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Introduction
The Art of the Comeback




No doubt you’ve been put on the spot or cornered in conversation. We all have. Maybe it happened in a discussion you had last week or even yesterday. Perhaps, embarrassed in public, your response just wasn’t good enough. You felt somehow inadequate, and angry. You wasted hours—maybe even days—dwelling on the event and rolling it over and over in your mind. You castigated yourself with each and every replay and perhaps ended up hating the person or people whom you held responsible for your disgrace. Then, suddenly in the midst of your unrelenting misery, it came to you. “I should have said...” But it’s too late now. All you can do is wonder: “Why didn’t I think of that then?”

The answer is simple. If you find yourself in this kind of situation often, you didn’t think of saying the effective thing because you haven’t yet mastered the art of the comeback. You’re not alone. And the good news is that this condition is only temporary.

No one is born a comeback expert. It takes trial and error, adherence to a set of principles about communication, and practice with an array of options. What it doesn’t require is that you be someone other than yourself—just a more astute version. And don’t expect to turn into a communication pro overnight. The most expert among us, even those people who seem to know what to say under any and all circumstances, still have their “If only I’d said” moments.

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL DO FOR YOU

The goal of this book is to render those situations rare for you. While it’s useful to have a list of quips ready to use when you’re in a tight spot (and you’ll find some of those here), learning to distinguish between types of situations is important, too. When, for example, should you give back as good as you got? When should you cut someone some slack? And what are all the stages in between? Essentially, you’ll learn how to handle a variety of situations and, in so doing, avoid reliving them in the future.

We’ll begin by looking at what comebacks are, and at the typical obstacles that stand in the way of people dealing with them effectively. We’re all responsible for how others treat us because we’re part of any communication with them. If we commonly let insults pass that should be addressed, we are telling other people that they can walk all over us with impunity. That’s not good. So in this book we advance, early on, the perspective that what happens to us at work is usually due to what we allow or disallow.

Since all of us are creatures of habit, the way we communicate often becomes unsurprising, and this in itself can get us into trouble. If you are completely predictable at work, anyone can manage you, whether a boss, a colleague, or someone who works for you. We tackle that problem in the first four chapters of this book. You need to get in charge of what happens to you at work, and that includes not allowing people to know how they can anger, hurt, bully, dupe, or in some other way maneuver you to their liking.

Chapter 5 looks at why so many of us draw a mental blank when we run into situations that call for comebacks. Why do we freeze up? What is it that allows us—hours later—to think of what we should have said but didn’t when the time was right? We’ll show you how you can get rid of that tendency and free yourself to consider a host of comeback options.

A good part of being able to identify and employ comebacks with comfort is having a set of them available to you. So, even if you already have some of your own, we introduce in chapter 6 the “R-List”: a set of ten types of comebacks that you can begin to experiment with today. Among these strategies, you’ll learn to reframe, restate, and retaliate, and you can keep all ten techniques in mind or in your desk for those times when you need help.

In chapter 7 we look at the role that gut instinct plays in comebacks. We all have gut instincts, but we don’t always trust them—sometimes with good reason. How can you nurture your own instinct to a point where you’ll feel sufficiently confident to let it help you choose and execute good comebacks? To assist you with this, we will introduce a way of looking at the rational and “gut” aspects of every comeback decision and of determining whether one or the other will likely bring about the best results. Additionally, the most effective comebacks are not without passion, so we’ll also explore in this chapter how emotions and body language contribute to the skilled comeback equation.

In chapter 8 we’ll focus on how to use comebacks when conflict is inevitable, and we’ll especially look at how to avoid making a situation personal that doesn’t need to be. In other words, we’ll explore when to insert ourselves into a comeback and when to be objective. This will continue to develop your ability to select better comebacks.

There is, however, no such thing as a comeback that, no matter how clever, works with all people and in all settings. That is why the next two chapters are about how to “read” conversation partners and situations. Chapter 9 will teach you how to take people’s pulse, so to speak, and to determine which types of comebacks are likely to work with them. We then explore in chapter 10 how situations dictate parameters that make some types of comebacks too risky and others more likely to succeed.

Establishing your comfort zone comes next. You’ll learn to develop a host of comebacks and have them ready to use. These will be ones that are your own and that you know you can use because they fit who you are. Along with those, you’ll have a set of comebacks that take you outside your comfort zone for those times when someone’s rudeness or crudeness exceeds your threshold.

Along the way, the chapters include methods of testing yourself and organizing what is introduced in each chapter, while chapter 11 introduces a self-assessment technique that will help you condense what you have learned in a way that facilitates recollection when you need to use comebacks in the future. By asking yourself the ten questions featured in the final chapter, you will be better prepared to use more effective comebacks the next time you’re put on the spot.

I’ve spent my career teaching and training people to communicate more effectively. By providing a range of possibilities for a variety of situations, I will draw upon that experience to help you locate what works best for you. Together, we’ll look also at using comebacks effectively in situations outside of the workplace, because to become proficient at comebacks, it’s important to know how to employ them effectively in a variety of contexts. Occasionally, too, we’ll look at how comebacks are used in politics, or when negotiating an important purchase, or even when dealing with annoying behaviors of friends or neighbors. You’ll find that these examples can be applied to work as well. By the end of the book, as if you and I had had several private sessions together, you’ll be on your way to mastering confrontation and taking control of how people treat you, and you’ll be much more in charge of what happens to you at work than ever before.








Chapter One
Why Communication Matters




Before moving on to look specifically at comebacks, it’ll be useful to take a few minutes to talk about how communication works and why it matters. That is the foundation for all that follows, and the best place to start is in our brains, where the thoughts we communicate, poorly or well, originate.

Science has provided substantial evidence for the neuroplasticity of our brains. We now know, for example, about the human brain’s considerable capacity to adapt to change and to compensate for accident or illness. There are pathways that can be forged by a threatened brain that were never used before or, for that matter, that didn’t even exist. But we’ve also learned that in the absence of such threats, our brains will often go merrily along, operating on a small percentage of their capacity. An unprovoked or lazy brain—which most of us have—doesn’t reach beyond its comfort zone. And that’s exactly how many of us communicate.

A lazy brain affects our communication in negative ways. Far fewer interaction pathways are identified and utilized. When we don’t provoke ourselves to learn creative ways of handling difficult situations, we fall into patterns and consider them adequate. If you have a lazy brain, you may either avoid conflict or slip into argumentativeness at the slightest hint of criticism. Or maybe you incline toward acting in the same way over and over with certain people, and then see problems as their fault. We all engage in some of these and other types of dysfunctional patterns. These patterns are a good part of the reason why comebacks don’t come easily to most people.

Communication is less about what somebody says to you than about how you receive that message and what you do about it. If you try to think of communication in terms of a game of chess, your responsibility becomes clear. In chess you don’t just let the other player lead you around the board, or play the game the same way over and over even though you’ve lost each time. If you want to start winning, you do some leading and strategizing yourself. With practice, you come to see that each of your moves limits your opponent’s further options, just as his moves limit yours. Both of you have “input” into the outcome. The person who abdicates his part of that input almost always loses.

While we don’t tend to think of most types of communication in terms of victories and defeats, effective communication does require strategic involvement. It’s a matter of learning over time, by trial and error. And to the extent that you haven’t been learning and practicing comebacks, your job and career can suffer.

Consider, for example, the experience of Stephen Kepler, a chemical-industry communications manager who was attending a meeting with two senior managers and the vice chairman of his company. Problems had arisen with how some sensitive information had been made public. Before the communications manager could even open his mouth to speak, a senior vice president known for his fierce temper proceeded to, in Kepler’s words, “rip me up one side and down the other for failing to get the proper approval to release the information.” The senior manager continued his assault for what seemed like an eternity. He pointed at Kepler, pounded on the table, and then waved a copy of the offending material inches from Kepler’s nose.

Kepler might have defended himself immediately. Instead, he sat silently, intensely uncomfortable, his blood pressure rising. He hardly blinked as he bore the angry onslaught. He made himself hold back. Finally, after tossing Kepler’s way a few more insults, a look of disgust, and a final re-insistence that he should have gotten approval before releasing the sensitive information, the senior vice president stopped speaking and simply glared, waiting for an abject apology. Instead, Kepler looked straight-faced at the executive, placed a hand on the document that had been waved with such incivility moments before, and simply said: “I had the approval.” Then he opened the document and pointed to the signed approval.

If you had been Stephen Kepler what would you have done? Would you have interrupted the executive early on in his rant? Kepler chose not to take that course. He did not cower, nor did he allow his facial expression to reveal the range of intense emotion he’d been feeling as people who could decide his future at the company watched his career seem to derail before their eyes. Kepler could have shouted back at the irate senior manager who was so full of himself and his power. He might have interrupted the SVP with a clever remark, actively showing him up for a loud buffoon. However, instead of humiliating his attacker, he let that person humiliate himself.

Later that day, the vice president actually apologized to Kepler for the treatment he had undergone at the meeting. Kepler graciously accepted the apology and returned to his work. Not long afterward, he had to work again with the SVP who’d unfairly berated him. Interestingly, that man appeared to have learned something from the way Kepler had coolly and evenly handled what could have been a devastating experience with long-lasting consequences. The two of them ultimately found a way forward by putting the issue behind them.

Not everyone could have appeared as patient and confident as Stephen Kepler. In fact, most people would have reacted much earlier, and more strongly. Observing that his attacker was way out of line, and sensing he was being used as a scapegoat, Kepler had no qualms about letting his attacker dig an ever larger hole for himself. His comeback was masterful not only because of its timing and restraint, but also owing to the calmness with which it was delivered.

Compare this to a similar meeting that took place at an insurance company on the other side of the country. Public relations project managers Paul Romano and Linda Bromley were working on an assignment for one of the company’s product divisions—a project that was running into some problems and obstacles. They sat down for a progress review with Allison Werner, a team member from the product division, as well as with Allison’s VP boss and the division’s senior VP. Fairly new at the company, Romano had never before met either of these senior managers.

No sooner had the meeting gotten under way than Werner launched into a vehement diatribe, blaming every difficulty on the PR department. She said, “They’re not getting the material to us on time, so we can’t get anything done.” She continued in this vein, taking none of the responsibility, and building up a head of steam.

Romano stopped her in her tracks. “I didn’t let her go for a minute after she got rolling,” Romano told me. “My blood pressure was up and I was showing it. My face must have turned completely red. I put my arm out to stop her and then insisted emphatically, ‘That’s not true!’” Werner was stunned. She hadn’t expected someone to return an attack on her turf in front of her bosses. “I was sure,” Romano recalled, “that she expected me, a newbie, to keep my mouth shut and take my medicine.” “Why didn’t you?” I asked. He told me, “I’m just not that kind of person. I wasn’t about to sit there and let her tell lies about my work.”

Romano turned to the senior executives and explained that PR had been getting the materials to Werner’s division on time and in accurate form. Indeed, he told them, it was her division holding things up. “It’s not something I’d ever done before,” Romano said. “But I was thinking to myself, ‘I’m not taking this,’ and I didn’t. Maybe if I’d known the senior execs, I would have rolled my eyes, or done something like that, but she’d gone from teammate to enemy in two seconds flat. I wasn’t going to sit there and take that.”

Over the following years, Romano worked with the senior executives, and his comeback hadn’t damaged his standing with them. He even worked a couple of times with Werner. She remained “distant and cautious,” Romano remembered. “But she never gave me any more trouble.” He added, “From that point I never let anyone inaccurately and publicly challenge my work. They wouldn’t get ten seconds into it before I’d say, ‘Hey. That’s not true.’”

As his career continued, Romano was usually the low guy on the totem pole in meetings. He tended to be with the CEO and other high-status people but he told me, “ I never stood still for public pillorying even from them.”

These are two similar stories, with important differences. Kepler waited, as difficult as it was, to calmly deliver his comeback. Romano responded immediately. In both cases, they knew they were right. They knew they were being used to deflect blame away from their detractors. One was a “newbie,” the other well along in his career, though not yet a senior manager. They both could have ruined their careers in their respective companies on the spot. Instead, because of their conviction, manner of delivery, and the way their comebacks suited their different personal styles, each benefited from saying what he knew to be true, albeit at different points in time in the conflicts.

These kinds of public insults happen sooner or later to people at work, and it doesn’t matter if that work happens to be singing in the church choir. If you don’t know how to respond effectively to situations in which your character or ability is hung out to dry, you’re going to get burned.

That outcome is going to become less and less likely as you read the following chapters. Just knowing that there are many ways to respond to the people with whom you work, and to the situations you face is a big step forward in itself. As you become aware of obstacles in your path and begin removing them, comebacks will come to you more naturally, and people will begin to think twice before making you their target.








Chapter Two
Getting Started




Unless you’re very fortunate, many of the types of scenarios below have happened or will happen to you at work:

You offer a suggestion and once again a colleague dismisses it as something tried before that won’t work now.

Your boss is clearly wrong, but she is rarely receptive to criticism or advice.

At an after-work social gathering you’re asked personal questions about your salary and the cost of your home.

You walk into a meeting and the person who’s after your job quips, “Look who decided to join us.”

You’ve hired a talented person who seems to be mistaking your professional admiration for something more.

An idea you introduce gets no traction until it’s introduced a half hour later by someone who treats it as his.

Your boss assigns you yet another thankless, dead-end task.

Just at the moment when you are making an important point, a detractor cracks a joke at your expense.

Your name is mysteriously left off a report on which you did a lot of work.

Countless people drive to work each day wondering whether they’ll be facing situations like these. They worry that they’ll be caught off guard, taken for granted, used, abused, or cornered. They know how to do their basic jobs well, and even expertly, but they haven’t learned what to say and do to save those jobs and their credibility when they’re put on the spot. When things get tough, such people experience the awful feeling that they are losing control and their careers are sinking.

What do you say, for example, if your boss tells you that you’re extremely accomplished but adds, “We don’t see you as having leadership potential”? This happens often, and most people don’t know what to say. They think, as one senior executive shared with me, “I don’t know how he can say that. After all, I’ve done so much more than he has in my career. Besides, what was he talking about, anyway? What does he mean by ‘leadership potential’? He can’t lead to save his life, yet he’s my boss!”

When comments about “leadership potential,” or some other supposedly valued but vague or undefined concept, are made to diminish someone, they often have little connection to reality. There’s no use torturing yourself looking for the logic because it’s likely not in the words themselves. It’s important to realize that a comment about a lack of leadership potential can be another way of saying, “We don’t think you’re a good fit” or “We don’t want to promote you because you’re not one of us.” So pulling your hair out and struggling to find the logic in such a comment or listing all the reasons why you are a good leader is not likely to be productive.

I learned early in my career that arguing whether or not something is fair at work is usually a waste of time. Many good, responsible people grow up valuing certain ways of being and acting that are easily trumped at work by the often supposed importance of a collective mission. “We’re running a business here, not a charity” and “It’s not personal, it’s business” are used to justify unfairness in many organizations. For those who want to get rid of someone or justify refusal of a promotion, there’s always, “We don’t see you as a team player.” It works even if they hired you to work alone in a cubicle all day because common wisdom in business places a higher value on teamwork than individual needs or concerns. Here I might mention that this rule is, of course, often not applied when it comes to determining the salaries and perks given to senior management. And so, as I said, most of the time it’s not really a rule; it’s an excuse for treating someone unfairly.

What should you say to such work “truisms”? That depends on a number of things, including your relationship with the person who said it, and whether you’re the only two people present. Rather than say nothing and walk away with steam coming out of your ears, why not ask for more detail? For example, “What would you say is the most important characteristic of a team player?”

Questions are used as comebacks far less often than they should be. We’ll look at this more closely later on. For now, it’s good to know that when in doubt about what’s actually being said, or to buy some time, questions are very useful. They make the other person do some work. They prevent you from walking away from a capricious label without having expressed at least some discomfort or resistance.

Here are a couple of possible responses to the accusation of lacking leadership potential:

“It would be instructive to know which specific leadership attributes got you where you are today.”

“Some people are commanding leaders. I prefer not to lead that way. I’m more of a motivational leader.”

“Leadership is a complex concept. Which aspects are we talking about here?”

If the person applying the label has done so without thinking it through, he or she will have some difficulty providing a specific response. Not that many people question comments like, “You lack leadership potential” or “We don’t see you as a team player.” They respond as if it’s sufficiently meaningful to not require further discussion. The person who made the comment usually expects the recipient to go home and fret about which leadership attributes he or she lacks. When you don’t do that, it’s unsettling for them. And that’s useful, because a comeback that unsettles a conversation usually gives the person who initiated that statement some time to think and to open up some avenues for persuasion.

More often than not, comebacks are statements or expressions that restore some degree of balance when the recipient has been insulted, embarrassed, demeaned, ignored, or in some other way challenged in conversation. Sometimes the balance restored is one of power. At other times equanimity is returned to a relationship threatened by something one party said. Of course, some comebacks are so proficient that they flip the power. These are so effective that the person who did the insulting or caused the embarrassment finds himself worse off for having done so.

We acquire the skill to use comebacks over time. However, in this book we’re going to speed up the learning process by covering what it takes to be able to think on your feet in difficult situations and also what types of responses work best for you. That’s the beauty of communication—and another way that it’s like chess. There are many ways to achieve the same goal.

When someone hurls an insult at you, for example, you can decide to “hear” it instead as an errant comment and thus completely alter the direction of the interaction, and even your relationship. This might be the case with a person who is a poor communicator but has other redeeming features. So you decide to give her a break this time. You may also have more pressing issues on your plate right now and so avoiding an altercation is best for you at the moment. Perhaps you know that she really meant to say something different, but she jumbled her words or neglected to think sufficiently before saying them. Or she may just be someone who does this kind of thing all the time, and dignifying her offensiveness by giving her the fight she’s looking for simply isn’t productive for you.

As an example, imagine someone saying this to you:

“That’s one of the most stupid ideas I’ve ever heard.”

By nearly any standard of interpretation, this is insulting. But you could decide not to take it that way, and instead reply:

“I thought the same thing at first, but you’ll find it quite ingenious if you listen a bit longer.”

Or, you might say:

“ ‘Stupid’ is exactly what people usually think of innovative ideas.”

Another option:

“That’s a natural first reaction.”

If you want to address the insult more directly but still avoid having the conversation deteriorate into an argument, the following can be useful:

“I could take that personally, but I’m in a good mood today and this project is too important.”

Such responses let the person know you’re not pleased by his choice of words while also taking the conversation in a positive direction. Each is a response rather than a knee-jerk, in-kind reaction.

Adept communicators begin each day knowing that they need not be the victims of how other people speak to them. They understand, as we’ll soon discuss, how they are in large part responsible for the outcome of every conversation—as well as for the nature of the relationships—they have at work.

THE 75 PERCENT RULE

If we see most of life’s events as available for interpretation, then avenues of opportunity will open before us. Similar to the example above about redirecting an insult, we can interpret what people say in ways that suit our own goals. Former president Bill Clinton believes that most of life is “how you respond to what’s happening, not what’s happening.”

There’s a distinction here that’s very important. We needn’t totally fool ourselves or let others get away with gratuitous attacks. Instead, when it behooves us to do so, we can decide how best to interpret what’s happening to us and then use that interpretation to guide our choices.

In the following interaction, there are several opportunities for interpretation. And it’s not so much what is said here, or even how it’s said, but how each person involved decides to interpret what they see and hear.

Elise: Don’t tell me you’re still working on that same report!

Alec: Okay. I won’t tell you that.

Elise: Seriously. You’ve been obsessing on it since this morning.

Alec: And you’re bothered about this because ... ?

Elise: It’s just odd. I mean, you do this all the time.

Alec: It’s unusual. But it’s gotten me this far.

You’ve likely experienced the colleague who can’t help commenting on the way you do your job. If he or she doesn’t say something like the first comment above, they are bound to find something else to bug you about. You could get angry, sputter, dwell on it all day, and even take it home to ponder. Why not employ an interpretation that allows you to address the issue in a way that doesn’t encourage your colleague to continue bothering you—one that ends the discussion, leaving him or her wondering what happened, and that lets you get your work done? It’s much more effective than letting such people get to you and thereby waste your time.

Employing this kind of communication management is what I’ve described in the past as the 75 Percent Rule: Each of us is at least 75 percent responsible for how people respond to us. Let someone else say and do what they might, we still influence how our conversations proceed. We have a proprietary interest in how our conversations turn out at work because each one is a building block of our careers. Each conversation contributes to how others see us and how we see ourselves. It tells other people what they can get away with and what they can’t. To the extent that we abdicate that 75 percent responsibility, we give others power to decide our futures. And that can’t be good.

There are multiple places in any conversation where one of the parties can change how things are going. In the interaction above, “Don’t tell me you’re still working on that report” is undoubtedly spoken as a criticism. But note that Alec doesn’t accept or treat it as one. He replies to the comment as a request and answers it as such by saying, “Okay. I won’t tell you that.” Elise then tries to continue with her initial barrage of disparagement. At this point, Alec could become annoyed or angry at her use of the word “obsession.” Instead, he elects to ask her why she’s so interested. When she insists on being critical by labeling his actions as “odd” and something he “does all the time,” Alec bypasses the latter criticism and redefines “odd” as “unusual” (a more positive way to describe the same thing). At this point, Elise’s options become limited. She’s getting nowhere in her attempts to belittle or annoy Alec. She may walk away shaking her head, but at least Alec is rid of her. She is more likely to think twice before trying again to unsettle him, because he has followed the 75 Percent Rule and demonstrated that he’s not an easy mark for critics like her.

How do people get into the frame of mind that enables them to ignore insults and redirect a conversation toward a quick end or in some constructive way? Dan Gilbert, author of Stumbling on Happiness, believes that humans have psychological immune systems that help us change our view of the world when the present one is not working well for us. We can “synthesize” happiness, he proposes, even in the midst of some miserable circumstances. We can find a silver lining and provide ourselves a positive vantage point from which to operate in life. Alec (above) doesn’t synthesize happiness, but he does create a view that allows him to address only those parts of Elise’s comments that would avoid combat and allow him to return to his work.

When communicating, we can decide to see what is happening to us in a variety of ways. We can create a positive sense of a situation even when most observers would expect it to end badly. We can answer sarcastic questions, for example, as if they are simply objective inquiries. Smiling slightly before doing so may let the person asking the question sense that you likely caught the sarcastic drift, but chose to move on. This can work quite effectively and makes them think twice about trying it again. Ridiculous comments can be construed as, oddly, quite appropriate and even insightful if there is some redeeming element to be found within them. When taking questions after a speech, if people ask questions that seem oddly out of context, I try to find a way to make them relevant. Or if they challenge me in an inappropriate way, perhaps more vehemently than the topic should elicit, I try here, too, to find an element of reason to which I can connect my response. It saves face for them if the audience appears to think they’re out of line and makes a positive situation out of a potentially negative one.

An insult can be treated as humor by laughing when the other person expects you to retaliate. The meaning you choose to tease out of a potentially negative conversation or a relationship-threatening comment can be more important to how things proceed than the original intent of your would-be detractor.

Chris, the coauthor of this book, was out bicycling recently when he observed a boy of about eight years trying to learn to ride without training wheels. Each time his father gave him a shove and let go, the boy became audibly upset, lost his balance, and stopped. Frustrated, he shouted, “I’m never going to be a good bike rider!” His little sister, who was cycling quite well on two wheels herself, called out to him:

“The more you scream, the more you lean!”

How about that for an on-the-spot, 75 percent responsible piece of advice? And from a six-year-old! And it worked, too. Her brother got back on his bike and kept trying, recognizing that his success was at least partially his own responsibility and that he’d best get on with it.

All of us could benefit from remembering “The more you scream, the more you lean,” because, in general, handling tough situations at work requires a lot more observing and considering than complaining and blaming. It’s about getting on with it and taking our share of the responsibility for making things go well.

It’s true, as with the difference between the little girl and her brother, that a mild aggravation for one person can be a crisis of great magnitude for another. What comes as a natural skill to one person may not come easily at all to someone else. In nearly all cases, though, how we “frame” a situation—how we choose to define what is going on—affects how we fare in it. If you’re sensitive to criticism, it’s difficult to change that. But you can change what you decide is criticism. That’s a very important skill.

If you know, for example, that you’re dealing with a bully, it helps. Bullies are small people who are seeking power at your expense. Why encourage them? When you just can’t let pass what they’ve said, dismissing their power can often prove effective:

“You’re known for going too far, but this time you’re way out of your league.”

“You know, I’m going to let that pass because you’ve done enough damage to yourself without my input.”

“You’re nothing if not predictable.”

In later chapters we’ll sort out when a situation calls for a direct, reciprocal comeback. Most of the time, it’s of little use to stoop to the level of a bully. Instead, it often pays to “take the high road” and refuse to accept an insult as it was intended.

While we were writing this book, homemaking mogul Martha Stewart commented on the comparative competence of television chef Rachael Ray in a way that could easily have been taken by Ray as a put-down. Specifically, in an interview with Cynthia McFadden of ABC News’s Nightline broadcast in November 2009, Stewart had said of Ray:

She professed she cannot bake. She just did a new cookbook, which is just a re-edit of her old recipes. That’s not good enough for me. I mean, I really want to write a book that is a unique and lasting thing, something that will really fulfill a need in someone’s library. So, she’s different. She’s more of an entertainer ... with a bubbly personality than she is a teacher like me.

Few would have blamed Rachael Ray for reacting negatively to this comment. It was treated in the media as a public trashing of Ray. But Ray either didn’t see it that way initially or, on second thought, refused to do so. Instead of focusing on what Stewart was implying, Ray chose to publicly interpret the content as though Stewart had simply made an understandable observation. When pressed by the feud-baiting Nightline for a reaction, Ray replied:

Why would it make me mad? Her skill set is far beyond mine. That’s simply the reality of it. That doesn’t mean that what I do isn’t important too. I just think she’s being honest. When it comes to producing a beautiful, perfect, high-quality meal, I’d rather eat Martha’s than mine.

Now, that was impressive!

The figure below shows some of the options Ray had for what many people would have perceived as an insult, even if accidentally so. If we take Stewart’s words as promoted by the press—as an insult—the model below shows how Ray skillfully avoided permanent harm to her relationship with Stewart by choosing to bypass that definition and by reframing Stewart’s comments.

[image: img]

Without necessarily thinking of it in this way, Ray divided what Stewart said into parts she would address and those she would ignore or bypass. The first included reference to Ray having “professed” to not being able to bake and to having written a book that is just a reedit of past writing. Had Ray reacted to these comments alone, the outcome would have been quite different. Instead, Ray bypassed the implied insult. She did the same with Stewart’s descriptions of herself as wanting to provide people with something enduring for their libraries, which implied that Ray’s book is inferior. Here again, Ray did not directly defend herself by saying, “My books are every bit as enduring and have an equal place in people’s libraries.” Instead, she took the gist of Stewart’s comments to that point as Stewart’s well-deserved compliment to herself. By so doing, Ray removed the element of personal slight. It allowed Ray to reply graciously, “Why would it make me mad? Her skill set is far beyond mine. That’s just the reality of it.” In other words, that Stewart was simply making a factual observation.

Of course, such a statement was much more than just gracious, but Ray likely had a goal in mind: “Let’s put this behind us and move on.” Moreover, Ray did address the implication that Stewart’s level of skill somehow makes that which Ray does not valuable. This was important; if she’d simply been gracious and acted as if there wasn’t an iota of slight in Stewart’s words, Ray’s response surely would have seemed disingenuous or motivated by her fear of Martha. By saying “That doesn’t mean what I do isn’t important,” she addressed that part of what had been said that needed to be corrected. She stood up for herself without issuing a counter-insult.

She finished with a “reframing.” Although Stewart had never mentioned whose house people would rather visit for dinner or who cooks a better meal, Ray made that the focus—and claimed that even she would prefer to go to Stewart’s home for dinner. Martha Stewart’s home would be perfectly decorated and the whole experience would be special. One might derive from this that Ray “doesn’t do perfect” and that her viewers don’t look for the same level of perfection in their entertaining, from stemware to wall decoration, that is invariably depicted on Stewart’s show. So Ray’s compliment conceded to Stewart a corner where she is unquestionably more proficient. It brought what could have been a series of back-and-forth insults in the scandal media to a positive end.

This is a very useful, public example of what communication-conflict experts call “fractionation”—dividing up the contentious remarks into manageable pieces and then responding to the bits that best suit your needs.

Of course, if they’d been together on the same television set when Stewart had made her comment, it might have been much harder for Ray to come up with a response that defused the situation so effectively. Nevertheless, her response demonstrates how focusing on what others may see as the obvious intention in someone’s comments is often not the best option. Ray didn’t lose anything by refusing to respond with an insult. Instead, she showed herself to be quite confident, intelligent, and generous.

In your own interactions, taking the high road, as Ray did, comes with practice. To become capable of managing 75 percent of what happens to you requires considerable knowledge about yourself and about the types of responses you can carry off well. In some respects it’s a journey—one where feedback from your friends, relatives, colleagues, teachers, and bosses can be invaluable, even if not always positive—as you progress. We’re all creatures of pattern, and an important part of changing for the better is to learn to recognize our patterns and to alter those that are dysfunctional.

The important lesson at this juncture is to be aware that there’s usually more than one effective way to think about and respond to challenges in conversation. Developing such awareness will be a strong start toward taking more charge of what happens to you each day. Then you’ll begin to have input into how your relationships evolve and are maintained. In this way, you influence the course of your career.

RECOGNIZING CLUES THAT SOMETHING IS AMISS

Here’s some good news in the quest to manage what happens to us: We’re not starting from scratch. We enter into conversations relying on some guidelines that we’ve been learning for years: rules concerning how communication is supposed to go in all cultures. We learn them growing up. So most of the day we can enter into conversations without having to watch our every word. Being creatures of pattern, and having all been socialized in similar ways, we can expect, for example, that friendliness will be greeted with at least some degree of friendliness in return. A gracious “Hello” is supposed to be received as a signal to reciprocate in kind. When that doesn’t happen, we can either brush it off or take it as a possible clue that something is amiss.

We all have memories of episodes when people didn’t act as we would have preferred or expected. In those memories there are also recollections of warning signals that we may or may not have heeded at the time. In previous writing, I’ve referred to those as “red alerts,” signals to stop and pay attention as something is happening here that isn’t quite right, or that isn’t safe. When we see or hear those signals in the present time, they may not trigger a complete recollection, but if we’re fortunate they at least cause us to pause and reflect.

Those people who always blame other persons or blame the situation for what happens to them, I’m convinced, don’t learn these cues as effectively as do people who are more inclined toward what psychologist Jules Rotter called an “internal locus of control.”1 To have an internal locus of control is to see yourself as the causal agent of much of what happens to you. If we incline too far in that direction, however, we won’t learn either, because we’ll be overwhelmed with the blame we place on ourselves when things go wrong. We need enough of an internal locus of control to ask ourselves what we just did or didn’t do (or did or didn’t attend to) that led us to the place we didn’t want to go. If you fail to make this kind of assessment on a regular basis when things don’t go well, you’re depriving yourself of the benefits of what could later become “gut feelings” that something is amiss. If you rarely or never look back to review and assess what happened before conversational problems arose—clues you might learn to heed in the future—then you’re going wrong. And you can change that. This important step in comeback self-training requires a shift of attention away from simply pressing forward in a conversation that’s going wrong, a shift toward trying to understand what just happened and from there—and with the knowledge from past experience—moving in more productive directions.

Becoming good at comebacks, then, requires learning from mistakes and missed opportunities. It wouldn’t hurt at this point to think of a time in the not-too-distant past when you didn’t heed cues that someone was about to put you on the spot. Perhaps this person tried to embarrass you or derail you from expressing your thoughts clearly. He or she may have used you as the butt of a joke. In any case, now that you think back, could you have seen it coming and gotten out of the way? Could you have set the conversation on a track that would have precluded the attack? Was there something in his or her tone of voice, for example, that you knew usually occurs when this person is about to belittle someone?

That is the kind of thing that people who are good at comebacks tend to notice. They can sense when someone is about to try to trip them up in some way or use them for their own benefit. So they’re poised, perhaps not with exactly what words they’ll say but with a fair idea of how they might respond. Good comebacks rarely come out of the blue. Many have been learned in a prior occasion and practiced as well. We’ll discuss this more in subsequent chapters, but it’s useful to start thinking about cues. Pay attention to the conversations you have or hear over the next day or two, looking only for signs that someone at work is about to put you or someone else on the spot. Once you get good at this, it’s difficult for such people to catch you off guard.

This chapter has been about the first steps in learning to become proficient at comebacks. Largely its focus has been on how much control we really can have if we pay attention and manage ourselves instead of allowing others to manage us.

To review, it may help to ask yourself these questions:

More often than not—

1. Have I been thinking of conversations as building blocks of my career, which I can influence, or have I just been letting them happen to me?

2. Do I react more than respond when facing a challenge in conversation?

3. Am I flexible? Is there plasticity in my communication, or do I slip into ruts easily? Am I too predictable?

4. Do I regularly take a dysfunctional conversation on to a more productive path by attending to the parts that serve my goals best?

5. Am I at or near the seventy-five percent level of responsibility for my communication? Or do I tend to let other people limit my choices—like an amateur chess player only thinking of the next turn?

6. Am I attentive to clues in conversation that something is about to become a challenge? Do I pay attention to what usually comes before these kinds of situations so I’m more ready for them in the future?

Your answers will suggest some things to begin working on now toward becoming at least 75 percent responsible for what happens to you each day. Try today to direct a conversation in ways you haven’t tried before. When you’re inclined to silence in the face of insult, or to reacting negatively, try turning the situation around to your favor by not letting habit dictate how your respond.

No matter where you start, by the end of this book you will be more adept than you’ve ever been before at making sure that you are not pushed and pulled through life but rather that you do a considerable amount of pushing and pulling of your own.
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