Dealing with Put-Downs

Is your last name very difficult for Americans to pronounce? Sometimes people make fun of a name or some other aspect of a person that is different or unfamiliar. It is important to respond to rude or critical remarks (called put-downs) in an assertive way. If you are visibly embarrassed or hurt by an impolite comment, the person who made it will feel smart, powerful, and superior. A person who pushes others around verbally or physically and tries to make them feel inferior is called a bully. 
The following story, taken from the book The BreakOut Principle by Herbert Benson, MD and William Proctor shows how two children were able to deal with put-downs.
While growing up in Queens [New York City], my brother and I were the targets of teasing because of our last name, Wainless. The kids in the neighborhood and at school called us “Brainless Wainless.” We hated telling our name when we were introduced to new people because we always heard, “Wainless, like in Brainless?” These reactions to our name were so common that we learned to expect them!


Our parents suggested that we think of a response that would help us feel better about ourselves and, at the same time, let the wise guys know they weren’t so wise!....We imagined ourselves feeling confident and secure. We visualized ourselves looking directly into the bully’s eyes, holding our heads high, and delivering our well thought out comeback in a clear firm voice. We then visualized the put-down artist looking confused, not knowing what to say next, as we laughed at him! We even enlisted the aid of our parents to help us role-play a typical scenario. Our rehearsal session went something like this:    
My father: What did you say your name is?

Me: Paulette Wainless

My Father: Wainless? …That’s a weird name. What kind of name is that, anyway?


Me: It’s a GREAT name.


My mother: And what’s your name?


My Brother: Ira Wainless


My Mother: Wainless? Like in BRAINLESS? Ha, ha!

My Brother: Ha, ha! That was really funny the first ten or twenty times I heard it.

Our mental preparation, visualization, and role-playing paid off. Our comebacks did the trick. Our critics became deflated by our confident, self-assured attitude. When they realized they couldn’t ruffle our feathers with their remarks, they went looking for less verbally fit victims. (pg. 170, 171)
Remember that you are more mature than someone who would try to get attention by hurting someone else’s feelings. Don’t take immature comments personally. Even if you are upset by the comments, don’t show your feelings to the person who is making them. Act mature! Be calm, self-confident, and in control. It is important to develop a plan of defense, visualize the situation, and practice, just like Paulette and Ira in the story above. Don’t be helpless; be assertive!
