
Passive Aggressive Communication
-  CHEAT SHEET  -

Your family of origin had a specific communication style that informed the way 
members related to each other. How separate or enmeshed you were heavily 
impacts how well or poorly you communicate in your personal and professional 
relationships today. 

Please answer the questions below to get a clear picture of how it was in your 
family. Awareness is the first step to change.

• How did your parents regard and interact with each other? (With love, 
hostility, affection, disdain?) Please expand.

• Was unasked for advice and criticism given regularly?

• When angry or frustrated how did your parents express their feelings? 
Directly or indirectly? Please expand. 

• How do you express yourself when you’re anxious or upset?
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The answers to these Qs will give you an idea if passive aggressive behavior is 
something you learned growing up. Below are the rest of the steps to help you 
get consciously minimize passive aggressive communication in your life. (It is 
sooooo 1970!!) 

Make steady eye contact. 

If you’re dealing with someone else’s passive aggression, holding 
steady, non-aggressive eye contact with that person is a way to directly 
communicate to them that you’re not going to slough it off or ignore that 
behavior or comment. 

Question the question. 

For example, if there’s someone asking you a question that’s inappropriate 
and you don’t want to answer it, your real power lies in questioning their 
question. I did an interview on the podcast a little while back with the 
brilliant Kasia Urbaniak, who teaches a verbal self-defense course, and this 
is one of the tactics she encourages her students to use. You can listen to 
that episode right here. 

Use direct language. 

Here are some words to use if you’re in that all too familiar situation of 
someone saying they’re “OK” when they’re really not: 

“If you are upset with me about something, I’m interested to 
know what it is. Please know that you can always talk to me 
because this feels uncomfortable. I’m sensing something is 
wrong, and I want to invite you to tell me because I really care 
about you and about our relationship.” 
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Draw the boundary. 

Using direct language to communicate your boundaries is a good follow-
up after questioning the question. For example, “Are you asking me to give 
you details about my divorce right now?” (questioning the question) “We 
won’t be talking about that.” (setting the boundary)

Remove yourself. 

If someone is endlessly passive aggressive, and you’ve tried some of these 
tactics, it could be time to remove yourself from the immediate situation 
or to consider decreasing the time spent with this person altogether.


