Too Emotional? — How to Handle Yourself
in an Argument

By Gary Genard

*

Are you too emotional in confrontations so you lose control? Here’s how to handle
yourself in an argument when you become too passionate.

Emotion is a powerful tool of public speaking. A lot is happening on an emotional plane in terms of
audiences accepting what you say. That’s why going into a speech or presentation prepared only to
convey “important” information is a losing strategy.

How could it not be so? We can surmise that our species was able to convey feelings and intentions
long before we could articulate our state of mind as language—probably by hundreds of thousands of
years. What you say matters greatly. But what’s underneath it, and what listeners draw upon, is a far
deeper reservoir.
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On the other hand, it is risky territory indeed when speech is controlled by one’s emotions. Just
as in acting, too much emotion on display ruins the performance. “Give me less,” is a phrase that
experienced directors often use with actors.

But shouldn’t you let your passion show when you’re planting your flag or defending that ground? Sure.

Learning the right balance, though, and proceeding strategically, are both essential. Below are two
ways you can do so.

Strategy: Maintain Focus and Emotional Control

For many years, I've trained diplomats at the U.S. State Department, the United Nations, and foreign
services. Much of that training was focused on this issue: maintaining emotional control and sticking to
your game plan.

Those who question, and sometimes attack diplomats frequently have an agenda, and are using the
opportunity of posing questions to further their goals. So retaining one’s poise and equanimity are vital.
But so is another aspect of defending your position in a conflict or argument: not losing sight of your
purpose in this encounter (which, presumably, you’re participating in voluntarily). This strategy applies
equal well if your field of battle is business, law, healthcare, IT, finance, manufacturing, or in fact any
other profession.

The key point here is this: don’t let the argument, challenge, or even personal attack deter you from
your goal. You have a purpose in this speech, presentation, pitch, press conference, etc. Just because
you’re being severely challenged doesn’t let you off the hook. You must still stay focused on what
you’re trying to achieve through your answers. Becoming defensive makes that impossible. Keep
aiming for your target! If you keep that in mind in the heat of the moment, you will be far more effective
in influencing listeners the way you intended to all along.
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Tactics: Surprise ‘Em by Going in the Other Direction

Speaking of the heat of the moment, here’s a tactic that can blindside the opposition in an instant: go
where they are not expecting you to go. If you and your opponent, say, have been climbing steadily
higher up an emotional slope . . . try suddenly going down the hill. Your antagonist may find himself or
herself all alone “up there,” with nobody to swipe at any longer!

What | mean by that metaphor, is an argument or point of difference that’s basically devolved into a
shouting match. (If you watch cable shows with political interviews, you’ll know exactly what | mean.)

The rule of thumb is: the louder your opponent becomes, the softer you should be in reply. And the
faster the tempo they try to establish, the more you should take your time in answering. You're going
in the other direction, you see. It can sure put the opposition off of their game, and fast. But that’s not
really why you’re doing it. You're actually protecting yourself as you maintain control of your emotional
response. And remember my earlier point: it will be a lot easier for you to keep your eye on the prize,
i.e., your purpose in participating in the encounter at all.

If you happen to come across as a more thoughtful and in-charge professional, well, you won’t argue
with that, will you?
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