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			How to always have the final say

			
					Problem: How can I emerge victorious from a verbal confrontation using appropriate dialogue and the correct tone?

					Uses: Enable yourself to defend your opinions, demonstrate your worth and maintain your professional credibility.

					Professional context: Human resources, personal development, professional relationships.

					FAQs:	Are we born quick-witted?

	Does everyone have the ability to give quick comebacks?

	What is the difference between good and bad debating?

	What attitude should be adopted to ensure maximum chances for success?

	What advantages can I obtain from developing my debating skills?

	How can I improve my debating abilities?

	A colleague often teases me about my appearance, how can I respond?

	How can I respond to my boss without the risk of getting on the wrong side of them?




			

			Whether after a heated debate among colleagues, after a scathing remark from your employer or on leaving a job interview, perhaps you have already asked yourself the following question: “Why on earth didn’t I say that at the time?”. But whether it was an appropriate response to quiet someone, a rhetorical dodge to avoid an embarrassing question or a touch of humour to defuse a tense situation, the right reply always come to us once the battle is over, and often lost. Frustrated at not being able to defend yourself as well as you would have liked, humiliated at being bettered in public without knowing how to react, you are then reduced to beating yourself up about your lack of comebacks. “If only it could be taught!” you say. But who ever said it couldn’t be?

			Contrary to what some perhaps some still imagine, debating skills are not innate. It is not a blessing bestowed upon a select few, inherited at birth, and there is no debating gene that may or may not appear in our DNA. So why can some people always manage to come out with great responses without even looking like they are trying, while others inevitably end up tripping up whenever they try to be witty? Often, they simply have not lived the same life course. Therefore, the reasons for which they react differently to similar situations can be very varied: the environment in which they grew up and developed, their experiences, the encounters they have had or even, potentially, training to develop and gradually improve their debating skills.

			Learning this art is not restricted to an elite few or to certain types of individuals. Everyone can indeed acquire debating abilities if they wish to do so, for example by learning to control their emotions, through learning improvisation, expanding their vocabulary and collection of go-to replies, or drawing inspiration from the leading experts on the subject. So whether you are introverted or extroverted, highly educated or not, wherever you are from, you too can become a specialist in debate, a professional at dry humour and an expert on counterattacks, as long as you make the necessary efforts. No more excuses – get stuck in!

		


		
			Debating: the basics

			What are its uses in the world of work?

			Although it also proves useful in many situations of everyday life, debating can be particularly valuable and beneficial in the workplace. Consider an employee buried under a pile of paperwork, fearing he may lose his job if he offends his boss and not daring to say anything when the latter gives him yet another task; or a worker, however competent he may be, who cannot bring himself to say no when backed into a corner by his recruiter. Also imagine a boss who is losing client after client because she never manages to justify why the various tasks are falling behind. Finally, imagine how a colleague must feel when they are responsible for an important presentation, and stutter sadly in response to a question asked by their supervisor. Many people would never find themselves in such awful situations if only they had developed their debating skills.

			Improving your rhetorical talents and improvisation abilities has many advantages on a professional level, and can also have an extremely beneficial impact on your career and your wellbeing at work. Thus, learning to respond to provocations and difficult questions will help you to be more comfortable when it comes to:

			
					Delivering a presentation to a large audience, whether it is made up of clients, colleagues or managers. You will never have to worry about comments or questions because you will always have the correct responses to hand.

					Justifying a delay or error. Whether the fault is entirely your own or not, you will always find the proper way to spin the situation to get out of this kind of predicament.

					Imposing your presence and your ideas on your colleagues. You will no longer be an anonymous and invisible employee, squashed by stronger personalities, but a full member of the team and an important part of its daily operations.

					Establishing your authority and earning the respect of your employees without having to be tyrannical. A boss or supervisor who cannot win without inspiring fear among his subordinates will not be respected and will quickly be abandoned by them in times of hardship.

					Succeeding in interviews and stress resistance tests which are likely to be given by recruiters. By maintaining your composure in all circumstances, recruiters will be more easily convinced that you are the most qualified person for the job.

					Winning contracts from potential customers. If you have the answers to all of their questions and manage to reassure them about their concerns, why wouldn’t they choose you to protect their interests?

			

			These are just a few of the potential professional benefits that can be derived from sharp debating abilities. For those who acquaint themselves with this delicate and precious art, the benefits can also be felt in everyday life, through increased self-confidence, newfound serenity, easier sociability, etc. Therefore, there is no reason for anyone not to learn this skill.

			What is good debating?

			Before trying to master the expertise of a good response, it is important to ask one fundamental question, as its answer is not as obvious as it sounds: is a good response always necessarily aggressive and does it aim to silence the opponent? Would a softer response not ease an opponent who is slightly too irritable and stifle a potential conflict – would this type of response not be just as effective? Finally, what about a humorous twist that would allow you to skilfully dodge an embarrassing question? Which of these attitudes should we opt for?

			In truth, there is no one type of response that is better than another or that can be used in any circumstances. There is no magic formula that will always be effective. This might be stating the obvious, but ultimately, good debating skills are the only solution. So what factors are important for helping you choose the most appropriate response?

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			
				
					Some famous debaters

					
							Lady Astor (British politician, 1879-1964) disagreed with Winston Churchill (1874-1965), exclaiming: “Winston, if I were your wife, I would put poison in your tea!” Churchill’s response: “If I were your husband, I’d drink it!”

							Albert Einstein (1879-1955) and Charlie Chaplin (1889-1997): “What I admire most about your art, is its universality. You do not say a word and yet the world understands you.” “It’s true,” replied Chaplin, “But your fame is even greater. The world admires you, when nobody understands you!”

							Hardy, comedian, addressing his companion, Laurel: “But you’ve completely emptied the glass. We were supposed to share half and half.” Laurel replies: “I couldn’t help it, my half was at the bottom.”

					

				

			

			The right attitude

			A response that works in all circumstances does not exist, however it is imperative to know some essential points to make your responses effective. By keeping these in mind, you will already have made a huge step towards mastering this practice.

			Trust yourself

			As we have just seen, a response has much more of a chance of achieving its goal if said with confidence and conviction. Your attitude is essential, perhaps even more so than the sentence itself. Also, be sure of yourself and don’t be afraid of losing your head. Keep your chin up, shake yourself off and dive in! In the words of Michael Audiard, a great man of French cinema, “an intellectual sitting down always makes less progress than a stupid person who is walking”, meaning a bad response delivered with conviction will always have more weight than a good response that is merely mumbled with apprehension!

			
				
					Good to know

					Be aware of your strengths and weaknesses. Accepting them allows you to make use of them, including through self-mockery, to rely on your strengths and to make up for your flaws.

				

			

			Stay relaxed

			A good response must not give the impression that your life depends on it. Don’t take yourself too seriously! Although we often talk about a ‘response’, a ‘confrontation’ or a ‘verbal attack’, learn to consider this exchange like a game, not as an armed conflict. Relax, have fun and, above all, smile! What could be more disarming? This is the best proof that any dirty tricks aimed at you will not affect you, since you know what you are worth and you give more credit to your own judgement than that of a third party. As a bonus, you will be much more natural and relaxed, and will therefore find it easier to find the right words to express yourself.

			Stay spontaneous and take a step back

			“Here lies the difficulty!” you say. Indeed, this is where problems arise most often. The perfectly appropriate response often comes to mind eventually…but usually a bit too late. The solution is simple: stop focusing on finding the perfect answer! Listen carefully to the other person, identify the intent behind their words and respond naturally.

			By focusing on the other person, their attitude, their tone and their words, you will no longer be focused on yourself and will distance yourself a little from the situation. You will therefore be more able to respond spontaneously without being overcome by your emotions. It is no accident that you cannot think of the perfect answer in the heat of the moment, but that it springs to mind once the tension has subsided. This is because you have had time to step back and your emotions have subsided, giving way to reason. Although this is not obvious, good responses require you to detach yourself from the conversation. 

			Pay attention to your body language

			Do not underestimate the importance of body language in the success of your exchange. Posture and gestures say more about you and your state of mind that you think, so pay particular attention to them unless you want to see your best responses fall flat. However, weighing up your every move is obviously not possible or recommended (you do not want to look like a robot!), and the experts themselves sometimes struggle to agree on the significance of a particular gesture. Fortunately, there is nonetheless a series of postures and physical instinctive reflexes that do not lie and of which you should be wary. For example, crossing your arms during a verbal attack will reveal your discomfort with your partner as

			
			
					Avoiding the eyes of your partner when you are lying to them;

					Touching your nose whenever you are uncomfortable;

					Tapping your foot on the ground when you are nervous or stressed;

					Biting your lip or yours nails when you are anxious.
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The tone used by your opponent.
Itis not enough to simply listen to
what they say, you also need to pay
particular attention to their tone.
Are they angry? At you personally or
at the situation you cannot change?
Are they gently teasing you or are
they trying to hurt you? Are they
attacking you or giving measured
responses to what you say? By
answering these questions, you will
be able to choose the right tone
with which to respond. This will
stop you from overreacting, which
could be perceived as paranoia

or a lack of self-confidence, and
may lead to you stumbling on your
words, weakening your credibility.

Electricians, Mark and Fred, install
electrical systems in old houses. After
having provided the expected service,
they give the bill to their respective
clients, who both have the same
reaction: “It’s crazy how the cost

of living is rising. 10 years ago, this
bill would have been half as cheap!”
Mark nods and smiles: “That’s
true...luckily | work twice as welll”
The customer also smiles and keeps
Mark’s number. Fred, meanwhile,
feels insulted by this remark: “Are
you calling me a thief?”, “No, you
misunderstood me!” replies the
customer, who quickly pays to prove
his good faith. Fred leaves annoyed
while the customer, taken aback by
the excessive reaction of Fred, will
not call him to work again.
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The status and personality of your
opponent.

You do not respond in the same way
to a colleague whom you know well,
and who has the same ‘rank’ as you,
as you do to your new employer,
whom you are just getting to know
and to whom you have to answer.
You must take into account the
personality of the person you are
facing: it is not because you are
under the direct orders of the
manager that he will not be recep-
tive to frank and direct observation.
Following this logic, not everyone
reacts in the same way to the same
type of humour. Two colleagues
may react differently to light tea-
sing; black humour may work well
with one person, while schoolboy
humour will fall completely flat
with that same person. Thus, it is
important to know first who you are
talking to if you want to adapt your
response.

Robert, with whom you have worked
for almost 10 years and who you
consider to be a friend, teases you
about the few kilos you put on over
the holidays. Robert is not very tall
and i used to self-mockery, 5o you
do not hesitate to respond that you
took the extra few centimetres he
lacks in height and put them on
your waist! Robert laughs: he had

it coming. Hours later, you make

the same comment to Roger, who

is the same height as Robert, but
has a complex about his height.
Obviously you expect the same
reaction, but Roger reacts much
worse than Robert. Finally, Eric, the
new department head, asks you with
a smile if you overdid the turkey at
Christmas. Eric seems rather friendly
and you know he is joking, but he
remains your superior and you don’t
know him well enough to ‘return the
serve’, so you just smile and say that
a small diet certainly wouldn't do
you any harm.
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The context in which the interac-
tion takes place.

Isit an informal discussion by the
coffee machine or an important
meeting with employees? Are
clients present or is it an internal
meeting? Has the other party’s day
been excessively difficult, to the
point where you can ignore their
bad mood as you know they are
not thinking through what they
are saying? Some situations may
require humour while in others it
may be unsuitable, just as there are
times when you get straight to the
point, and others where it is better
to get your message across more
subtly.

The day is coming to an end while
Paul is putting the finishing touches
to a file for the next day. John,

his superior, suddenly appears in

his office to reproach him for his
slowness, saying that he should
have finished this file yesterday
(even though he wasn't told this
until today). However, John does not
usually shout at his staff like this,
even less so without good reason.
Paul prepares to retaliate in the
same tone when he recalls that this
afternoon John was responsible for
settling a far more important issue
for his boss. If the rumours he heard
are anything to go by, the meeting
did not go well. Paul understands the
mood of John better and opts fora
strategy: he calmly explains that he
understands his anger, but it should
not be directed at him, he only
received the file today and he did his
best to finish it as quickly as possible.
John admits his error and regains
composure.
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Your personality.
By developing your debating skills,
you are adding new strings toyour
bow, and will perhaps change

your image in the eyes of others
who notice your evolution. This is
inevitable and is not necessarily a
bad thing. However, avoid going too
far and acting like someone you are
not. Don't force yourself to use a
certain type of humour if you do not
like it and have never laughed at this
kind of joke before. Start with small,
humorous remarks that match your
personality more. Similarly, do not
suddenly act like a tough guy if you
have always had a soft character.
Assert yourself more and more,
don't let others walk all over you,
without however being threatening
towards your opponent. It is up

to you to work out what suits you
best, what you are comfortable with
and how you feel. For a response

to be effective it must be delivered
confidently and naturally. You will
not convince anyone if it looks like
you are forcing yourself.

Peter never says no, and his collea-
gues have become accustomed to
offloading many of their obligations
onto him without even realising

it. So when the end of the day
comes, Peter is exhausted and has
tosettle the problems of others as
well as his own. Peter says that he

is probably too nice and he should
change his ways. He does not know
what to do but understands that his
extreme kindness is the source of his
problems. Peter therefore sees the
opposite behaviour as the solution
toall his problems. He then becomes
convinced that he must play the bad
quy, but his first attempts all fail. He
cannot act in a way that completely
contradicts his personality and his
character, and is not very convincing.
Peter feels ridiculous and quickly
returns to his old ways.
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