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What Is Positive Aggression & How 

To Express It 

— By Dr. Sandip Roy 

Is positive aggression for real, or just a new-age hokum? 

First, know the difference between anger and aggression: 

● Anger is an emotion or feeling. 
● Aggression is an action or behavior. 

Now, here’s the thing: All emotions are welcome, but all behaviors are not. 

It is acceptable to feel angry, but acting aggressively out of anger is not. 

By the way, aggressive behavior can be of two types: 

● Proactive Aggression: Premeditated and goal oriented. Often used to 
achieve a specific outcome, for example, to gain power, control, or 
resources. Proactive aggressive behavior is typically calculated and 
can be seen in behaviors like bullying, manipulation, or even in certain 
competitive situations. 

● Reactive Aggression: An Impulsive act that occurs in response to a 
perceived threat or provocation. Often marked by emotional arousal, 
such as anger or fear, and can lead to aggressive outbursts. This 
behavior is typically a defensive reaction to a situation that is 
perceived as threatening or harmful. 

If you notice, both types of aggressive behavior are traditionally viewed as 
negative. So, how can aggression be positive? Let's find out. 
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What is Positive Aggression? 

Positive aggression is the strategic channeling of assertive behavior to 
achieve constructive outcomes. It involves standing up for oneself, 
protecting one's boundaries, and asserting personal rights, without 
resorting to harm or offense. 

It is the psychological sweet spot between passive submission and hostile 
domination. While philosophers like Nietzsche explored the "will to power" 
as a fundamental human drive, positive aggression represents its 
constructive and self-mastered form. It's not about power over others, but 
power over oneself and power to achieve one's potential. 

5 Features of Positive Aggression 

● Positive aggression is a crucial aspect of mental health. It empowers 
us to express ourselves freely, without fear or the need to please 
others. 

● Integrating positive aggression into one’s life is a vital form of self-
care, self-love, and self-respect. It fosters a healthy relationship with 
oneself and others. 

● Positive aggression is not about projecting dominance or hostility. 
Instead, it represents an act of self-empowerment and self-assertion, 
allowing individuals to stand firm in their beliefs and values. 

● Positively aggressive acts involve setting boundaries, saying "no" 
when necessary, and challenging harmful status quos. This proactive 
approach helps maintain personal integrity and promotes 
constructive change. 

● Importantly, positive aggression can also mean choosing not to act. It 
reflects a preference for a peaceful and authentic life, recognizing 
one’s inherent value and understanding that others' opinions do not 
diminish that worth. 
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“Positive aggression is using our aggression in a controlled manner to 
achieve something positive.” — Dr. Sandip Roy. 

The Psychology of Communication: 4 Styles 

To better understand positive aggression, it helps to see where it fits 
among the four classic styles of communication. Positive aggression is the 
embodiment of the Assertive style. 

   Style Description Core Belief 

   Passive Avoiding conflict, putting others' 

needs first, not expressing one's 

own feelings. 

"I'm not okay, you're okay." 

   Aggressive Dominating, humiliating, 

controlling, getting one's way at 

the expense of others. 

"I'm okay, you're not okay." 

   Passive-Aggressive Appearing passive on the 

surface but acting out anger 

indirectly through sabotage or 

negativity. 

"I'm not okay, but I'll pretend I 

am." 

   Positive Aggressive Standing up for oneself while 

respecting others. Expressing 

needs and feelings clearly and 

directly. 

"I'm okay, you're okay." 
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How To Express Positive Aggression: 20 Strategies 

● Understand and Address Concerns Directly: Take the time to 
understand the concerns or fears of the person you're 
communicating with. Address these concerns in your interactions to 
make people feel more comfortable and understood. 

● Refuse with Compassion and Assertiveness: When you need to say 
“no,” do it with kindness and empathy. Your refusal should be 
assertive, ensuring that you're heard, yet compassionate, showing 
respect for the other person's needs and feelings. 

● Ensure That Actions Align with Words: Walk the talk. Make sure your 
actions reflect your words. This alignment builds trust and shows 
that you are sincere in your intent and actions. 

● Recognize and Avoid Destructive Aggression: Always be watchful 
that your aggression is positive and helpful, avoiding any tones or 
words that might appear confrontational or unkind. Stop and change 
your words and actions as soon as you realize they have become 
hostile. 

● Assert Your Beliefs with Confidence: Be confident in your stance and 
opinions. Project assurance and strength in your tone and manner 
but avoid outright hostility. 

● Decide Firmly and Stand by Your Decisions: Make clear decisions 
and stand by them. Your decisions should reflect your confidence 
and clarity about your beliefs and action plans. However, stay open 
and flexible to better ideas. 

● Engage in Necessary Discussions: Don’t shy away from important 
conversations. Tackle them head-on but do so in a way that is 
respectful and aims for constructive outcomes. 

● Proactively Lead in Assignments and Tasks: When given 
responsibilities, lead them with enthusiasm and determination. Show 
that you can take charge and guide projects or tasks toward success. 
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● Direct Situations Towards Positive Outcomes: Actively steer 
discussions and situations toward your desired goals. Use positive 
aggression to influence outcomes constructively. 

● Politely Address Any Discomfort Caused: If positive aggression from 
someone else is causing discomfort, express your feelings politely 
and seek a change in their approach. 

● Acknowledge the Other Person’s Perspective: Begin conversations 
by recognizing and respecting the other person's viewpoint, indicating 
openness for dialogue. 

● Ask Open-Ended Questions: Encourage balanced interaction by 
inviting the other person to share their thoughts and feelings through 
open-ended questions. 

● Offer Constructive Feedback: Instead of simply criticizing, provide 
helpful feedback aimed at improvement. 

● Empower Others to Act: Motivate the other person to take action or 
make decisions, fostering collaboration and respect. 

● Set Clear Expectations: Communicate your expectations or needs 
clearly to prevent misunderstandings. 

● Acknowledge and Apologize for Mistakes: If you made a mistake or 
have miscommunicated, acknowledge it and apologize to show 
commitment to fair interaction. 

● Practice Active Listening: Show genuine interest in understanding 
the other person's point of view. Active listening involves not just 
hearing but comprehending and empathizing with the speaker. 

● Maintain Emotional Control: Keep your emotions in check during 
discussions. This ensures that your message remains clear and is 
not overshadowed by emotional reactions. 

● Use Positive Reinforcement: Acknowledge and praise positive 
aspects or behaviors in others. This positive reinforcement can 
encourage a more cooperative and amicable interaction. 

● Seek Mutual Benefits: Strive for solutions or compromises that 
benefit all parties involved. This approach promotes fairness and 
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cooperation, making your assertiveness more about collaboration 
than confrontation. 

How To Respond To Positive Aggression 

Positive aggression differs from traditional aggression in that it involves 
expressing oneself assertively and setting boundaries without resorting to 
hostility or violence. 

The best way to engage with a positively aggressive person is to: 

● Reply in kind with assertive, yet respectful communication. 
● Ask them to stop the behavior if you feel they are hurting your 

feelings. 
● Do not tolerate bullying or abuse in any manner when you have not 

initiated it. 

The Assertiveness Bill of Rights 

To practice positive aggression, you must first believe you have the right to 
do so. Psychologists have formalized this into an "Assertiveness Bill of 
Rights." Internalizing these rights is a foundational step toward expressing 
positive aggression. 

● You have the right to judge your own behavior, thoughts, and 
emotions, and to take responsibility for their initiation and 
consequences upon yourself. 

● You have the right to offer no reasons or excuses for justifying your 
behavior. 

● You have the right to judge if you are responsible for finding solutions 
to other people's problems. 

● You have the right to change your mind. 
● You have the right to make mistakes—and be responsible for them. 
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● You have the right to say, "I don't know." 
● You have the right to be independent of the goodwill of others before 

coping with them. 
● You have the right to be illogical in making decisions. 
● You have the right to say, "I don't understand." 
● You have the right to say, "I don't care." 

The bottom line: You are the ultimate judge of yourself, and you do not 
have to justify your existence or your decisions to others. 

How To Use Positive Aggression In Workplace 

Communication 

Positive aggression, when used effectively, can be a powerful tool for 
navigating the complexities of workplace communication. 

1. Understand the Difference: 

● Positive aggression involves asserting your needs and opinions 
clearly and directly, while maintaining respect and professionalism. 
It's about setting and enforcing boundaries without resorting to 
hostility or manipulation. 

● Negative aggression is characterized by aggression, blame, and 
hostility towards others. It creates a negative environment and 
hinders productive communication. 

2. Identify Your Goals: 

● Having a clear goal helps you focus your communication and ensures 
that it is constructive. 

● Identify what you want to achieve. Are you trying to set a boundary, 
express disagreement, or propose an idea? 
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3. Employ "I" Statements: 

● This is a core psychological technique for owning your feelings and 
reducing defensiveness. 

● Instead of insulting or blaming others ("You always interrupt me"), 
focus on how your feelings are affected ("I feel frustrated when I'm 
interrupted before I finish my point"). 

● Use phrases like "I feel... when you..." or "I would appreciate it if..." 
This approach minimizes defensiveness and encourages 
cooperation. 

4. Be Firm and Clear: 

● Don't shy away from stating your needs or expressing your opinions. 
● Be direct and clear in your communication; avoid ambiguity or 

vagueness. 
● It ensures your message is clear and understood without 

misinterpretations. 

5. Remain Calm and Respectful: 

● Even when faced with opposition or disagreement, maintain a calm 
and respectful demeanor. 

● Your professionalism means that you are willing to talk about 
problems positively and productively. 

● Avoid getting drawn into heated arguments or raising your voice. If 
you feel you're going out of control, excuse yourself from the 
situation for some time, and come back to it later. 

6. Listen Actively: 

● Listen attentively and avoid interrupting or talking over them. 
● Give others a chance to express their perspectives and concerns. 
● Demonstrating active listening fosters collaboration and 

understanding. 
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7. Seek Collaborative Solutions: 

● Be open to compromise and negotiation. 
● Stay collaborative to foster a sense of teamwork and shared goals. 
● Aim for win-win solutions that address everyone's needs and 

interests. 

8. Be Prepared for Pushback: 

● Recognize that not everyone may agree with your approach. 
● Remain firm in your stance while still being open to finding common 

ground. 
● Be prepared to address their concerns and explain your reasoning 

calmly and logically. 

9. Practice Assertiveness: 

● Continuously practice expressing yourself confidently and 
assertively. 

● Role-play scenarios with trusted colleagues or seek feedback from 
mentors. 

● The more comfortable you become with positive aggression, the 
more effectively you can utilize it in the workplace. 

Success And Positive Aggression 

Positive Aggression is a philosophy for success. It involves aggressively 
pursuing your goals via positive interactions with others, hard work, SMART 
goals, a growth mindset, patient dedication, and resistance to insecurities, 
doubts, and criticism. 

1. Cultivate a Growth Mindset: 

● Embrace challenges and setbacks as opportunities to learn and grow. 
● Believe in your ability to improve and overcome obstacles. 
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● Focus on progress, not perfection. 

2. Set SMART Goals: 

● Break down large goals into smaller, manageable steps. 
● Define your goals specifically, measurably, achievable, relevant, and 

time-bound. 
● Track your progress and celebrate your achievements along the way. 

What gets measured, gets done. 

3. Develop Positive Self-Talk: 

● Challenge negative thoughts and replace them with positive 
affirmations. 

● Focus on your strengths and abilities more than trying to fix your 
negatives and weaknesses. 

● Don't postpone happiness as you are on your way to achieving your 
goals. 

FAQs 

1. Why do we show aggression? 

● Aggression to fear is a survival mechanism to protect oneself from 
harm. 

● Aggression to anger is a counter-threat to insult or harm the angry 
person. 

● Aggression is a physical and emotional reaction to threats posed by 
anger, fear, frustration, or boredom. 

● Aggression due to frustration or boredom is usually non-threatening 
to others and can take the form of swatting at a fly, kicking a car tire, 
or slamming a door. 
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2. What is the difference between anger and aggression? 

Anger in psychology is an intense emotional response to a perceived threat 
or injustice. It's a normal human emotion, ranging from mild irritation to 
rage. Anger, when contained, usually harms only the angry person. 

Aggression, on the other hand, is the outward (behavioral) expression of 
anger. It involves action aimed at causing harm to the anger-causing 
person or object. 

Aggression can harm both the angry person and those around them. Anger 
can mostly motivate aggression, but not always. 

Some people may express their anger through verbal outbursts, while 
others may internalize it or express it in more constructive ways. 

3. What are some tips to be positively aggressive? 

Some ways to be positively aggressive without being hostile: 

● Express your opinion without fear but with kindness. 
● Take firm decisions but stay open to better ideas. 
● Don't pick a fight; don't back down from a fight. 
● Accept human mistakes and system failures. 
● Realize that not everyone wants your help. 

4. How do men and women act aggressively differently? 

Women tend to engage in more indirect forms of hostile behavior (e.g., 
spreading rumors) than other types of hostile behavior. 

In laboratory studies, women are less aggressive than men, but provocation 
attenuates this difference. In the real world, women are just as likely to 
aggress against their romantic partners as men are, but men cause more 
serious physical and psychological harm. 
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Women are susceptible to alcohol-related aggression, but this may be 
limited to women high in trait aggression. Fear of being harmed is a robust 
inhibitor of direct hostile behavior in women. (Source: Aggression in 
Women: Behavior, Brain and Hormones) 

Final Words 

Here’s how you can cultivate a positive and proactive attitude through 
these five steps: 

● Approach people with a positive mindset 
● Do things that stimulate your creativity 
● Be mindful of the present moment 
● Create your ideal future self 
● Think outside the box 

—  

√ Also Read: Psychological Flexibility: Art of Bending Without Breaking 

√ Please share it with someone if you found this helpful. 

 


