- compassion in terms of 
kindness toward yourself (having kind and warm responses to 
your own imperfections and suffering) and common humanity 
(recognizing that you are not alone in your experience of disap-
pointment, pain, and suffering). Neff makes it clear that 
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self- compassion is not self- pity or chronically feeling sorry for 
yourself. It’s also not the same as self- indulgence (i.e., I’m sad 
about being fired, so I’m going to sit on the couch for the week 
and eat ice cream three meals a day). Instead, it is being aware 
of our emotions and responding compassionately— just like we 
would respond to another’s pain.

Imagine that a good friend wasn’t hired for her high- paying 
dream job and came to you in tears expressing hopelessness and 
fear. What would be a compassionate response? If it were me, 
I’d give her a big hug, invite her to sit down on the couch, and 
encourage her to tell me all about it. I’d let her cry. I’d validate 
her pain and disappointment by saying things like, “Oh, that is 
so disappointing. I know how much you hoped this job would 
work out. I’m here for you.”

Now imagine that you just found out that you weren’t hired 
for your high- paying dream job. How would you respond to your 
own hopelessness and disappointment about not being hired for 
the job? I might respond with a mix of compassion and criti-
cism, saying things like, “Yes, this is disappointing, but did you 
really think they’d consider you for this job? I’m sure there are 
a lot of people who are more highly qualified. Maybe your 
expectations are just too high when it comes to employment. 
Ugh!” I would likely say things to myself that I would never say 
to my friend. I also wouldn’t think about giving myself a hug or 
touching my arm in a comforting way.

Most people find it easier to feel and act compassionately 
toward others than to their own difficult experiences.

“I’m supposed to be the strong one in my family.”

“I was taught that it’s not okay to cry. Crying is for sissies.”

“I am so sad about the death of my son, but I was just taught to 
‘soldier on’ and get back to work.”
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I’ve heard these phrases come from clients who are dealing 
with significant struggles and pain. To me, they indicate that 
we don’t give ourselves permission to grieve, to be sad, or to be 
imperfect. But do we not allow for these things for others when 
they are in emotional pain? My hope for you is that, with prac-
tice, you’ll extend the same compassion to yourself as you 
extend to others.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Practicing Self- Compassion

Think of a recent situation when you’ve felt pain of any kind. 
It could be a physical injury or a relationship injury. It might 
be an unexpected loss such as unemployment, a break up, or 
the untimely death of a loved on. Now, reflect on the follow-
ing questions:

• What did I tell myself about my pain?

• Was my self- talk nurturing or was it critical?

• Did I validate my suffering or minimize it?

• How did I behave toward myself when I was hurting?

• Was I able to provide nurturing, comfort, and valida-
tion to myself?

Now, think of a child you know. It may be your own child, 
a neighbor, extended relative, or the child of a friend. Place 
this beloved child in the previous scenario, experiencing a 
similar pain, and reflect on the following questions:

• What would I say to her? Would my words be nurtur-
ing or lean toward criticism and judgment?

• How would I behave?
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• Would I validate her suffering with empathy or would 
I minimize her pain?

• How is my imagined response to a child’s suffering 
different or similar to how I respond to my own pain?

All attachment styles can benefit from the practice of self- 
compassion. If you have an anxious attachment style, self- 
compassion can help you self- soothe and validate your own 
experience without feeling so dependent on validation and 
comfort from others. If you have a securely attached style, a 
self- compassion practice will help you validate the emotional 
ups and downs that occur as a natural part of life. For avoid-
antly attached women, self- compassion will help you acknowl-
edge, access, and connect to your own suffering (and joy) 
instead of distancing from painful experiences or denying it in 
order to cope.

What does self- compassion have to do with assertiveness? 
The practice of self- compassion allows you to be aware, to tune 
in, to be mindful of your experiences, and to provide comfort 
and self- nurturing when you need it. That is, to think and act 
in comforting and compassionate ways toward yourself. The 
self-compassion process helps validate and soothe pain enough 
to let it teach and guide you to your actions. This is the healthy 
distance from your emotions we discussed in chapter 4. The 
ability to soothe and comfort yourself allows you to move toward 
identifying your wants and needs from others and informs your 
requests of others. It’s also part of differentiation because it 
enables you to comfort yourself instead of solely relying on 
others to soothe you.

Since I first learned about self- compassion a couple of years 
ago, I have made it a practice— and I can attest that it works. It 
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feels really good to comfort yourself and take care of yourself, 
though slightly uncomfortable at first. During the process of 
writing my doctoral dissertation I experienced insecurities 
about my competence, my capability, and my worthiness. More 
than once (okay, if I’m really honest with myself, it’s like ten 
times) I broke down in tears, overwhelmed with feelings of self- 
doubt, inadequacy, and fear, and vowing that I was going to 
drop out of my program. I found myself saying things to myself 
that I would never say to another person! My self- talk was some-
thing along the lines of, “Who are you to think that you can 
write a scholarly document and actually have it pass as some 
kind of original contribution to the field of marriage and family 
therapy? You don’t have what it takes. You’ve never been the 
smart one in your family. You’re the social one, the songwriter, 
the therapist, but definitely not a scholar. Who are you kidding?” 
Luckily, I became aware of what I was saying to myself and saw 
it as an opportunity to practice self- compassion. I shifted into a 
mode of self- compassion instead of self- contempt.

I started stroking my arm softly, like I have done hundreds 
of times to my children when they were struggling, saying to 
myself, “Julie, this is really, really hard. You have taken on some-
thing that is challenging you in completely new ways. You are 
having to shift how you view yourself and your capabilities. Of 
course it’s bringing up feelings of inadequacy and thoughts that 
you’re not good enough. Remember the stories you’ve heard 
from other friends and colleagues who’ve completed their 
PhDs? They all had times when they wanted to walk away; 
when they feared they weren’t up to the challenge. You are not 
alone. You can do this. You have taken on and worked through 
other difficult, scary, and vulnerable risks and you’re still here. 
It’s okay to feel overwhelmed. I am here for you.” I value being 
present and empathetic to others, and it felt so comforting— so 
satisfying— to be there for me.
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Developing Shame Resilience
While it’s crucial to listen to your feelings, there is one in par-
ticular that can sabotage healthy relationships and hijack your 
emotional well- being: shame. Shame is the deeply painful and 
vulnerable experience of not feeling good enough or worthy of 
love (Brown 2012). It can dominate your other emotions and 
paralyze your ability to change— it’s difficult to practice mindful 
awareness and self- compassion when you are experiencing 
yourself as a bad person. Shame can kill your willingness to act 
assertively because you feel like you don’t deserve to have your 
needs attended to.

One of the key things to understand about shame is that 
everyone experiences it. Regularly. It is truly a universal emotion. 
Shame is so common because it is elicited by a variety of differ-
ent scenarios: failure, mistakes, abuse, rejection. Arguably, the 
biggest trigger of shame is anything that challenges the way you 
want to view yourself and be perceived by others (Ferguson, 
Eyre, and Ashbaker 2000). Basically, the answers to the ques-
tions “How do I want to view myself and be viewed by others?” 
and “How do I not want to be viewed?” give you a clear picture 
about what threatens your ideal identity and triggers shame.

I want to see myself and to be thought of as someone who is 
inclusive and open- minded, and this is part of my “ideal iden-
tity.” When I think that I am being close- minded or silencing 
someone else’s voice, I can slide into feeling shame. Another 
example of my ideal identity, and a common one for women 
with children, is that I want to see myself and have others view 
me as a “good mother.” So, if I think that I have been working 
too much and have not been as attentive to my children (bad 
mother), I am taking on an unwanted identity and susceptible 
to feelings of shame. Because we all have wanted and unwanted 
identities, and because we are all human and will not be able to 
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live up to our self- expectations 100 percent of the time, experi-
encing shame is inevitable.

In recent years, Dr. Brené Brown has conducted extensive 
research on shame that gives us valuable insight into how to 
deal with this painful experience. She explains that shame 
needs three things to grow and fester: secrecy, silence, and 
judgment. According to her research, empathy is the antidote to 
shame.

Brown’s model of shame resilience offers four steps to com-
bating shame:

1. Recognize when we are feeling shame and understand 
its triggers.

2. Develop practicing critical awareness, or normalizing 
our shame, by knowing that everyone experiences 
shame and by seeing the bigger picture.

3. Reach out to trusted relationships for support (which is 
more natural if you have a secure attachment style).

4. Tell our stories and share shame with someone we trust 
to respond compassionately and empathetically. This 
helps us find a way through our feelings of shame 
(Brown 2012).

For women, shame often feels like “a sticky, complex spider- 
web of layered, conflicting, and competing expectations that 
dictate exactly who we should be, what we should be, how we 
should be” (Brown 2012, 87). As an example, let’s look at 
Leann, a woman in her midthirties who outwardly appears to 
have a spectacular life. She is ambitious, kind, beautiful, and 
smart, and she has the attention of many men. Inwardly, 
however, Leann experiences debilitating shame. Both of her 
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parents had substance addictions, and though Leann hasn’t 
had to fight the same demons, she feels unworthy of love. Sadly, 
she believes that if anyone gets close enough to her to truly 
know her, he or she wouldn’t want her because of her family 
baggage. This has caused her to resist intimate relationships 
and miss out on opportunities to connect with others for fear 
that if they really knew her they would certainly not love and 
accept her and her imperfections. While on the outside she 
looks well put together, she is trapped in a shame web, attempt-
ing to look beautiful, work hard, and not let anyone down while 
hiding her own pain.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Recognizing Shame and Its Triggers

Now that you have an understanding of shame, let’s look 
closer into what shame feels like for you. Think of an experi-
ence when you felt shame (when you felt defective and unwor-
thy as a person, not just when you made a mistake).

• What “ideal identity” or “unwanted identity” trig-
gered your shame?

• Where in your body did you experience shame? (Dr. 
Brown has described it as a “warm wash.”)

• How would you describe its color, texture, tempera-
ture, shape, or weight (or any other characteristic)?

• When you felt shame, what was your initial behav-
ioral response? Did you want to leave a situation? Did 
you want to crawl in a hole? Did you reach out to 
someone, or did you want to be alone?
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Thankfully, through working with a therapist and reaching 
out to close friends, Leann has become more aware of her 
shame and has used her difficult family experiences to relate to 
others through empathy. These friends have, in turn, reached 
back to support her. She is not miraculously “fixed” of her 
struggles, but she has learned techniques to move through 
shame and is improving in her ability to create and maintain 
meaningful connections through developing resilience.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Sharing Your Shame

Using the same scenario from the previous exercise, answer 
the following questions:

• Did you share your shame experience with a trusted 
friend or family member? Why or why not?

• If you spoke about your shame, how did the other 
person respond to your disclosure?

• If you didn’t share your shame at the time, can you 
identify someone with whom you could share your 
experience?

• Would you be willing to talk about your shame next 
time?

Practicing shame resilience can prevent you from being 
controlled by shame or from spending unnecessary time trying 
to avoid feeling it. Like mindfulness, wise mind, and self- 
compassion, shame resilience is a practice that becomes more 
natural over time. What I don’t want to happen is for you to feel 
shame about having shame, or not being shame- resilient 
enough. It is a practice. It is a process. It will take time.
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Separating Meaning from Fact
One of my favorite quotes is “Pain is inevitable. Suffering is 
optional” from author Haruki Murakami (Murakami and 
Gabriel 2008, vii). Keep this idea in mind as we conclude this 
chapter by exploring how our thoughts might be causing us to 
suffer unnecessarily. The next awareness practice will ask you 
to really examine your thoughts. It’s perhaps more challenging 
than the other exercises I’ve shared so far, but it can be a very 
powerful game- changer on the path to becoming more asser-
tive. Therapists call it “cognitive reframing,” which is just a 
fancy way to describe something we do all day, every day, 
without much conscious thought: inferring meaning and mes-
sages from facts and events in our lives. We draw conclusions 
about human nature from our interactions with others. But 
people can find themselves in trouble when they make assump-
tions that may or may not be true, and sometimes these beliefs 
that go unchallenged can limit your growth. So it may be nec-
essary to cognitively reframe our experiences to draw more accu-
rate meaning and conclusions from them.

Let me start by sharing a memory from my upbringing: One 
Sunday morning when I was a teenager, my siblings and I— all 
nine of us— piled into the car with our parents to attend church. 
During the meeting, my dad received a distressing call from our 
trusted neighbor, Gerry. “You and Linda need to come home, 
Lex. Your house has been burglarized!” Our home alarm had 
gone off, and Gerry was standing by as the police inspected the 
scene. Expecting the worse, my mom and dad raced home. 
When they arrived and walked into the door, my dad looked 
around to assess the damage done, then said, “Yep. Just the way 
we left it!” Turns out that eleven people rushing to get dressed, 
fed, and out the door on time can create a mess that could 
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easily pass for a ransacking! And the alarm? Our family dog, 
McBarker, had set it off.

I share this funny account because it shows a distinction 
between something that happened and someone’s perception, or 
story, about what happened. The facts remained the same: my 
family’s house was a complete disaster, but the stories assigned 
to them were different; our neighbor assumed that we’d been 
robbed (and I don’t blame her one bit!), whereas we understood 
the true reason for the disarray.

So why does all this matter? And what does it have to do 
with emotional management and assertiveness? The idea is that 
we can easily assume that our emotions and our thoughts are 
facts, without questioning them. For instance, some individuals 
carry emotional pain not from an actual event but from their 
interpretation of what occurred at the event. For example, one 
individual I worked with grew up believing that the severe 
abuse he experienced as a child at the hands of his parents was 
because he had done something wrong and, therefore, was not 
worthy of the love of his parents (or anyone else). It took psy-
chotherapy for him to challenge his long- held belief, to chal-
lenge the story that he had been telling himself, and to come to 
understand that the abuse he experienced didn’t have to be a 
reflection on himself. Only then could he believe it was instead 
an unfortunate result of his parents’ severe mental illness going 
untreated. While the meaning he made out of the abuse is 
common to survivors of childhood trauma and made perfect 
sense given his experience, he was allowing his belief that the 
abuse rendered him unlovable to prevent him from forming 
meaningful relationships.

Cognitive reframing can apply to dramatic situations like 
the one mentioned above, but it is also relevant to more 
common, everyday occurrences. If a good friend doesn’t return 
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your phone call for a week, you may be tempted to create a story 
that she is ignoring you or is being unkind, whereas the truth 
may be that she has been sick, having phone problems, or has 
simply gotten way behind on checking her messages. Separating 
the facts from the meaning we assign them can help you feel 
empowered to change the story (if necessary). We don’t often 
challenge our thoughts. And here’s the clincher: Just because 
you think something, or have a deeply ingrained belief, doesn’t 
mean it’s true.

I love the work of Byron Katie, a formerly chronically 
depressed woman who developed a theory of self- inquiry known 
as “The Work” that helps us examine our thoughts (Katie and 
Mitchell 2002) and determine whether they are serving us or 
causing suffering. Katie suggests that all suffering is a result of 
believing your own thoughts. So if something is causing you 
emotional pain, consider examining it and seeing whether the 
thoughts you believe are perpetuating your suffering. We can 
learn how to change the narrative in ways that help us instead 
of continually hurt us. There is peace and freedom that comes 
from breaking out of a cycle of buying into stories or assump-
tions that don’t serve you and impede your personal develop-
ment and relationships.

Katie has formulated four questions to help you examine 
and challenge your habitual thought patterns. They are:

1. Is the thought true?

2. Can I absolutely know that it’s true?

3. How do I react— what happens— when I believe the 
thought?

4. Who would I be without the thought? (Katie and 
Mitchell 2002)
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The questions aren’t about changing your thoughts but about 
examining them. To do this, Katie suggests that you answer the 
four questions, pause, then do a “turnaround”— determine the 
opposite of your initial thought and then run through the ques-
tions again. After the second run- through, decide if the turn-
around answers are true, or truer, than your original answers.

Here’s an example of the four questions in action. Rita and 
Jen met five years ago at an accounting firm where they worked. 
Since then, they had been through a lot together: Rita’s divorce, 
Jen and her husband’s struggle with infertility, and the day- to- 
day job stresses they shared. For the past month, Rita sensed 
Jen pulling away and not seeking her out as often, declining 
Rita’s social invitations, and spending more time with Shalise, 
another coworker. Rita thought to herself, “Well, I guess Jen 
doesn’t care about our friendship anymore.”

Let’s walk with Rita through the four questions examining 
the thought “Jen doesn’t care about our friendship anymore.”

1. Is it true? I don’t know.

2. Can I absolutely know it’s true? No.

3. How do I react— what happens— when I believe the 
thought? I give Jen the cold shoulder, feel hesitant to reach 
out to others, and feel a sense of distrust.

4. Who would I be without the thought? I would be more 
open to Jen. I would ask her if there’s something bothering 
her, and I’d feel more emotionally open.

Now for the turnaround: Rita picked an opposite thought— 
“Jen cares about our friendship”— and runs through the ques-
tions again.
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1. Is it true? Maybe.

2. Can I absolutely know it’s true? No.

3. How do I react— what happens— when I believe the 
thought? I remain open to the friendship. I feel confident 
that although the friendship may be evolving it’s not ending. 
I remain emotionally open to developing friendships with 
others.

4. Who would I be without the thought? I would be where 
I am now: Feeling rejected and thinking Jen doesn’t care 
about me.

Either thought— the initial one or its opposite— could be 
true, but now Rita gets to decide which thought is serving her. 
We often get caught up in whether our thought is right or not. 
However, in relationships, even when you openly ask, you may 
never know if the other person is telling the truth. What this 
exercise demonstrates is the power of examining our own auto-
matic assumptions and deciding which serve us and help us 
become who we want to become. In the Rita and Jen example, 
believing the thought “Jen still cares about our friendship” 
helped Rita move to a place where she could remain open in 
her relationship with Jen. Doing the turnaround allowed Rita 
to entertain the thought that the relationship was changing, 
helped her remain emotionally open to other relationships, and 
fostered more positive emotions.
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Are Your Thoughts Helping or Hurting You?

Think of a relationship situation that is causing you pain. 
Now identify one simple thought that you have noticed either 
about yourself or the other person. (A worksheet for this 
exercise is available for download at http://www.newharbin 
ger.com/33377.)

The thought I want to examine is  .

Now answer the following questions:

1. Is it true?

2. Can I absolutely know it’s true?

3. How do I react— what happens— when I believe the 
thought?

4. Who would I be without the thought?

Now turn the thought around to its opposite. Write it 
down.

My opposite thought is  .

Now answer the same four questions with your opposite 
thought:

1. Is it true?

2. Can I absolutely know it’s true?

3. How do I react— what happens— when I believe the 
thought?

4. Who would I be without the thought?
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Which thought— your original or its opposite— feels 
more truthful? Explore which thought inspires you to act in 
ways that feel better to you and that serve your relationship. 
Remember, the questions aren’t about changing your thoughts 
but about examining them.

Now that you’ve been introduced to several self- soothing 
skills, let’s revisit attachment styles and explore how these emo-
tional management skills can help each style.

Emotional Management Skills and 
Attachment Style
While the self- soothing practices outlined in this chapter— 
mindfulness, wise mind, self- compassion, shame resilience, and 
separating fact from the story— have been shown to have posi-
tive physical and emotional effects in general, they also have 
unique value for each attachment style. If you lean toward an 
anxious attachment style, these practices can help you create a 
stronger sense of peace by empowering you with emotional 
coping skills that will help you to not be overrun by fear. You 
can experience your feelings and let them inform you but not 
control you. This can foster a sense of self- mastery and also 
forge space for effective communication with others.

If you lean toward a secure attachment style, practicing 
mindfulness can help you become more aware of the present 
moment and train your brain to be able to shift from autopilot 
to mindful awareness. Stress reduction, improved mood, and a 
greater sense of well- being can support assertive communica-
tion goals and help you to maintain healthy relationships. 
Finally, these exercises can help individuals with an avoidant 
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style connect to emotions that have been detached; they can 
become more aware of cues to guide assertiveness. If an avoid-
ant attachment style describes you, mindfulness will teach you 
to focus on and notice your internal cues and validate your 
emotions.

One word of caution here: some women may need steps 
beyond these techniques to make sense of, process, and, in 
some cases, heal past wounds. Certain emotions and experi-
ences, coupled with past personal and family histories and 
backgrounds, may require professional assistance to work 
through. If you’ve had trauma or chronic unresolved turmoil, 
know that a trained clinician can help you to tune in to and 
manage your experiences in a way that can help you find peace 
and closure.

There have been hundreds of emotional awareness exer-
cises and management techniques developed through the years. 
I have found the six in this chapter to be among the most effec-
tive in my life and in the lives of my clients. I encourage you to 
familiarize yourself with them and practice them, as they will 
enable you to become attuned to your thoughts, feelings, wants, 
and needs— and prepare you to act assertively.



CHAPTER 7

Self- Expression: Doormat, 
Sword, and Lantern

In previous chapters, you’ve learned about your attachment 
style and history; the importance of tuning in to your thoughts, 
feelings, needs, and wants; and strategies to manage your emo-
tions. Now we’ll talk about three communication stances. We’ll 
look at examples of each stance and how attachment style 
factors in.

Communication is assertiveness in action. How do you use 
your words, body language, tone, and other nonverbal cues to 
share your emotions, needs, and desires to others? My goal is to 
help you develop ways to approach others so your assertive 
communication will be more likely to be understood, heard, 
and respected. Expressing your feelings, thoughts, needs, and 
wants verbally is a key part of assertive communication, but it 
is only one component. Another aspect is your level of open-
ness to the other person’s point of view. It is in relationships 
that we develop into a person, and it is in relationships that we 
express our unique self. And how does your history and attach-
ment style relate to all of this?
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In my years of clinical practice, I have done a lot of coach-
ing and role- playing with clients on how to approach delicate 
subjects in a way that is authentic, respectful, and, perhaps 
most of all, assertive. In order to combat the stereotype some 
individuals have of assertiveness (seeing it as synonymous with 
aggressiveness and pushiness), I wanted to come up with a way 
to represent assertiveness visually. As a songwriter, I often 
think in metaphors, and I drew upon my creativity to reframe 
this discussion. I now use the terms doormat, sword, and lantern. 
Though everyone uses each of the three at some point or 
another, I invite you to reflect on which communication stance 
you utilize most frequently.

The Doormat
As its title suggests, an individual who assumes a doormat com-
munication stance is often figuratively “run over” either by 
other people or simply by her own emotions. An individual who 
takes a Doormat stance doesn’t want to disappoint anyone; 
though she likely genuinely cares about others, her people- 
pleasing behavior may actually be an attempt to feel validated, 
reassured, and loved. She may become easily frustrated and 
have a difficult time setting emotional boundaries. A woman 
with this stance may not be able to clearly identify and articu-
late her feelings, thoughts, needs, or wants; or she may choose 
to not assert them at all for fear of rejection, shame, or a threat 
to the relationship. She has learned to survive by “lying down” 
and allowing other people to make decisions for her.

A hidden payoff for the Doormat stance is the ability to 
blame others for negative things in your life, because they have 
the power and have made decisions you didn’t make.
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Have you ever felt like you should be the one continually 
sacrificing to make relationships work, as if that’s your role? It 
could be a relationship in any setting— work, home, school— or 
type— friendly, professional, sexual, familial.

The Doormat stance of communication is often used when 
you’re too overwhelmed by emotions (anxious attachment 
style), or because you’re disconnected or cut off from your emo-
tions (avoidant attachment style). Anxiously attached individu-
als will tend to overaccommodate in order to maintain the 
relationship; they may avoid rejection by making another person 
happy. Individuals with an avoidant style typically placate 
another person in order to not get too close to their own or to 
others’ vulnerable emotions; they also tend to resign, give up, or 
care less. The Doormat stance lets others have it their way in 
order to avoid conflict and minimize experiencing uncomfort-
able emotions.

Years ago, I worked with a chronically ill woman in her 
thirties who had an anxious attachment style and often 
approached communicating in her relationships from the 
Doormat stance. In fact, I think Jane even said, “I’m sick and 
tired of being a doormat and getting walked over!” In trying to 
be a “good mother” and prevent her children from feeling 
neglected because of her health problems, she responded to 
their every request, regardless of whether it was realistic, 
healthy, or overly taxing to her physical or emotional health. 
For example, if one child didn’t like what was being served for 
dinner, Jane would make an additional meal to placate the 
whining child. Although her intent was good, she was teaching 
them to treat her as someone whose sole existence was to meet 
their needs and keep them perpetually happy.

Through therapy, Jane and I worked to identify her feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants. She discovered that she was 
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resentful toward her children and felt they were taking advan-
tage of her willingness to do things for them without expressing 
any kind of appreciation. She learned to experience herself as a 
separate and valuable individual, distinct from her family, while 
still being able to maintain close relationships with them. This 
illustrates a move toward a higher level of differentiation. 
Through the process of differentiating herself from her family 
members, Jane was able to move from a Doormat stance toward 
a Lantern stance. Together we explored what she needed and 
wanted from them, and how to communicate assertively and 
set healthier boundaries.

Another client I worked with was a fifty- year- old male with 
an avoidant attachment style who often used the Doormat 
stance. Tim came into therapy because he desperately wanted 
to marry but was unable to maintain a long- term relationship 
with a woman. In past relationships, when things would start 
getting serious and his girlfriend wanted more commitment, he 
would break up with her in order to avoid conflict, pain, and 
feeling vulnerable. Tim had a habit of avoiding difficult conver-
sations not only in his romantic relationships but in therapy 
sessions as well; he would often take the Doormat stance by 
agreeing with everything I said in what I assume was an attempt 
to be a likeable client. For example, in the first several sessions 
he didn’t challenge anything I offered. He was agreeable to 
doing homework assignments and offered compliments about 
how I was the most helpful therapist he’d worked with.

As we continued our work together, it became clear that he 
used this strategy to protect himself and avoid feeling vulnera-
ble to rejection. I encouraged Tim to feel free to speak up when 
he didn’t agree with me in session and to also speak up more 
often in his relationships. This was a way for him to practice 
identifying and experiencing difficult emotions and expressing 
difference without severing his relationship (as he had done 
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previously). Over time, Tim was able to maintain longer love 
relationships.

The Sword
While the Doormat stance feels passive and weak, the Sword 
stance feels powerful— but only temporarily. Think about 
people who have drawn their swords and are ready for a fight. 
They are tense and willing to protect themselves at all costs. 
They want to keep you at a distance, and they may even want 
to hurt you. If you can relate to the sword stance, you may often 
feel irritable at seemingly trivial things. Underneath the sword 
you may sense that your self- worth is threatened and that you 
aren’t emotionally safe. When disagreements arise, you may 
find yourself speaking and acting in ways that may be perceived 
as aggressive or hostile by others, even if that isn’t your intent. 
Although the sword is there to protect your primary emotions 
(fear, sadness, vulnerability, loneliness), or the more vulnerable 
feelings underneath the irritability and anger that we talked 
about in chapter 5, it usually works against you because it 
pushes people away. It may help you protect yourself from feeling 
scared or sad or lonely and help you to feel safe, but it also 
creates disconnection with others.

The Sword stance also includes people who hide their sword 
so you can’t see their weapon. This is also known as being 
passive- aggressive. I like to call it the hidden Sword stance. If 
this stance sounds familiar, you may find yourself trying to be 
“fine” or act calm, but when someone pushes you to the limit 
and you feel threatened, hurt, or vulnerable, you may pull out 
the sword. The sword may be concealed by a seemingly harm-
less Doormat stance, or it may be out of sight but at the ready 
behind your back. A common hidden Sword stance tactic is the 
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use of biting humor that is then discounted by saying, “I was 
only joking. Can’t you take a joke?” or “It’s your fault you’re 
hurt. Stop being so sensitive!”

Sarcasm can also be used as a hidden sword— you don’t 
know when you’re going to use your wit and humor in a way 
that comes across as biting or belittling (an approach that I find 
myself using more often than I’d like to admit). When you find 
yourself using a Sword stance it’s likely because you’re feeling 
scared and feel the need to protect yourself.

Similarly to individuals assuming a Doormat stance of com-
munication, the Sword stance is more likely to be used if you 
have an insecure attachment style, either avoidant or “burned 
out” anxious attachment styles, and a lower level of differentia-
tion. Because it’s hard for individuals with these styles to distin-
guish between their thoughts and feelings (anxious attachment 
style) or to access their vulnerable emotions (avoidant attach-
ment style), they tend to be emotionally reactive and have dif-
ficulty allowing space for another point of view. Sword stance is 
all about safety first— emotional safety, that is. If you feel fed up 
at being taken advantage of or not being heard (Doormat 
stance) it’s easy to flip into an extreme response and lash out 
from a place of anger instead of out of a place of thoughtful 
response.

Using the sword as a primary stance is likely something you 
may have learned by being a recipient of criticism, harsh words, 
belittling comments, or even physical punishment or threat. If 
you regularly use the Sword stance in your relationships, you 
may want to reflect on how you learned to use the sword to 
protect yourself emotionally. Remember that the Sword stance 
is not about a desire to hurt others (although that happens), it’s 
about a desire to protect yourself from being hurt again.

Having been a mother for twenty- five years, I have experi-
enced the Sword stance a lot (and even used it a few times 
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myself). At different points in their lives all four of my children 
have yelled, “I hate you, Mom!” or some similar angry senti-
ment. Sometimes it’s been a toddler who doesn’t want to go to 
bed. Other times it’s a teenager who got caught breaking a 
family rule and doesn’t want the consequences. The “I hate 
you, Mom!” statement is a classic example of a Sword stance 
tactic. Now, think about what a grown- up version of “I hate 
you!” may look like. The Sword stance in adults might be exhib-
ited by disparaging a colleague during a work meeting. Or 
sharply accusing your friend of betraying a confidence before 
you get the whole story.

Remember in chapter 4 when we talked about the differ-
ence between primary and secondary emotions? The Sword 
stance is a great example of secondary emotions in action. 
There have been times when I have used the Sword stance in 
parenting situations. One incident I recall was a few years ago 
when my youngest daughter was around five years old. I had 
recently purchased a new Macbook Pro computer and was 
working on it while lying on the floor. Macy was upset about 
something and trying to get my attention, so she put her foot 
lightly on my new computer. I said, trying to be calm, “Macy, 
don’t do that.” She looked at me and did it again— she stepped 
on my brand new $1,500 computer! I can’t recall what exactly I 
said or what I did but I do vividly remember being furious and 
responding to her very harshly (Sword stance).

My secondary emotion was fury, but underneath that, my 
primary emotion was fear— fear that she was going to break or 
damage my new computer— the place where I manage every 
part of my professional and personal life. I also think there was 
fear that I was a “bad mother” who can’t control her child’s 
behavior. What I felt first was fear, but that vulnerable emotion 
was quickly buried under anger about the fact that she defied 
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me. The reason this situation is so fixed in my memory is 
because it was so rare. For most of my life I’ve used either the 
Doormat stance or the Lantern (which we’ll talk more about in 
the next section). The Sword is the stance I use less frequently, 
but when I do, it’s not pretty.

As I mentioned before, I myself learned a pattern of people- 
pleasing and caretaking, which led to being more accommodat-
ing (Doormat) than defensive (Sword). I have spent the better 
part of three decades learning how to communicate more effec-
tively, through studying, practicing, doing therapy with hun-
dreds of people, running a practice and managing employees, 
attending therapy myself, and maintaining a quarter century of 
marriage and family life. It’s taken a long time to practice 
holding up the Lantern in difficult situations, but, over time, it 
has become a more natural response in many situations.

The Lantern
I love lanterns. I collect handheld lanterns of all shapes and 
sizes. They all have handles and different colors of glass on the 
outside that protect the candle inside from being blown out. My 
therapy office and my home are decorated with lanterns. I love 
what they do— shed light and illuminate darkness.

The Lantern stance represents an assertive approach to 
communication and is the integration and application of all 
five skills of assertiveness: self- reflection, self- awareness, self- 
soothing, self- expression, and self- expansion. (We’ll dive into 
the Lantern stance and its connection to self- expansion in the 
next chapter.)

When I am needing to practice what I preach about asser-
tive communication, I imagine myself standing with my feet 
shoulder width apart, centered and balanced, holding up a 
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lantern as high as I can reach and observing the situation. I 
envision myself standing up straight, feeling strong and not 
easily swayed. I imagine inviting the person I am interacting 
with to step into the lantern’s light with me and ask this person 
to describe his or her experience and perspective. It allows for 
differing points of view to be seen and expressed. It is used to 
gain awareness of you and of the other person. The Lantern 
stance is the goal for all attachment styles and for all assertive 
communication.

If you have a secure attachment style and a higher differen-
tiation level, the Lantern stance may come more naturally to 
you than to those with either anxious or avoidant styles. If you 
started this book with a secure style, you likely already have 
some degree of emotional awareness and are already able to 
distinguish your thoughts from your feelings. You are also prob-
ably more open to expressing differences of opinion while 
simultaneously holding space for another person’s experience.

But if you have an insecure attachment style— more toward 
the anxious or the avoidant ends of the spectrum— you are 
probably more familiar with the Doormat or Sword stances. 
Take heart— you do not need to be a product of your past! You 
can still learn and practice strategies that will empower you to 
use a Lantern stance and act assertively. As you practice using 
the Lantern stance, your relationships will improve and your 
sense of efficacy and worth will grow.

Soft Start- up
A helpful skill in developing a Lantern stance is approach-

ing conversations with a “soft start.” According to family 
researcher and psychologist John Gottman, how you start a 
conversation determines to a large degree how it will end 
(Gottman, Silver, and Nelson 1999). A soft start- up is the 
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process of beginning a conversation with gratitude or a compli-
ment and without criticism. It does not imply tiptoeing around 
the issue at hand; in fact, you begin by owning your perspec-
tive. It is about starting difficult conversations in a calm, 
mature, and respectful way that holds emotional space for dif-
ferences. A soft start- up makes it more likely that the conversa-
tion will be productive and promote understanding and 
empathy. It also minimizes the chance of misunderstandings, 
which can lead to distance or disconnection. I have personally 
used, and have encouraged my clients to use, the soft start- up 
in conversations in many different settings— at work, school, 
church— and with friends, children, neighbors. Starting con-
versations with “I” instead of “you,” and describing what you see 
and feel instead of blaming and criticizing, are examples of how 
to soften the start of a conversation.

A friend of mine was newly employed as a teacher at a treat-
ment center for adolescent girls when she was called in by her 
boss to discuss some concerns reported by some of her students. 
The students had accused her of being unkind and unfair in 
the classroom and also of using inappropriate language. My 
friend’s boss used a soft start by first asking how things were 
going for my friend in this new position, and then pointing out 
her strengths before bringing up a few key areas that needed 
improvement. The boss was also open to hearing her perspec-
tive by asking her if the accusations were true (instead of merely 
assuming that they were). My friend was able to share her side 
of the story, clarify some misconceptions (she’d never used 
inappropriate language), and also own some of the responsibil-
ity for things she needed to do better. Both women were able to 
end the conversation feeling valued and understood, and the 
classroom problem was resolved. It started and ended with soft-
ness and understanding.
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Cultivating Empathy
One of the most important features of the Lantern stance is 

the ability to feel and express empathy. Empathy in difficult 
conversations is tough and requires self- awareness and using 
the emotional management strategies we talked about in previ-
ous chapters (like mindfulness and wise mind). The ability to 
push the pause button on your own emotions enough to hold 
space to empathize with another person’s point of view and 
emotions takes practice. To get a better understanding about 
what empathy is, I want to share Theresa Wiseman’s four com-
ponents of empathy (1996):

1. to be able to see the world as others see it

2. to be nonjudgmental

3. to understand another person’s feelings

4. to communicate your understanding of that person’s 
feelings

The last one is really important. Empathy is about commu-
nicating your understanding to the person you are talking to. 
It’s not enough just to feel it inside of you. Empathy is a shared 
experience. These four aspects of empathy are crucial for devel-
oping a Lantern stance.

If you have a secure attachment style and a higher level of 
differentiation, it’s likely that you will already know how to use 
the Lantern stance. You may be more aware of the times when 
you are taking a Doormat or Sword stance, which means you 
can consciously try to move back into Lantern stance.

It’s important to remember that we use all of these commu-
nication stances at various times, and using one or the other 
doesn’t make you a bad person. If one of the stances is your 
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go- to mode of approaching conversations, it’s likely how you 
learned to respond based on your relationship patterns, how 
you get your emotional needs met, and how you remain con-
nected to your loved one. To be clear, this is not an excuse to 
use poor communication skills and to blame your family. 
Identifying your learned patterns is about developing under-
standing and awareness so you can make changes and become 
more effective in your assertive communication.

We talked about shame earlier, but I think it’s worth revisit-
ing here in relation to empathy. If you recall, researcher Brené 
Brown (2012) says that empathy is the only antidote to shame. 
When shame gets triggered by situations that threaten our ideal 
identity, or how we want to be perceived, it becomes particu-
larly difficult to use the Lantern stance because we go into self- 
protection in order to hide our shame.

Here’s a personal example of a time when I used empathy as 
an antidote to shame. My husband came to pick me up from 
the airport after, coincidentally, a week of training with Brené 
Brown. He had been working out of town a lot, so I appreciated 
the fact that he was home and willing to pick me up.

He asked me about my week. I started sharing some of the 
amazing aha moments that I’d had, and then I added, “But it 
was really tough to be all alone, with no one to celebrate with 
when I received such great news!”

He looked puzzled, and he asked very hesitantly, “Uh, now 
what great news are you talking about?”

Shocked, disappointed, puzzled, I looked at him and said 
sarcastically, “Oh, just that I was offered a national book deal, 
that’s all.”

“Oh, yes, that’s right,” he said sheepishly, and after a long 
pause asked, “Now…what was that book about again?”

I was crushed.
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We had plunged into a shame spiral. My ideal of having an 
amazingly close marriage was threatened because I felt like my 
husband didn’t seem to know (and care) about the details of my 
life. He was feeling shame because his ideal was on the line too. 
He wanted to think of himself as an attentive and caring 
husband, and this exchange seemed to highlight the disconnec-
tion we had both been experiencing but not wanting to admit.

I was faced with putting into practice what I had just spent 
the previous five days studying: how to experience vulnerability 
and respond empathetically, even when I am feeling intense 
emotion. So I continued talking.

“It took a lot of courage for you to ask me for clarifica-
tion— I bet that was scary. Were you feeling shame?” I asked.

He replied, “Yes, it was scary to ask. But I should have 
remembered about your book contract. That is a big deal.” It 
was actually the week I signed the contract with New Harbinger 
for this book! “You just have so many different projects going on 
that it’s sometimes hard to keep things straight.”

I replied, “I know. And you’re working really hard right now, 
and we’ve both been under a tremendous amount of stress.”

Acknowledging our shame, instead of hiding it, and prac-
ticing empathy— seeing it from my husband’s perspective 
without judgment, trying to understand why he felt and acted 
the way he did, and to communicate my understanding— 
allowed us to maintain a Lantern stance instead of falling into 
a shame spiral.

Now that you’re familiar with each of the three communi-
cation stances, let’s explore which stance you use most often.
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AWARENESS EXERCISE 

What Is Your Go- To Stance?

Reflect on the following statements and see which one sounds 
and feels the most familiar to you. Remember that while you 
likely fall predominantly into one of these categories, each of 
us uses all three of the stances at different times.

Doormat

When I’m upset I tend to stew about it rather than 
directly confront the situation.

When deciding on which restaurant to go to I rarely have 
strong preferences.

People know that if they bother me long enough, I’ll give 
them what they want.

I tend to shut down when I’m feeling intense emotions.

I can move on quickly after being hurt.

Sword

I make sure no one is going to take advantage of me.

If I think that a person is going to break up with me I 
break up first.

When I’m hurt, I tend to make snide remarks when 
others least expect it.

It is very important that people understand my point of 
view and agree with me.

I forgive but I never forget.
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Lantern

There can be many different perspectives on the same 
situation.

When I’m upset, I can calm myself down quickly.

I rarely try to convince someone to agree with my point 
of view.

I am curious about another person’s feelings, even if 
they’re different from mine.

I can accept feedback, even when it’s negative.

Moving from Doormat or Sword 
to Lantern
If you are more familiar with Doormat or Sword stance, you 
may be thinking, “Oh, great! Now what? How do I move toward 
the Lantern stance so that it becomes my default stance?” It’s 
all about practice. Practicing the skills outlined in previous 
chapters will move you toward the Lantern stance. Using the 
tools and ideas in the upcoming chapters will help you develop 
your Lantern stance. The final chapter of this book is dedicated 
entirely to incorporating the Lantern stance into your 
communication.

At this point you should know the difference between the 
Doormat, Sword, and Lantern stances, and be able to identify 
which is your go- to communication stance. Additionally, I hope 
you’ve gained a clear vision of what the Lantern stance looks 
like and feels like in conversations, and how it’s related to your 
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attachment style and differentiation level. In the following 
chapter you’ll learn about the importance of boundaries and 
their relationship to attachment and differentiation. I’ll outline 
a few of my most- used communication tools to help you become 
more assertive and to further develop your Lantern stance.



CHAPTER 8

Self- Expression: Setting 
Strong Boundaries

In previous chapters, we’ve talked about how to identify your 
attachment style, your thoughts and emotions, and the three 
communication stances. In this chapter, we’ll put all of this 
knowledge together to become a more effective communicator 
and move toward assertiveness. Throughout this book we’ve 
talked a lot about attachment, differentiation, and assertive-
ness—and how expressing your feelings, thoughts, needs, and 
wants is an expression of difference. In other words, asserting 
boundaries is part of defining a line that distinguishes you from 
others.

Sometimes the line we think we are drawing is too faint for 
others to see. All of us have shared thoughts and feelings with 
someone and been misunderstood, brushed aside, or worse, 
ignored. Can you think of a time when this happened to you? 
Maybe your word choice wasn’t very smooth, your emotions were 
overwhelming, or you came off more intense than you intended. 
Maybe you weren’t direct or clear enough. Maybe your body 
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language wasn’t congruent with your words. Or maybe your state-
ments came at an inappropriate time or place. Whatever the 
reason, being rebuffed or rejected can be very discouraging.

I’m reminded of the TV show The Office in which, every 
episode, Michael Scott (played by Steve Carell) makes some 
type of insensitive, poorly timed, or rude comment in front of 
the entire office. From his ability to turn almost every conver-
sation into a sexual innuendo (“That’s what she said!”) or to his 
constant berating of mild- mannered Toby in public (“Of all the 
idiots in all of the idiot villages in all of the idiot worlds, you 
stand alone.”), it’s clear that tact is not one of his strong points. 
I mean, who says that kind of stuff to coworkers?!

So let’s get to some strategies that will help us not be like 
Michael Scott.

Strategies for Starting a Difficult 
Conversation
Before you make assertive, courageous requests or statements, 
there are a few key things to keep in mind about how to best set 
the stage. Read on to learn how to create a situation in which 
it is most likely that your message, your intent, your mind, and 
your heart will be heard and respected by another person.

Time It Right
In comedy, timing is everything. A great joke can fall flat if 

the comedian’s timing is only slightly off. The same goes for 
assertive communication. Timing matters. A lot. It’s a good 
idea to wait until your emotions are soothed enough for you to 
enter wise mind and identify and balance your emotions in a 
way that matches the message you’re trying to convey. 
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Responding while experiencing an emotional flood is generally 
not the time to assert yourself. One exception would be in the 
case of physical self- protection, in the face of imminent danger 
to you or someone else. That is the reason we have the fight, 
flight, or freeze response! As we discussed in chapter 1, this 
survival response can help us run away from danger. However, 
most of the “danger” we face isn’t physical danger— instead it’s 
psychological and relational, and a quick emotional response 
may not be the best solution to the situation.

Here’s an example of how better timing could have avoided 
a conflict. One day, a good friend had spoken to me in a very 
harsh and accusing tone (Sword stance). She was obviously 
upset, but I couldn’t figure out what she was mad about. I 
expressed that I wanted her to slow down, that I was feeling 
worried that I had been misunderstood, and that I wanted a 
chance to clarify (Lantern stance). She was not in a place to 
hear my perspective, as she was preoccupied with her own. I 
ended the conversation and went home. Looking back, I can 
see that it would have been better to either hear her out or stop 
the conversation rather than trying to share my thoughts and 
feelings while she was obviously on emotional overload. In other 
words, it wasn’t my time to be heard, it was hers. After a few 
days, I still felt hesitant to see her or speak with her. When I got 
up the courage, I asked if we could talk and if she was open to 
hearing my perspective and feelings (soft start). She was. When 
we met again— at a time when nerves were calmer— she apolo-
gized for her intensity and insensitivity in our previous conver-
sation, and our connection was thankfully repaired.

Seek Permission
In tempo with the “soft start” mentioned in chapter 6, it’s 

important to approach the other person in a mild and open 
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manner. Begin by inviting him or her into the conversation. 
Questions like, “Are you open to talking about what happened 
in the meeting this morning? When would be a good time?” or 
“I have a few thoughts and feelings I want to share with you 
about our conversation at lunch. Are you available now?” are 
clear cues to the other person that you want to talk to him or 
her, that the matter is important, and that you respect the 
person and want to talk when it’s convenient for him or her. 
Asking permission to open a dialogue with “May I talk to you 
for a minute?” often gets better results than “We need to talk 
right now!”

Keep It Private
When I was in elementary school it was common for teach-

ers to correct students in front of classmates. I was generally a 
well- behaved child and got my work done, and I cringed when 
the teacher would give feedback or correction to a student in 
front of his or her peers. I knew how humiliating it would be if 
it were me receiving the criticism or correction.

In general, when you need to talk with someone and share 
your thoughts and feelings, particularly if it’s an emotional 
topic, it’s best to bring it up when there isn’t an audience. This 
demonstrates maturity, is respectful and considerate to the 
other person, and creates a higher likelihood that your asser-
tiveness will be well received and responded to. For example, if 
your mother- in- law is giving unsolicited parenting advice, 
instead of rolling your eyes and smirking in front of the extended 
family, hoping she gets the message, it would be better to pull 
her aside for a private chat and say, “I feel sad and mad when 
you suggest how I should parent my son because I think you 
don’t trust me to be a good mother.” It is much more likely that 
your assertive communication will be heard and valued if the 
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person you’re talking to isn’t also having to manage feelings of 
humiliation or shame because other people are witnessing the 
conversation.

Put Down Your Crystal Ball
We often get stuck in certain relationship patterns and 

repeat them over and over again. That’s just what we do. And 
since relationships are circular and mutually created, it’s easy to 
think that you can always predict how someone you know well 
will respond to your assertive communication based on your 
past interactions. My two youngest kids are masters at this; if 
they’ve had a disagreement or fight, they both will come to me 
hoping to align me with their point of view and “solve” their 
dilemma. When I direct them back to each other, they often 
say things like, “I’ve tried that before. She never listens to me!” 
or “He’ll just say ‘no I didn’t’ and slam the door in my face!” It’s 
like they’ve already played out the conversation in their minds 
and are 100 percent certain of the outcome.

While we often do some sort of predicting the outcome of 
future conversations, we may inadvertently be reinforcing that 
particular outcome by our expectation (or certainty) that we 
already know the outcome. For example, if I go into a meeting 
with an employee who is going to be written up for failure to 
perform a particular aspect of his job, and I “know” that he will 
become defensive and start blaming and belittling me, then I 
may unknowingly present the feedback to him in a way that 
makes it more likely that he will actually behave in the way I 
assumed he would respond. And the truth is that we all like to 
be right about our predictions of others; it makes us feel in 
control. But too often, in expecting and preparing for the worst, 
we actually foster an outcome that we don’t want.
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I’m not saying don’t rehearse conversations in your mind; 
it’s a good idea to mentally and emotionally prepare for any 
outcome or reaction. I am saying that rehearsing conversations 
in your mind and envisioning the other person hearing you and 
validating you makes it more likely that your communication 
will be clearly received by the other person. It’s the concept of 
a self- fulfilling prophecy. We want to be right, so we act in ways 
that make our predictions or beliefs about other people come 
true.

Also, listen to what the other person has to say. She may 
have some valuable feedback. Give her a chance to express 
things from her perspective. Communication always goes both 
ways. Remember how the fifth component of assertiveness, self- 
expansion, is a sensitivity to the other person’s experience? 
This comes into play here.

Breathe, Just Breathe
If you’re feeling intense, overwhelming emotions, it’s prob-

ably best to wait a while until you assert yourself. As we’ve 
talked about previously in this book, when your survival brain 
kicks in, you go into fight, flight, or freeze mode and temporar-
ily disconnect from the prefrontal cortex, or the conscious, 
problem- solving part of your brain. Pausing to take a slow 
breath— even just one breath— can take your nervous system 
down a few notches so you can reconnect with the conscious, 
intentional part of your brain and respond to the situation in 
ways that will help instead of hurt you and your relationships.

Push the Pause Button
An emotional skill that is helpful to develop (and these are 

all skills that you need to practice in order to develop and 
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master over time) is what I call “push the pause button.” It’s like 
those times when you’re enjoying your favorite television show 
and you look down at your cell phone to see that your sibling is 
calling. You’re really into your show, and you know that your 
father’s health hasn’t been good lately. So, what do you do? You 
push the pause button on your show and answer your phone. 
The TV show hasn’t gone away. It’s just stopped temporarily 
while you attend to something more pressing. It is the same 
with our emotions. If our emotions are like the show, develop-
ing and moving across the screen, we can learn to pause them— 
not numb, deny, or bury them— so we can come back to them 
later.

This skill comes in handy not only in intimate relationships 
but also in professional settings, where you likely have to keep 
your cool in stressful situations. For example, if someone inter-
rupts you during a work meeting, it may remind you of how 
your older sister used to talk over you at the dinner table while 
you were sharing something exciting about your day. A flood of 
past negative experiences compounded by the immediate emo-
tional event might feel overwhelming to you, so it would prob-
ably be best to push the emotional pause button, take a moment 
to identify your feelings (mindfulness), reflect on why your 
response is so intense, and wait to do more work on this at a 
later time.

Strategies for Getting Your 
Message Across
Some of the above techniques may come naturally to you or 
seem quite obvious, but others may not be as familiar to you or 
require greater effort on your part. They are all about being 
tactful, discreet, sensitive, and wise to help create an optimal 
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opportunity for your own assertiveness. You won’t master them 
all at once. I suggest starting with the technique that you feel 
most confident about putting into practice right now. Practice 
that specific technique for one or two weeks until it feels even 
more comfortable. Then select another skill to focus on for a 
couple of weeks.

So with the stage set for positive communication to take 
place, what else can you do to get your message across? Let’s 
explore this more.

Use More Than Words
Now I want you to hone in on one specific aspect of family 

relationships that applies directly to assertiveness: communica-
tion. Communication refers to sending and receiving messages 
with other individuals. While communication is one way that 
we can convey love and affection, it’s also a powerful method of 
expressing the inherent differences that naturally arise in rela-
tionships. In other words, communication is a way to connect 
with others, as well as a way to differentiate yourself from others.

When two people are together, there is always communica-
tion happening, messages being sent about yourself and the 
other person. But communication is more than the words you 
say— it is how you say them. Your tone of voice, body language, 
level of eye contact, raise of an eyebrow, exasperated sigh, and 
more are all part of communication. An often- overlooked 
aspect of communication is the power of what is not spoken. 
You might think that not responding to someone is the same as 
not communicating. Lack of response is still communication. 
“One cannot not communicate: Every behavior is a form of com-
munication” (Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson 1967, 51).

A recent personal experience confirmed the power of non-
verbal cues in relationships. My thirteen- year- old son is very 
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sensitive to my breathing. I know that may sound strange, but 
it’s true. When my breathing changes, like when I sigh uncon-
sciously, he will sometimes check in with me, sweetly asking, 
“Are you okay, Mom? You sound tired.” Sometimes it’s startling 
(and even slightly troubling) to realize that I am communicat-
ing strong messages even when I don’t know it! You cannot not 
communicate.

Since we are always communicating something about our-
selves or about others, my goal in writing this book is to help 
you become more conscious of your inner life and to develop 
the skills to accurately and powerfully express your feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants through words and through action, 
instead of communicating from a place of habitual repetition or 
emotional wounding from the past.

A place to start for tuning in to your nonverbal communi-
cation is to notice your tone of voice and your body language in 
a conversation. For example, imagine you’re telling a friend 
how much fun you had on vacation last week, but your voice 
sounds monotone and has no joy in it— your words and your 
voice are sending incongruent messages. If you’re responding to 
feedback from a manager about your job performance and you 
say, “Thank you for the feedback. I’ll take it into consideration 
and make those changes,” imagine that while you’re saying 
those words your body is turned away and your arms are 
crossed— you’re sending a message through your body that 
undermines your words.

So, in an upcoming conversation, take note of the messages 
your body is sending compared to your verbal expression. Then 
reflect on the following questions:

Does my tone of voice reinforce or reverse what I am trying 
to convey verbally? Is my body language supporting what I am 
saying or is it sending a mixed message?
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Build a Strong Fence
Central to the conversation of assertiveness is the concept 

of boundaries. Boundaries are like the membrane of a cell. The 
membrane differentiates the cell as a self- contained unit and 
also mediates what comes into the cell and what is expelled. 
Similarly, boundaries are what enable us to define ourselves as 
unique individuals while simultaneously allowing us to interact 
with others. Where and how we set our boundaries moderates 
our balance between being a distinct individual and being 
interconnected with others. Boundaries can be physical, like 
our comfort level with how close a person is standing to us on 
a bus, or they can be abstract, like when an acquaintance asks 
an intrusive question, such as “Why aren’t you married, yet?” or 
“When are you going to have kids?”

When I teach clients about boundaries I often use a fence 
metaphor. If your boundaries are weak, they’re like a fence 
without strong posts that can be easily pushed over. This is a 
common pattern in women with an anxious attachment style 
and a low level of differentiation. To see how this might play 
out in real life, let’s look at what happened to a single friend of 
mine, Gina, who has an anxious attachment style. She had 
complained that a coworker kept asking her out. She had no 
interest in dating him, but instead of communicating that 
directly she agreed to go out with him occasionally. Other times 
she made up excuses for why she couldn’t go out with him. Gina 
didn’t want to hurt his feelings and feared he might talk poorly 
about her to coworkers. This led to Gina being more anxious at 
work because she was trying to avoid her coworker. When he 
finally found out that she had no interest in him he was angry 
and hurt. By not establishing her boundaries, Gina created the 
very result that she feared— she deeply hurt his feelings and he 
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spoke negatively about her to others for several months 
afterward.

On the other hand, if your boundaries are too rigid, it’s as if 
you’ve built a high stone wall with no gate to enter or exit: 
nothing comes in or goes out. While your fortress wall will keep 
you safe, it will also prevent you from being known and from 
knowing others. It will stifle your ability to develop intimate 
relationships.

If your attachment style leans toward the avoidant with a 
low level of differentiation, you may be more familiar with the 
stone wall approach to boundaries than the unstable fence. 
Although it may seem that thick, rigid boundaries would indi-
cate a high level of differentiation, that’s not the case. Highly 
differentiated people with a secure attachment style are able to 
build a strong fence with an inviting gateway that they can 
open or shut, and not a stone wall. Individuals with a high dif-
ferentiation level are able to be separate from (fence) and con-
nected to others (gate), and can effectively filter what comes 
into their emotional space, and what and how much they share 
with others.

One of the most important things to understand about 
boundaries is that you are the one who creates them. Whether 
you’re aware of this or not, you decide what kind of a fence 
you’ll build and what comes in and out of your personal space— 
physical and emotional. Every person has the right and respon-
sibility to be able to say when someone else is too close, too 
dependent, or too involved or intertwined (this is where asser-
tiveness comes in). You choose your company. If you are not 
comfortable with someone or something, you are allowed to 
express that. And perhaps the most fundamental boundary is 
the right to say no. Saying no is the primary way we express “I 
am me. I am not you. We are different.”
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Practice Saying No
As a mother of four, I am acutely aware that one of the first 

things children learn to say is the word “no.” I’ve heard it from 
the shrill cries of a two- year- old lying on the floor refusing to go 
to bed and from the sarcastic voice of a teen who doesn’t want 
to turn off the video game. Although it’s usually not a word 
that parents want to hear in response to their requests, it’s one 
of the most important words for a child to learn. The ability to 
say no is a first step in communicating the awareness of differ-
ence. I am me. I am not you. I think, feel, want, and need dif-
ferent things.

While the ability to express difference is developmentally 
crucial for a child’s development of a sense of self, many women 
lose their no as they get older. For young women raised in 
Western culture, this shift often happens during adolescence— 
the silencing of thoughts, feelings, wants, and needs in exchange 
for the love and approval of others. Author and psychologist 
Mary Pipher beautifully describes this tragic process in her 
book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls 
(1994):

As a girl, Ophelia is happy and free, but with 
adolescence she loses herself. When she falls in love 
with Hamlet, she lives only for his approval. She has no 
inner direction; rather she struggles to meet the 
demands of Hamlet and her father. Her value is 
determined utterly by their approval. Ophelia is torn 
apart by her efforts to please. When Hamlet spurns her 
because she is an obedient daughter, she goes mad with 
grief. Dressed in elegant clothes that weigh her down, 
she drowns in a stream filled with flowers.” (4)
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While the fact that you are reading this book proves that 
your life hasn’t literally ended tragically like the character of 
Ophelia, you may have figuratively killed parts of yourself in 
order to gain love and approval from others, or to avoid rejec-
tion or disconnection in relationships. I know I did. Women 
often “kill” their willingness to say the word no.

I recall being around eleven or twelve when I started silenc-
ing my voice and losing my no. I would answer most questions 
with “I don’t know.” I remember one of my mom’s friends asking 
me a question, and when I replied, “I don’t know,” she called me 
out. She said, “If you don’t know what you want, who will? If 
you don’t decide I’ll assume it’s a no.” Thirty- five years later I 
still remember the impact of her noticing that I was starting to 
silence my “voice” in my own life.

Why It’s Hard to Say No

In my clinical work with women, and after a decade of 
doing self- care workshops, these themes have emerged as 
common barriers to saying no. See if any of them sound 
familiar:

• I don’t want to disappoint others.

• I should be able to do it all.

• I’m afraid to say no because people will think less of me.

• I want to help.

• If I say no, I’ll feel guilty.

• I want to please others.

• I feel pressured by others.
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• If I say no, people will stop asking me.

• If people ask me, it must be important to them.

• If I don’t do it, no one else will.

• If I can’t do it all, it means I am weak, unwilling, or not 
good enough.

• I don’t want to add to another person’s burden.

• I don’t want other people to say no to me when I ask 
them for something.

• I feel that I owe it to some people to always say yes 
because they have done so much for me.

• I want to be generous and giving, and saying no feels 
selfish (Hanks 2013).

As we talked about in chapter 2, women are generally 
socialized from very early on to be caretakers and to be sensi-
tive to the needs and feelings of others. Sometimes this aspect 
of socialization impacts women’s ability to set boundaries and 
to say no. To be clear, I am not saying that sensitivity to our 
interconnectedness is a negative thing. In my own life it has 
been both a blessing and a challenge— a double- edged sword. I 
have often taken on emotional burdens that are not mine, but 
it has also allowed me to quickly connect with clients and to 
empathize deeply. However, the awareness of others’ needs 
should be balanced with self- awareness and permission to 
express your unique self.

Moving from an individual perspective to a cultural per-
spective, it is important to note that, historically, women have 
learned to please others as a way to access some degree of power 
in order to get their own needs met. For example, a century 



Self- Expression: Setting Strong Boundaries 

161

ago, when women didn’t have access to many professions or 
high- paying jobs, they may have learned to keep their husband 
happy in order to have freer access to “his” money. Those who 
have less power please those in power, often in order to survive. 
In addition to individual and family socialization based on 
gender, we have inherited the patterns of thousands of years of 
women needing to silence their voices due to oppression and 
gender inequality. A part of that heritage is the fear of saying 
no, especially to those who are in positions of power.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

Exploring the Meaning of No

Consider the following statements or questions to understand 
why it might be challenging for you to say no.

• In what situations do I have difficulty saying no 
when I know I should?

• If I say no, I’m afraid that…

• If I say no, it means that…

• What messages did I hear or learn from my early 
experiences about saying no?

• How did my parents respond when I said no to them 
as a child or teen?

• How do I feel when I say yes when I really want to 
say no?

For a worksheet version of this exercise, visit http://www 
.newharbinger.com/33377.
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Giving yourself permission to say no and prioritizing your 
needs as equal to others may contradict what you learned in 
your early relationships. The idealized image of women as 
willing to sacrifice themselves at all costs for the sake of others 
is potent. Ironically, learning how to set healthy boundaries and 
to be assertive allows you to be more effective in caring for and 
in meeting the needs of others. The more differentiated you are 
and the more you move toward a secure attachment style, the 
more available you can be to other people.

Why No Is Important

Over the years, I’ve learned that people often aren’t as fragile 
as we think they are, yet we try to protect them from hurt feel-
ings by saying yes when we mean no. I regularly remind myself 
that no one ever died from being disappointed. Being able to say 
no has been a really important skill for me in keeping my priori-
ties straight and sparing myself the guilty feelings that come 
from failing to do or be everything that everyone else wants (or 
what I think everyone else wants). For example, I’ve gotten good 
at graciously saying no to speaking and singing invitations 
unless it sounds fun and energizing and works with my family’s 
schedule. It’s liberating to know that giving an honest no allows 
me to focus on what really matters most in my life.

In addition to no being a fundamental boundary and part of 
the differentiation process, there are other compelling reasons 
to give yourself permission to say no. Using no means that you 
accept that you are a human being and have limitations. As 
much as we want to be all and do all and keep everyone happy, 
we can’t! We have a certain number of hours in the day and a 
certain threshold where stress becomes toxic. No also prevents 
burnout by filtering out things that we can’t or don’t want to do, 
keeping us from being overwhelmed and overcommitted. It 
allows us to focus on the things that matter most.
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Finding the Words to Say No

I’ve found that having certain go- to phrases for turning 
down an invitation or a request makes it easier for me— and for 
other women— to say no. As an emotional health contributor 
on a local women’s lifestyle TV show, I have done a few inter-
views on how to say no and set healthy boundaries. When I do 
TV appearances I will often create graphics to go along with 
the main points in the interview. One of the most shared graph-
ics is one that offers the following helpful phrases for saying no:

“That’s just not going to work for me.”

“I can’t give you an answer right now, will you check back 
with me?”

“I want to, but I’m unable to.”

“I’m not able to commit to that right now.”

“I really appreciate you asking me, but I can’t do it.”

“I understand you really need my help, but I’m just not able 
to say yes to that.”

“I’m going to say no for now. I’ll let you know if something 
changes.”

“I’m honored that you would ask me, but my answer is no.”

“No, I can’t do that, but here’s what I can do…”

“I just don’t have that to give right now” (Hanks 2013).

Now you know the importance of reclaiming and using 
your no as a fundamental boundary and a fundamental expres-
sion of differentiation. You’re also now prepared with specific 
phrases to help you say no. So let’s explore the topic of 
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boundaries further. There is a lot more to boundaries than 
saying no.

Receive the Gift of Resentment
How do you know that you need to assert yourself by setting 

a boundary, clarifying a boundary, or setting a firmer bound-
ary? What are the physical, behavioral, or emotional signs you 
need to assert yourself? While there can be many signals that 
your boundaries are being crossed, I have found one emotion in 
particular is a consistent indicator to me that I need to take 
some sort of action relating to boundaries. That emotion is 
resentment. I call it “the gift of resentment.”

Resentment is an angry feeling that you experience when 
you think you’ve been treated unfairly or when a situation has 
garnered an unfair result. Resentment has helped me to set 
boundaries regarding certain aspects of my professional life. 
Several years ago, I realized that I was starting to resent seeing 
clients in the afternoon because my children were home and I 
wanted to be home with them. My feelings of resentment helped 
me to muster up the courage to change my work hours and to 
assertively “hold the lantern” when telling my clients about my 
decision.

If you feel resentment toward a person or a situation, it’s 
worth examining the trigger closer. If you find yourself obsess-
ing over a comment a friend made last week to the point where 
it interferes with your peace of mind, you may need to address 
it directly and assertively. If you find yourself feeling resentment 
picking up after your children, you may need to clearly define 
your expectations. Maybe you sense that a friendship is one- 
sided because it seems you’re the one most often initiating 
getting together. If you are experiencing feelings of resentment 
or lingering discomfort, these are signs that you need to make 
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some kind of change, assert yourself, or set a boundary in a 
relationship.

I’m reminded of a conversation I had with a caller during 
my brief stint hosting a call- in radio show. Helen had several 
young children, and her seventy- year- old mother lived just 
down the street. Because she loved and cared for her mother, 
who struggled with bouts of depression and was lonely after 
losing her husband, Helen wanted to include her in their fami-
ly’s life. But Helen began to feel overly burdened. Our conversa-
tion about boundaries went something like this:

Helen: I never grew up with my grandparents, so I’m 
grateful my kids have time with their grandma. But 
sometimes she crosses a line and gets involved in 
trying to parent my children. I feel guilty when I go 
shopping by myself with my baby because we live in 
a small town thirty minutes from the nearest 
shopping area, and I feel like I should invite her to 
come. I don’t like feeling guilty and resentful. I know 
she is lonely, but she doesn’t do a whole lot to 
increase her circle of friends.

Julie: Who is responsible for her loneliness?

Helen: I know, she is…But I feel bad because my mom 
doesn’t have my dad. And he was her life. [Her voice 
started quivering.] I don’t know how to fill that void 
for her. I was so focused on her loss after my dad 
died that I realized, eight years later, that I haven’t 
grieved my loss. My dad won’t ever know my kids.

Julie: So, this pattern of taking on your mother’s pain and 
trying to make it better is nothing new. It’s been 
going on for a long time?
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Helen: Yes, I was raised on guilt. It’s so hard to break guilt.

Julie: Who is responsible for your mom’s loneliness? Her 
loneliness is her responsibility. You’ve tried for years 
and you haven’t been able to take it away. Your main 
stewardship is your little family; they need to come 
first. You can’t bring your dad back, and your mom 
doesn’t seem to want to create another life without 
him. The better you get at letting go of carrying her 
pain, the more energy you’ll have to love and 
support her.

Helen: It’s hard to let go of…and lately it’s getting more 
difficult to be around her because she tends to be 
very negative.

Julie: Maybe it’s time to give her some feedback about 
her negativity. You can set boundaries by simply 
saying, “I really can’t hear this right now, I’ve got 
to go.” You can do it in a respectful, loving way. It’s 
time to protect your emotional resources and stay 
in your business. You’re at risk for getting stress- 
related illness caring for five kids, working an extra 
job, volunteering at church, and caring for an 
aging parent.

Helen: I want to give the best of me to my five children. I 
don’t want to be spent and exhausted all of the time. 
I know this is awful, but I’ve thought that when she 
dies I’ll miss her and also be pretty relieved. And 
then I feel even more guilty.

Julie: It’s “the gift of resentment” telling you that you need 
to set a boundary or do something differently. 
Change the way you’re interacting with her. You’re 
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in charge of what you take on and what you don’t. 
You are responsible to honor her, and help her, but 
you’re not responsible for her happiness. If you can 
let go of that expectation for yourself, you’ll find you 
can enjoy her more. So your question is really, “How 
do I love and support someone without taking on 
her emotions?” Setting stronger boundaries will not 
only help you get rid of your resentment but it may 
also help your kids feel less resentful toward their 
grandma for taking time and energy away from 
them. Have you thought about ways you could ask 
her to support you, so the relationship could feel 
more mutual? Does she ever tend your children? If 
she is so bored and lonely, let her help you, too.

Helen: Oh, I needed to hear that. Thank you so much for 
taking my call.

In this conversation, Helen was conflicted about changing 
the boundaries with her mother because she felt obligated to do 
everything she could to support her. However, her ongoing 
resentment was her clue that she needed to rethink her bound-
aries. Helen needed to modify them in a way that addressed her 
resentment while still allowing her to see herself as an attentive 
and nurturing daughter— part of her ideal identity. This is also 
an example of differentiation in her relationship with her 
mother. The resentment Helen felt about doing so much for her 
mother was complicated by feelings of guilt because she was 
viewing setting boundaries as being equivalent to abandon-
ment. In trying to be a loving daughter, Helen created more 
stress for herself and enabled her mother to not take responsi-
bility for her social needs and to not cultivate other relation-
ships. And in doing this Helen was inadvertently crossing her 
mother’s emotional boundaries.



The Assertiveness Guide for Women

168

Stand Your Ground
Having strong boundaries requires you to mean what you 

say and stand your ground. Sometimes women have a tendency 
to apologize for things that don’t warrant an apology. Have you 
ever said anything potentially assertive and/or uncomfortable 
by starting with, “Hey, sorry to bother you, but…” or “Sorry, 
hope this isn’t weird…”? I think one of the main reasons we 
unnecessarily apologize is because we are afraid of coming off 
as intimidating or intrusive. But keep in mind that your voice 
deserves to be heard and valued just as much as the next per-
son’s. Incessant apologizing may undermine your message or 
weaken your boundary. Save your sorries for when you’ve truly 
done something wrong, not for when you make valid assertions 
by sharing your feelings, thoughts, wants, and needs, or express-
ing difference.

One further way you can stand your ground is by bringing 
your body language into alignment with your words. Much of 
our communication is nonverbal. If our verbal communication 
and our body language aren’t in harmony, most people will give 
more weight to your body than your words. Tried- and- true 
strategies, like maintaining eye contact and not slumping or 
slouching over, can indicate that what you’re saying is impor-
tant. Resist any urge to “hide” or distract yourself to lessen the 
directness of the exchange; no playing with your iPhone when 
being assertive! Thinking back to the stances of communica-
tion, someone with a Doormat stance may struggle with the 
ability to exhibit confidence in her body language, while a 
person with a Sword stance may appear dominating or confron-
tational. The key again is to seek the Lantern stance: self- 
respecting enough to carry yourself in a way that matches your 
words. And if by chance you’re still nervous or even scared to 
assert yourself? All you can do is your best. I love the saying by 
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activist Maggie Kuhn: “speak your mind, even if your voice 
shakes” (Kuhn, Long, and Quinn 1991, 159). As we will con-
tinue to discuss, all these skills require practice, so be patient 
with yourself as you are learning them and applying them.

Respect Others’ Boundaries
While establishing and communicating your boundaries is 

important, it’s only one side of the story. The other part of 
healthy assertive communication is being aware and respectful 
of someone else’s boundaries. And even though it may not be 
pleasant to accept, the truth is that you yourself have probably 
crossed a fence or two before. Have you ever been clingy? Asked 
or expected too much of another person? Taken on responsibil-
ity for “fixing” a loved one’s problem? I know I have!

Unfortunately, sometimes we make the mistake of not being 
sensitive to the feelings, energy, and time of others. And the 
signs that you’ve overstepped your bounds are usually the same 
as when someone has done the same to you: the other person 
avoids you, resents you, seems frustrated and exhausted, and 
the relationship seems to be strained.

Your crossing of someone’s boundary may be well inten-
tioned. Maybe you want to help someone you love or “fix” his 
or her problem, like Helen wanted to fix her mother’s loneli-
ness. But doing so not only unnecessarily burdens you, it also 
communicates that you don’t trust the other person to handle 
his or her life. I love the words of author Byron Katie, who says 
that there are only three kinds of businesses in this world: your 
business, other people’s business, and “God’s business” (Katie 
and Mitchell 2002). “God’s business” here means anything that 
is not under your control and not under other people’s control, 
like earthquakes or the untimely death of a loved one. An 
example of getting into other people’s business would be 
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thinking or saying, “You need to take better care of your health” 
or “You really need to spend more time with your children while 
they’re still young.”

You may be thinking, “Wait! What’s wrong with being con-
cerned about someone else’s well- being and making helpful sug-
gestions for how they can improve their lives?” According to 
Katie, when you venture into other people’s business or “God’s 
business,” you create stress and pain for yourself. Additionally, 
when you get out of your own business you create disconnec-
tion from yourself (the opposite of mindfulness) and disconnec-
tion from others. How can you be connected to yourself if you 
are not in your own life? How can you be connected to others 
in a healthy way if you aren’t in your own life? Being in other 
people’s business or “God’s business” is indicative of a lower 
level of differentiation of self— not being clear where you end 
and where someone else begins. Strong boundaries means 
staying in your own business!

How does all of this relate to taking the Lantern stance in 
our communication? First, acknowledging and honoring your 
boundaries should naturally lead you to doing the same for 
another person. Also, when you find that you’ve stepped on 
someone’s toes, it takes confidence, humility, and certainly 
assertiveness to say something like, “Did I hurt you when I did 
that?” or “I apologize if I didn’t respect your boundary in that 
situation.” Being willing to admit your own wrongdoings and 
owning your mistakes is a sign of emotional maturity that will 
strengthen and sustain your relationships.

There are many reasons why we don’t respect someone else’s 
boundaries. We might’ve been raised with very different bound-
ary expectations in our early relationships. For example, fami-
lies vary in how they use physical touch. Some families hug, 
kiss, and sit next to each other, while other families only shake 
hands and pat shoulders. If you’re from a touchy family, it would 
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be easy to overstep the boundary of a friend or colleague who 
was raised in a family culture that showed affection in ways 
other than physical touch.

Pay attention to nonverbal cues— they often speak louder 
than words, as mentioned earlier in this chapter. Watch for 
closed body language: turning away, folding arms and legs, 
walking backward. Also, notice when someone pulls away by 
not responding to your text, e- mails, or phone calls; they may 
be trying to send you a different kind of message.

While it’s important to be sensitive to others’ verbal and 
nonverbal communication regarding their boundaries, it is your 
responsibility to make your boundaries very clear. Now that 
you’ve learned strategies to help you understand your emotional 
cues, and you’ve been given the skills to initiate conversations 
and set boundaries, let’s learn about tools for assertive commu-
nication. They’re really simple. And I can’t wait to share them 
with you!

Formula for Assertive Communication
During my undergraduate studies, I took a communication 
course as part of my general education credits. I don’t remember 
the name of the course, who taught it, or what books we read— 
it was more than twenty- five years ago. The only thing I remem-
ber is this simple sentence for assertive communication:

I feel       when you       because I think  .

This template is one of my favorite tools. It simplifies asser-
tive expression by making it easier to share feelings and thoughts 
in a way that is more likely to be heard and understood by 
another. I actually use this tool in my own relationships all the 
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time. For example, I just said to one of my adult children at 
dinner, “I feel mad when you text during dinner because I think 
that my requests aren’t important to you.” Or to my friend and 
colleague, Clair, “I feel excited that you got your article published 
because I think you are one of the most gifted therapists I know!” 
It is a simple way to separate my thought and my feeling, as well 
as give specific feedback about what I am emotionally responding 
to. As you may recall, differentiation is knowing the difference 
between your thoughts and feelings, and managing the ebb and 
flow of separateness and connection with others. I hope you find 
this tool helpful, too. Let’s explore how it might work for you.

AWARENESS EXERCISE 

What’s Bothering You?

Think of a relationship situation that is bothering you 
right now. Maybe your coworker has been complaining to 
you about the poor quality of work coming from another 
coworker. You don’t like how you feel— you think it’s none 
of your business— and you want to ask her to stop, but 
you’re afraid that she’ll be offended. Or maybe your spouse 
seems to ignore you when you try to talk about finances, or 
your adult child is living at home and not pulling his or her 
weight in contributing to the household.

Now try articulating your concern more clearly by for-
matting it to fit into this sentence. “I feel       [your 
emotion] when you       [another’s specific behav-
ior] because I think       [the thought you have 
about it].”

Here are a few examples:

• I feel sad when you come home from work and turn 
on the TV because I think I’m not important to you.
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• I feel hurt when you leave my name off of a presenta-
tion we worked on together because I think you don’t 
value my contribution to the team.

• I feel mad when you leave your backpack and jacket 
on the floor because I think you don’t care about 
your belongings.

• I feel sad when you don’t include me in Girls’ Night 
Out because I think I’m not important to you.

You can use this sentence format to effectively share 
any kind of emotion or thought in your relationships. Think 
about using this formula for assertive communication while 
using the Lantern stance: standing on your own two feet, 
holding up a lantern, illuminating and observing the situ-
ation with openness to hearing and validating the other 
person’s experience.

Try visualizing yourself expressing what’s bothering 
you assertively, starting with the “I feel        …” 
statement using the Lantern stance. Particularly when 
describing the other person’s behavior (the “because 
you        ”), it’s important to be very specific. 
For example, “I felt afraid when you asked me to work over-
time last week because I thought you were questioning my 
productivity and time management during work hours” is 
more helpful than “I don’t like it when you ask me to work so 
much because I think you think I’m a slacker.” The second 
statement is less specific and therefore a lot less clear. The 
phrase “asked me to work overtime last week” is a lot more 
specific than “ask me to work so much,” and “questioning 
my productivity and time management” is a lot more spe-
cific than “you think I’m a slacker.”
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This communication formula we’re discussing isn’t just 
about sharing painful or difficult feelings. It can also help you 
better articulate positive expressions: “I feel happy when you 
touch my hand because I think you care about me. Thanks for 
doing that.” Specific feedback, whether negative or positive, is 
always clearer and more meaningful to the receiver. More often 
than not, open, direct, and honest communication will help 
you share your experience and make direct requests of others. It 
will also help others understand you.

How to Make Assertive Requests
To clarify, the purpose of being assertive, speaking up, and 

making requests is not so you will get everything you want or 
get other people to change. Sometimes people will respond 
favorably to your assertiveness, and sometimes they won’t. 
Either way, it’s still worth expressing. If you’ll recall in chapter 
5, we talked about the importance of healthy emotional expres-
sion and the importance of getting the e- motion out of you so it 
doesn’t fester. Whether or not you get what you want after you 
express yourself, you will be contributing to your emotional 
health and reaffirming your sense of self.

Making direct requests of others doesn’t mean acting 
demanding or stern. For example, here is another one of my go- to 
phrases that I use when I am holding a Lantern stance: “It would 
mean a lot to me if…” The reason this phrase is so effective is 
because it starts with owning that this request is you wanting 
it— that it is meaningful to you. It allows you to hold space for 
the possibility that it won’t be important to the person with 
whom you’re communicating. This makes it more likely that the 
other person will remain open to hearing your request and won’t 
shut down or become defensive. To illustrate, here are some ways 
of making requests that tend to put people on the defensive:
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Why don’t you ever…

What would it take to get you to…

You should…

If you really cared about me, you would…

I wish you would do       without me having to ask!

Don’t you think you should… ?

What are, if any, emotional responses to these phrases? Are 
any of them familiar to you either because you’ve used them or 
because they’ve been used by others? Now compare the above 
phrases to the following request sentence stems:

It would mean a lot to me if…

I would appreciate it if you would…

I’d like it if you would…

I loved it when you did      . Will you do that again?

Can you see the difference between the first group of phrases 
and the second? The first group of phrases feels icky, manipula-
tive, blaming, or guilt- trippy. The second group feels straightfor-
ward, clear, and confident. My goal is to help you create situations 
where it is more likely for you to be heard and understood, and 
where you can hear and understand another person.

OSCAR: Assertiveness in Action
Now that you know the definition and importance of setting 

boundaries, why and how to say no, how resentment signals the 
need to look closer at your boundaries, an assertive communi-
cation formula, and a phrase for making requests of others, 
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we’re going to tie it all together by using my assertive commu-
nication map mnemonic OSCAR. Be sure to take a Lantern 
stance when using this tool.

Observe the situation. Notice what is happening without judg-
ment (remember this from mindfulness practice?). It’s helpful to 
stick to the facts and not your beliefs about the situation. For 
example, an observing thought might be, “She just told the 
boss, in front of me, that she put the presentation together all 
by herself. I helped her with it last week.” A judging or evaluat-
ing response might be, “She’s such a backstabber! Always trying 
to kiss up to the boss and make herself look better than every-
one else.” Do you see the difference? The first statement is 
based on an observation of the facts of the situation, and the 
second is based on an interpretation of the facts.

Sort thoughts and feelings. After you’ve observed the situation, 
reflect on your response. Identify your thoughts and your feel-
ings. Pausing for a moment to reflect helps create a healthy 
distance between you and your response so you don’t overiden-
tify (often experienced by those with an anxious attachment 
style) with your thoughts and feelings, or you don’t underiden-
tify (common with an avoidant attachment style). This is 
related to the wise mind exercise in chapter 6 where you identi-
fied your emotional mind and your rational mind; this practice 
is also a part of differentiation of self.

Compassionately communicate. Once you’ve observed the facts, 
identified your response, and have successfully balanced your 
emotions, it’s time to put your assertive communication skills 
into practice. Using the Lantern stance, along with the formula 
“I feel         when you         because I 
think        ” helps you to own your experience while 
simultaneously holding space for the other person’s experience. 
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This is part of developing a higher level of differentiation: you 
are clear about your experience so you can accept another per-
son’s experience, even if it’s drastically different. Compassionate 
communication allows you to be you— to be separate— and still 
remain connected and open to the other person.

Ask questions. Now that you have a good handle on your own 
experience and have clearly conveyed it, the next step is to 
invite the other person to share his or her experience— in other 
words, to invite them into the light of your Lantern. Questions 
like, “How do you see things?” or “What’s going on for you right 
now?” allow the other person to express his or her experience, 
even if it’s different, in the safe emotional space you’re holding 
open for him or her. This is also an opportunity to demonstrate 
empathy in your responses to what is shared.

Request directly and clearly. Once the other person feels heard 
and understood, make your request. For example, if you want 
someone to do something differently, here’s your chance to use 
the phrase “It would mean a lot to me if…” (Note that this is 
also an example of the soft start- up mentioned in chapter 6.) 
Remember that this is not a demand, it’s a request, and the other 
person may or may not respond to your request in the way that 
you hope. If the other person doesn’t, then you can go through 
this process again, observing what’s happening in the moment, 
and continuing through the OSCAR steps.

Being specific is incredibly important in making requests in 
assertive communication. For example, consider Sara, an adult 
who is uncomfortable with her parents frequently giving her 
children expensive and extravagant gifts. While Sara is grateful 
for their love and willingness to please their grandchildren, the 
gifts have become excessive and are more than she feels are 
appropriate for them to have. She realizes she needs to set a 



The Assertiveness Guide for Women

178

boundary and communicate with her mother and father. Pulling 
them aside privately, Sara can say, “We are so grateful for the 
gifts you give our kids; they are very thoughtful, and the kids 
love them! But we’re trying to teach them to enjoy material 
possessions in moderation, and the gifts are becoming a bit 
much. We feel it’s best if you limit the gifts to one per child 
every three months. How would you feel about that?”

Sara properly set the stage by ensuring privacy and then 
being very clear about the boundary she expected. Saying 
something like, “We need you to cut back on the gift- giving” 
might have been too vague and left her parents unsure about 
what she needs. But by being specific about how many and how 
often, she paved the way for her request to be responded to in a 
positive way.

Another point this example illustrates is the importance of 
possibly providing a context, or reasoning, for your request. 
Sara gave her mother and father a legitimate reason for her 
appeal; she wanted to be judicious in how often her kids played 
with fancy toys. If you can clearly communicate your why so 
that the other person can understand where you’re coming 
from, he or she will hopefully be more receptive to what you 
have to say. I would advise, however, that you don’t let your 
descriptions get too lengthy:

“I don’t want the kids to become too materialistic, and we 
already got a new iPad for Christmas. Plus, their gadgets can 
occupy so much of their time that they don’t spend time with 
their friends. And I’m also afraid that spoiling them will make 
them selfish and feel like they’re entitled.”

This kind of explanation may be unnecessarily long. 
Elaborate enough, but strive for brevity too. Each situation is 
unique— what is appropriate should be determined on a case- 
by- case basis. The steps of OSCAR—available in handout form 
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at http://www.newharbinger.com/33377—are a great general 
guide when practicing assertive expression.

OSCAR Examples

Interestingly, while working on a draft of this very chapter, 
I met with my writing assistant over lunch at a local restaurant. 
As we talked through the chapter outline, she was frequently 
checking her phone and responding to texts. As our conversa-
tion continued, her texting became more and more distracting 
to me. I felt torn. We were working and I was paying her for her 
time, so I was bugged. And I also felt empathy. I knew she had 
a new boyfriend, and I have experienced that strong desire to 
stay connected to your love at every possible chance. I also 
knew that what I think and feel matter to her, and that she 
appreciates my approval of her and her work. So, being that I 
learned to be a people- pleaser, I didn’t say anything for a few 
minutes. In my mind, I imagined what I might say and how she 
might feel offended or bothered by my request— how it might 
create distance or awkwardness.

As we continued to talk I realized that right before me was 
the opportunity to practice what I am preaching…in this very 
chapter! So, I got up the courage to state my observation (O). 
“It seems like your phone has become a distraction today. When 
you look down at it, I look down.” Before I could even get to 
sorting my thoughts and feelings she said, “Oh, I’m so, so sorry. 
I’ll put it away right now,” and she quickly put it into her purse. 
I didn’t even get the chance to go through the rest— S, C, A, 
and R! My assistant, also a people- pleaser, anticipated how I 
was feeling and what I was going to ask. She spared me from 
having to actually share my feelings and make a request. I guess 
that’s one benefit of attracting other emotionally sensitive, 
people- pleasing types. We are really good at anticipating others’ 
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responses and sparing ourselves from awkward conversations— 
and having to practice our assertiveness skills!

Now let’s look at another example that illustrates all five 
OSCAR steps. Latisha felt burdened by the requests of a girl-
friend who struggled financially, had a number of health prob-
lems, and didn’t have reliable transportation. The friend would 
often ask Latisha for rides to doctors’ appointments and to the 
grocery store. Latisha wanted to help, but realized (O) that she 
was using too much of her time and energy accommodating her 
friend— and had even begun to resent her (the gift of resent-
ment) (S). Realizing she needed to make a change, she expressed 
to her friend that while she values her friendship, she could 
only drive her to one appointment each week (C). Her friend 
was initially upset, so Latisha asked her for her perspective (A). 
Her friend expressed disappointment, sadness, and some fear 
about not being able to get where she needs to go. Latisha then 
made a direct request (R), “It would mean a lot to me if you 
would let me know by Sunday which days and times you need 
help with transportation so I can let you know which day I am 
able to help. If you don’t let me know by Sunday, I can’t guaran-
tee that I’ll be able to help you that week.”

Practice Makes “Good Enough”
As a young child I was amazed by the fact that my dad, a pro-
fessional musician and composer, could play any song I requested 
on the piano with his eyes closed. I marveled as he played so 
smoothly and beautifully without having to look at the piano 
keys or music. As I grew, he started telling stories of how he 
would often stay in from recess to practice piano in elementary 
school, or how, as a teenager, he’d take girls out on dates that 
often included watching him practice or playing at a local gig. 
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Over time I was able to see the connection between my dad’s 
seemingly effortless musical expression, even with his eyes 
closed, and his pattern of practicing piano up to five or six 
hours a day. All of that practice strengthened his neural con-
nections over time until he got to a point where playing the 
piano was almost effortless.

Just like learning to play an instrument, developing new 
communication patterns requires not only changing your knee- 
jerk responses to a situation but also changing the wiring in 
your brain. The more you do it, the more it becomes second 
nature and doesn’t require so much conscious effort. The more 
you practice the Lantern stance, the easier and more natural it 
will become in your interactions. Luckily, you won’t have to 
practice the Lantern stance for five hours each day. Consciously 
using it a few times a week should be enough for it to feel more 
comfortable and to become more of a habit.

When Your Boundaries Aren’t Respected
No matter how skilled you are at setting boundaries and com-
municating clearly, some people will continually disregard, 
dismiss, and cross your boundaries. They may refuse to respect 
your requests. There are people with whom these assertiveness 
skills will not work. People who cross your boundaries in this 
way are usually incredibly wounded individuals who have not 
developed healthy boundaries of their own or secure attach-
ments. They are also at a very low level of differentiation— they 
can’t separate thinking and feeling; they can’t distinguish their 
emotions and needs from others. And they are generally reac-
tive instead of responsive. These individuals are toxic because 
they poison the people around them.

There are times when, for your emotional and physical well- 
being and safety, it’s best to discontinue a relationship or to 
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take a time- out. Breaking up or cutting ties is particularly dif-
ficult when you care deeply about the other person, when he or 
she has been in your life for a long time, or when you feel 
responsible for his or her pain.

If you have an avoidant attachment style, you may have the 
desire to end a relationship too soon. Or you might perceive 
that someone is disregarding your boundaries even if he is 
simply standing up for himself or desiring a closer relationship 
with you. Your style will lean more toward preventing conflict 
and protecting yourself from getting too close.

If you lean toward an anxious attachment style, you may be 
prone to hang on to a toxic relationship too long or make 
excuses for another person’s pattern of boundary crossing for 
fear of being alone or for fear of losing your sense of self.

If you have a securely attached style you will be able to trust 
your thoughts and feelings to accurately assess when it’s time to 
let go of a relationship for your own protection. If you’re not 
sure if it’s time to discontinue a relationship, you likely have 
people you trust with whom you can discuss your concerns and 
who will help you to decide what’s in your best interest.

It is really difficult to “break up” with or put distance 
between a loved one who consistently disregards your boundar-
ies. It’s particularly painful when the unhealthy relationship is 
with someone you “should” be close to. Detaching from someone 
in your family can also have repercussions in other relation-
ships. No one teaches us how to do distance from a relationship 
in an assertive way. Let’s look at Melanie’s case as an example 
of choosing to distance herself from a loved one after boundar-
ies are consistently disregarded.

Melanie and her mother, Lynn, have always had a tumultu-
ous relationship. And since Melanie got married and had chil-
dren, Melanie’s relationship with her mom became increasingly 
strained. Even though Melanie had repeatedly asked her mother 
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not to speak poorly about Lynn’s ex- husband, Chris (Melanie’s 
father), in front of her son, Lynn continued to share inappropri-
ate details about why she divorced Melanie’s dad and why they 
shouldn’t talk to him anymore.

In addition to saying negative things about Chris, Lynn also 
did and said things that, from Melanie’s perspective, under-
mined her relationship with her son. Melanie recounted, “Last 
time my son came home from my mom’s house, he was upset 
because she was saying mean things. She told him that I’m just 
like my dad: self- centered and with a short fuse. She talked 
most of the time about his two twin cousins— how they are so 
smart, they are so athletic, and that she has never missed one 
of their basketball games. He was in tears because she had only 
gone to one of his basketball games. ‘Why doesn’t grandma like 
me?’ he asked me. I’ve had it with my mom. I’ve asked her for 
several years to stop talking trash about my dad to me or to my 
son. And now she’s putting my son down, too. I don’t know 
what else to do.”

This was not the first time Melanie had complained about 
her mother. Melanie loved her mom— they’d been through a lot 
together— but Lynn still wasn’t respecting Melanie’s boundar-
ies. Melanie decided it was time to back up her verbal requests 
with action; she would distance herself from her mom, see her 
less frequently, and no longer let her spend time with her son 
without Melanie present. Here’s what she said to her mother on 
the phone: “Mom, I’ve requested several times that you not talk 
badly about my dad in front of me and my family. You continue 
to bring up negative things about him and I’m upset about it. 
Also, I’ve asked you at least three times before that, when you’re 
with my son, not to say bad things about me. Last time he came 
home from your house he was in tears because of things that 
you said. Until I am confident that you can follow through with 
my requests, we will not be coming over for our weekly visit.”
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In this chapter we’ve talked about some concrete tools to 
help you set strong boundaries with compassion; to make direct 
and clear requests based on your thoughts, feelings, wants, and 
needs; how to express yourself in ways that make it more likely 
that your boundaries will be heard and respected; and when to 
let go of a relationship with someone who crosses your bound-
aries. In the next chapter, we’ll tie the concepts together by 
returning to the lantern metaphor as a symbol of assertive 
communication.



CHAPTER 9

Self- Expansion: 
Holding the Lantern

Remember when we talked about the Lantern in chapter 6? We 
used the metaphor to describe an ideal of communicating that 
is consistent with a secure attachment style and a higher dif-
ferentiation level (but can also be developed and practiced by 
individuals who lean toward either an avoidant or anxious style, 
and a low differentiation level). In this the final chapter, we’ll 
use the metaphor of the lantern to tie together the concepts 
and skills in this book— attachment styles, differentiation, 
emotions, assertive communication, and potential barriers— by 
providing examples and scenarios of the Lantern stance. The 
Lantern stance integrates all of the five skills of assertiveness: 
self- reflection, self- awareness, self- soothing, self- expression, and 
self- expansion.

Now let’s expand on the Lantern stance, particularly to rep-
resent the benefits or the results of practicing and integrating 
the five skills of assertiveness: the development of clarity, confi-
dence, calmness, connection, and compassion.
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Self- Reflection Brings Clarity
Holding up the lantern in your relationships requires under-
standing of your own development. The knowledge gained from 
self- reflection provides clarity about how your communication 
patterns developed and about your default expectations in rela-
tionships. When you take clarity and understanding into your 
communication, you can allow the lantern’s light to shine on 
you without fear of what you’ll find out about yourself.

Through continued self- reflection and understanding of 
your story of development, you can have clarity about your 
communication style, patterns, and challenges. By understand-
ing whether you developed more of an anxious, secure, or avoid-
ant attachment style, hopefully you have been able to make 
sense of why you engage the way you do in your relationships at 
every level of relational intimacy (remember the concentric 
circle figure from chapter 1?). Now it makes sense why, if you’re 
more of an anxious style, you worry so much about being liked, 
you often are the one who wants more closeness in relation-
ships than others do, you struggle to know what you think and 
how you feel, you get worried when there is too much distance 
in your relationships, it’s sometimes difficult for you to know 
what you think and feel from what others think and feel, and 
emotions easily overwhelm you. Sometimes just knowing more 
about what’s actually going on with you can help you to calm 
yourself down and communicate from a place of more security.

I hope the skills of sorting thoughts and feelings, and iden-
tifying and managing your emotions, have been particularly 
valuable to you in bringing clarity into your communication 
and relationships. As you practice these skills they will con-
tinue to become a more natural repertoire in your communica-
tion. You will be able to use them to assert your feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants.
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If you assessed in earlier chapters that you’re more toward 
the avoidant style, then it makes more sense why you back away 
or detach from intense emotions, and why you really like your 
space in relationships. You value letting things “roll off of your 
back.” Knowing how this style developed has allowed you to 
understand yourself and become more tuned in to your feelings 
and more emotionally engaged in relationships. Hopefully, you 
are more aware of your feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants and 
are better equipped to know how you differ from those around 
you. Continuing to practice awareness of your internal cues will 
help you know what to assertively express to others and how to 
allow others to get to know you on a deeper level.

If you assessed yourself as having a secure style in the begin-
ning of this book, then skill building is what you’ve likely taken 
from these pages. Since you probably already had a direct com-
munication style, a higher comfort level in expressing differ-
ence, and an ability to be assertive in many situations, I hope 
this book has helped you to gain more clarity about your devel-
opment and about which skills you need to continue to work 
on. Since you learned early on in life how to be comfortable 
being both close to others and to tolerate distance or discon-
nection, this book will hopefully have helped you to understand 
more about yourself and your development— and solidified your 
emotional management and assertive communication skills.

Speaking from experience, I have benefited greatly from 
practicing self- reflection, making sense of my life story, and 
integrating the good and bad, the joy and the pain. 
Understanding that I developed an anxious style and a low to 
moderate level of differentiation helped me to develop healthy 
strategies to manage my anxiety surrounding separateness. One 
of the things that I did as an adolescent to work toward a more 
secure style was to consciously do things by myself that would 
be uncomfortable. To be clear, this was a therapy assignment. I 
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went to a movie by myself, took myself to dinner, and went 
skiing by myself. This was the beginning of a beautiful friend-
ship…with me. In the thirty years since then, I have continued 
to practice spending time alone— and now I can’t function 
without time alone! Reflecting on, making sense of, and creat-
ing an integrated narrative of my life history has allowed me to 
feel more confident in my relationships, including asserting 
myself.

Self- Awareness Develops to Confidence
When I first introduced the idea of the Lantern stance, I talked 
about visualizing yourself with your feet firmly planted on the 
ground. This affords a sense of stability and confidence that is 
mirrored internally by your higher level of self- awareness. 
Throughout this book I’ve presented many ideas and skills to 
help you connect to your emotions, label them, and use them as 
information to guide your life.

Remember the feelings word list? If you are ever at a loss as 
to what you are feeling, that list can be a great place to begin to 
identify your bodily cues and sensations. We talked about the 
importance of emotional intelligence in chapter 5, but I didn’t 
mention that people who develop emotional intelligence, or the 
ability to think about feeling and use it to guide action, are more 
likely to flourish in all areas of life! This ability to use both feel-
ings and thoughts (wise mind) to center your responses is 
crucial to effective assertive communication. When you are 
self- aware, you can have the confidence to know your feelings, 
thoughts, needs, and wants, and you’re more equipped to see 
and understand the minds of others. Dr. Dan Siegel calls this 
“Mindsight” (2010). You can consider yours and others’ experi-
ences and use that awareness to inform your responses. A 
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broader awareness greatly increases the chance of experiencing 
and behaving in ways that strengthen the relationship through 
mutual understanding.

Now that you are able to connect to your emotions, you 
have the tools to distinguish a thought from a feeling (part of 
differentiation), identify your needs and wants, and communi-
cate them from a place of balance (wise mind). You can remain 
confident in your assertive communication. This confidence 
also allows you to let others get emotionally close to you while 
at the same time allowing them to be separate from you.

After twenty- seven years of marriage, I have had many 
opportunities to practice self- awareness and how to clearly 
communicate my feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants. Early on 
in our marriage, our extended families hosted many events. My 
husband, Jeff, and I were, and still are, close to our families of 
origin and enjoy being with them, so sometimes there was dis-
agreement about which celebration to attend. Since then, we 
have learned to identify and express our feelings, thoughts, 
needs, and wants regarding family events. I can say, “I’m going 
to sit this one out, but I totally support you going to the party.” 
And Jeff has said things like, “It would mean a lot to me if we 
could celebrate the Fourth of July with my family this year 
because my sister and her family will be in town.” We are much 
more tolerant of each other’s differences and can more easily 
respect those different feelings, thoughts, needs, and wants.

Self- Soothing Results in Calmness
The Lantern stance requires a certain level of mindfulness, or 
the ability to observe your internal states and the current inter-
action with curiosity, openness, and without judgment. The 
emotional management skills taught in this book can help you 
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remain calm even when difficult emotions arise (and they will 
arise…on a regular basis…because you are in relationships…
and that’s just what happens). Practicing wise mind, or the inte-
gration of thoughts and feelings, and responding from a place of 
calm and confidence will change your communication 
patterns!

Although assertiveness isn’t always calm or “Zen,” the emo-
tional intensity that accompanies certain situations comes from 
an intentional place, not a reactive place. Too often assertive-
ness is mistaken for getting so fed up that you blow up. That is 
not assertiveness. Assertiveness is intentional, even when it’s 
emotionally intense.

Keeping in mind that the thread throughout all humanity 
is our common suffering can help you feel a lot less isolated 
when you are in a painful or difficult situation. Responding to 
yourself as kindly and compassionately as you would a loved 
one does wonders to calm yourself down.

I am practicing self- compassion right now, even as I type. I 
missed my final manuscript deadline and I’m working around 
the clock to finish this book. I have been disengaged with my 
family and friends for several days and feeling guilty about 
neglecting my two youngest kids (they’re not really neglected, 
I’m just not the one caring for my children; their dad is). I am 
continually reassuring myself with self- talk like, “It’s okay. 
You’re okay. This is hard work. You are there for them most of 
the time. They know they are loved. Keep writing. You can do 
this. Take a break and take a hot bath, and then come back to 
writing. You can do this!”

The ability to assess what is fact from the meaning you are 
giving a scenario, or the story you are telling about it, can and 
will help you to remain calm and hold up your lantern. And 
once again, using my current situation, I am practicing this 
right now. The facts are:
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• This manuscript was due two days ago.

• It wasn’t complete at that time.

• I am doing what it takes to submit a finished manu-
script by Monday morning at 9 a.m.

The story or meaning I had been giving to the facts was 
something along the lines of “I must be lazy.” I started believing 
those negative thoughts or stories about the facts, then it put 
me in a state of panic and I was less able to write clearly.

Self- Expression Enables More Connection
The goal of the Lantern stance is to facilitate healthier connec-
tions and close relationships. Human beings are designed to be 
in relationships. To be known, loved, felt, and connected. It is 
in relationships that we develop our first sense of self— in the 
eyes of our parents or caregivers we discover who we are and 
who we can be. As we grow in relationships, if we are open to 
the opportunities for growth, we are refined and we mature 
through the process.

Self- expression is a vital part of building connections with 
others because it is the way that you convey your internal expe-
riences and become “known” by another person. Remember 
very early on in this book when we discussed intimacy as “into 
me, see,” or as a question: “Will you see into me? If I share 
myself will you know me? Will you love me?” Your ability to 
self- express both in words and in behavior allows you to develop 
closer and more authentic connections. It also allows you to set 
strong boundaries when necessary to protect yourself or the 
rights of someone you love. It is through self- expression that 
you make and reinforce your assertive communication and rela-
tionship boundaries.
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While holding the lantern, you are able to express differ-
ence, make requests, and balance your feelings, thoughts, needs, 
and wants with the perspectives of others. You now have more 
tools to express yourself, including what makes you different, 
which ironically allows you to be closer to others and to be 
known.

I have had to communicate clearly and assertively recently 
to create space to (you guessed it) finish this book. I have had 
to say to my husband, “I need six hours of uninterrupted time 
to write today. Will you make sure the kids get to their choir 
performance tonight?” On an emotional level I’ve expressed a 
range of emotions to my family members and friends. “I’m 
exhausted. I’m feeling insecure. I’m feeling scared that I’m not 
good enough or strong enough.” My ability to express vulnera-
bility and my family’s willingness to respond with empathy has 
strengthened our connection.

Self- Expansion Grows Compassion
When you are standing firmly with your feet squarely apart, 
holding up the lantern, you not only see the situation at hand 
more clearly, but the lantern’s light allows you to be more aware 
of others’ suffering and how you might help. This is self- 
expansion— an awareness of others’ experiences, a willingness 
to feel with them, to be changed by them, and be moved by 
them in a way that inspires you to do something to ease their 
pain.

You’ll recall that we talked about self- compassion as prac-
tice for self- soothing and emotional management in chapter 6, 
and the importance of empathy in chapters 5 and 8. So, what’s 
the difference between compassion and empathy? They are 
related, like cousins, but they are not identical twins. 
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Compassion is the ability to “feel with another” (similar to 
empathy) combined with the desire to take action and to allevi-
ate the suffering. The difference between empathy and compas-
sion is that compassion includes a desire to act in a way that 
lightens the burden of another person.

The longer you hold the lantern, the more connected you 
become to your own experience, to those with whom you’re 
relating, and you begin to expand your view and shine the light 
wider and wider and wider…

I’ve experienced this self- expansion most acutely by being a 
parent. Parenting is surely not the only relationship where you 
can experience self- expansion, but it has significantly expanded 
me in dramatic ways. When I was expecting our second child I 
was afraid. I was fearful because I knew there was no way on 
earth I could love another child the way I loved our first child, 
Tanner. It didn’t seem possible. Maybe I could love another 
child almost as much, but not that much.

Our second child, Madeline, was born a week before 
Christmas and the labor was…well…intense. After she was 
born I held Madeline against my chest and my fear melted away. 
I could, and I did, love another child as much as I loved Tanner. 
That is the beauty of relationships and of loving— it multiplies 
and expands our capacities, it expands our hearts and our 
minds.

My birthing experience offered an opportunity for self- 
expansion, as did the opportunity to witness a loved one facing 
mortality. My father- in- law passed away eight years ago from 
stomach cancer. He was able to spend his final weeks and days 
at home. People from all chapters of his life came to say good- 
bye and to thank him for his positive influence in their lives. 
No one mentioned his professional accomplishments, his 
service in the army, his bank account, or the kind of car he 
used to drive. The only thing that was expressed was love, and 
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the only things that mattered in his final days were his 
relationships— his cherished connections with family and 
friends. In his final moments of life, as he lay in his own bed, 
with his wife next to him and his family surrounding him, there 
was only love.

It is in the entrances and exits of life that the meaning and 
purpose of living comes into focus. Life’s purpose is to connect 
deeply with each other and to learn how to love.
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