
 
 
Verbal Self Defence  
 
Protecting ourselves against harm is a right that we all share.  Learning to 
defend ourselves physically is a very important skill for us to learn and to 
teach our children, thankfully however, for many people, physical self-defence 
is a ‘just in case’ measure that we rarely have to put into practice.   
 
Far more common in our daily lives are conflicts of interest, road rage, and 
other forms of verbal intimidation or work place and schoolyard bullying.  Even 
physical confrontations don’t often come out of the blue but escalate from a 
verbal exchange.  Learning how to diffuse tense situations before they 
become aggressive can help both adults and children protect themselves 
verbally. 
 
Children in particular are told to ignore bullies and let insults slide and in some 
situations this may be the right course of action but if the insults are starting to 
stick and play on their minds then tension dissolving retorts and tricks can be 
a way to deal with problems as they happen and teach children, and adults as 
well, to not take things others say to heart. 
 
Here are some tips for putting a person who is verbally aggressive on the 
back foot and giving them a chance to rethink their behavior and hopefully 
back down! 
 
 
1:  Turn put-downs upside down: Act as though nothing insulting is 
happening and respond to the words spoken rather than the tone.  (This 
technique works best for casual acquaintances and people with whom you 
don’t have an ongoing relationship) 
 

• Agree in fact, theory, or hypothetically rather than become defensive.  
• Give compliments or act as though you are receiving them if you are 

being insulted. 
• If there is a modicum of truth in the insult ignore the manner of the 

insult and thank them for their advice.  
• Use a Tone twister, saying something censorious in a pleasant to tone 

or something pleasant in the same aggressive tone they are using. 
• Use reverse psychology, congratulate them on their observation skills 

and offer them other areas to examine:  “Good spotting buddy, lets see 
what you can come up with for the zit on my chin and my grey hairs.”  



 
 
2.  Try to understand where they are coming from:  It’s difficult when you 
are being insulted or argued with to look beyond the insult itself to the reason 
why the other person is angry or frustrated but we can never really know what 
another person is dealing with.  These techniques are more effective in 
situations where you know the person and have an ongoing relationship you 
want to continue. 
 

• Label the underlying emotion of the conflict; is it frustration, fear, or 
simple anger? Address them with understanding and express a desire 
to work things out more calmly.  “I can understand why you’re 
frustrated.  How can we fix this more calmly?” 

• Sympathize to kill insults with understanding.  Other earlier events may 
be contributing to their anger. “You must be having a really hard day to 
be so upset.”  

• Focus on the process of what someone is doing rather than the insult 
itself.  “I don’t know what I have done to disappoint you.” Or perhaps, “I 
don’t understand why you are taking this out on me?” 

• Acknowledge your feelings and limits when a comment is too serious 
or personal to be deflected. “You’ve really hurt my feelings, I’ll speak to 
you later when you’ve calmed down.” 

 
3. Use ‘Power Words’ and humour to subtly redirect negativity.  Power Words, 
much like calls to action, are words that subconsciously create certain 
responses. 
 

• ‘Try’ effectively blocks the continued aggression.  “You’re trying so hard 
to upset me, I hope it’s not too tiring!” 

• “Dare” subconsciously pushes people to do something they may not 
want to do, in this situation it can help persuade people to calm down.  
“I dare you to say something nice!” 

• “But” tends to erase all that has gone before it, which is perhaps why “I 
don’t mean to be insulting…but” is a surefire way to know you are 
being insulted!  In this circumstance it can be used to redirect a 
conversation.  “That may be right…but you look great!” 

• Completely unrelated comments that sound a little mad are great for 
redirecting the conversation as well, creating humour, distraction and a 
little bit of confusion. 

 
 
4. Humour is the best tool for diffusing tension.  It shows, whether you feel 
it or not, that you find what the other person is saying ridiculous or absurd.  
It’s a great way to make sure that you don’t take other peoples opinions 
too seriously as well.   A few well-timed one-liners can see you through 
most derogatory comments about your appearance or personality. 
 

• “You’re such a b#*$h!” vs “You say that like it’s a bad thing!” 



• Have fun, come up with your own responses, but be careful not to 
be too insulting back, snappy come backs that turn the insult back 
on the aggressor seem like a great idea at the time but they can 
escalate the problem rather than resolve it. 

	


