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: Dealing with difficult people.
is a special skill—and an increasingly

necessary one. Classic offenders have
graced our lives since time immemorial,
but there’s evidence that some types
of troublemaker are on the rise.

BY HARA ESTROFF MARANO ///// PHOTOGRAPHS BY JEFF RIEDEL

May/June 2012 Psychology Today 53




.

HE WALK-IN MEDICAL clinic was about to close for the day when Susan Biali got a call
from one of her longtime patients. Could the doctor please hang in a bit longer? The
caller was feelingveryilland needed to see herimmediately. An exhausted Bialiextended
her already burdensome day and waited for the patient to arrive. Some time later, the
woman sauntered in; she was perfectly fine, She just needed a prescription refill.
/ “She totally lied to me,” the Vancouver doctor recalls. “Afterwards, I was so upset
% that the degree of my reaction troubled me. I'm a general physician with some training

in psychiatry. Yet I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why I was
sobothered. I thought it was a flaw in myself”

Eventually, she identified what set her off: “You think
you’re in an innocuous situation—a typical doctor-patient
encounter. But the woman took complete advantage of my
compassion. Then, not only wouldn’t she acknowledge the
lie, but she looked at me blankly and demanded, ‘Can’t you
just move on and give me my prescription? She made me feel
that I was the problem.”

Ever wonder how an encounter goes so quickly awry?
Doubt your own perceptions? Feel thrown totally off balance by
another person? Find yourself acting crazy when you’re really
avery nice person? Manipulation comes in many forms: There
are whiners. There are bullies. There are the short-fused. Not to
forget the highly judgmental. Or the out-and-out sociopath. But
they often have one thing in common: Their MO is to provoke,
then make you feel you have no reason to react—and it’s all your
fault to begin with! Feeling deeply discounted, even totally pow-
erless, while having to jettison the original aim of an interaction
isadistressing double whammy
of sociallife—and acardinal sign
you're dealing with a difficult
person. No,it'snotyou.It's them.
And it’s the emotional equiva-
lent of being mowed down by a
hit-and-rundriver.

It doesn’t take a sociopath;
anyone can be difficult in a
heartbeat. “To a great extent,
the problem is in the eye of the
beholder,” says Topeka, Kansas,
psychologist Harriet Lerner,
author ofthe now-classic Dance
of Anger and the just-released
Relationship Rules. “We all
come into relationships with
hot-buttonissues from our own
past. For one person what’s dif-
ficult might be dealing with

Lerner observes.
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someone who’s judgmental. For another it might be a person
who treats you as if you're invisible.” That said, she adds that
there are certain qualities that make people persistently hard to
handle—hair-trigger defensiveness that obliterates the ability to
listen, meanness, and a sense of worthlessness thatleads people
tobulkupself-esteem by puttingdown others, justtoname afew.

Experience motivates most of us to avoid or minimize inter-
actingwith such people. Butsometimes thatproblem personisa
sibling, aboss, acoworker. Evenyour mother. And managing the
relationship by distancing yourselfor cuttingit off altogether is
impossible orundesirable. The goal, in such cases, is to prepare
inadvance for an encounter, knowing it will take aspecial effort
to hold onto your own sense of self, and to stay calm.

Although it is typically disturbing to be in the presence of
such people, remaining composed in the face of unreasonable-
ness helpsyou figure outexactly what species of difficulty you’re
dealing with. Therein lies your advantage. It allows you to pre-
dict the specific emotional trap being set for you, which is your
passport to getting your own power back.

IN THE HOTHOUSE AT
HOME VS. TOUGH AT WORK

In dealing with a difficult person, the setting is everything.

Handling difficult people at work is not quite the same as coping with prob-
lem people in family life. The goal is to get the work done, and that requires
great caution and considerable strategizing. “It's not like a marriage, where
the dailiness of living will allow you to repair a lot of interactions gone wrong,”

In a marriage, she says, it’s often advisable to exit a conversation. Of
course, there are a variety of ways to do that. Acommon one is to scream
“| hate you” and slam a door behind you. Better, she advises, to say some-
thing like: “I love you, | want to be here for you, | want to hear your criticisms,
but | cannot listen when you throw them at me rat-a-tat-tat. | need you to
approach me with respect. So let’s set up a 15-minute meeting after
breakfast and start over.” The difference is clarifying a loving position
versus escalating things further.



————

IT TAKES A GREAT DEAL
OF EMOTIONAL MATURITY TO

INTERACT WITH SOME
VERY INT 4




TSFUTILE TO TALK NAYSAYER
OUT OF THEIR MISERY.
THEY ARE OFTEN IMMUNE

TOOY NFLUENCE. (IR




I

THE HOSTILE

Telltale signs: High, sometimes explo-
sive, reactivity. Frequently disagree-
able. Cynical. Mistrustful. Does not like
to be wrong.

Where you'll find them: Corner
offices. The Internet, often under the
cloak of anonymity.

Callin the wild: “I am goingto come
and burn the f**king house down.”
Notable Sightings: Mel Gibson. Mike
Tyson. Naomi Campbell. Chris Brown.
Russell Crowe. Courtney Love.

PEOPLE VERY LOW on the personality
dimension of agreeableness typically
express themselves with irritability,
hostility, and noncooperativeness. They
have ashort fuse and are commonly cyni-
cal and mistrustful. They are not able to
look at themselves, and they are hyper-
quick to blame. Placating others is not
askill in their repertoire, nor do they
endorse such a possibility.

The trouble is their responses run to
the intense side, and their reactivity and
intensity breed more of the same in those
who must deal with them, says Lerner.
And so, not only are these people angry
but you may be suddenly on the receiv-
ing end of criticism that feels extremely
unfair. The hostile person will not be
thinkingclearlyand is probablynot taking
inanythingyousay. “It takes agreat deal of
emotional maturity to deal with someone
whoisvery intense and angry;” she notes.
“The reactivity is contagious and you are
likely to get reactive yourself”

One common manifestation of hos-
tility, especially in the workplace, is the
bully boss. Such people misuse power.
They humiliate you in front of others.
They are verbally abusive. They overcon-
troland micromanage. They don’tjustdif-
fer with you, they do so contemptuously
and lob unfair criticism at you. If bullies
aretechnically competent atthe jobs they
do, they feel immune to punishment. Asa
result, there tend to be high rates of turn-
over among their underlings. In perfor-

mance-oriented companies, gettingrid of
bullies may not be high on the agenda, no
matter how much damage they do.

Like bullykids, bully bossesdonot see
themselves accurately. They often view
themselves as better than others, and
they are not sensitive to the feelings of
staffers. They misuse power to deliber-
ately hurt those of lesser status.

Itis possible, and often necessary, to
confrontabully directly. Butdoso calmly
and professionally, and never in public;
thisisan activity for behind closed doors.
Thebullywill never back down in front of
anaudience. Youmustdeclare the bully’s
behavior unacceptable, specify exactly
what behaviors are at issue—“You may
notdemeanme in frontof my staffor oth-
ers”—and instruct the bully, succinctly,
on how you wish to be treated. “I need
youtosupportme inthe presence of oth-
ers. Any issues you have with mywork we
can discuss civilly in private.”

An all-too-common variant of hos-
tility is passive aggression, in which the
hostility is covert, expressed in nonobvi-

THE NEUROTIC

ous,underhanded ways—draggingone’s
heels on a project, failing to respond to
ameaningful request. It’s often difficult
to pin down the hostility, but the effects
areusually clear—your goalsand dreams
are sabotaged. A colleague briefs you on
eventsbutleaves out critical information
youneed for getting your job done. Your
spouse belittles you in front of others—
and then insists he was “just kidding” as
you seethe with rage and humiliation.
Sarcasm is a common tool of passive
aggression. And frustration is acommon
response: You may find yourself getting
upsetand angrybutcan’tbe entirely sure
itis justified. Over time, it becomes dif-
ficultif not impossible to trust anything
offered by a passive-aggressive person.l

Telltale signs: Anxiety. Pessimism. Obstructionism. Naysaying. Shooting down

the ideas of others.

Where you'll find them: Online medical chat rooms. Political blogs. Doctors’ offices.

Call in the wild: “Yes, but...”

Notable Sightings: Larry David. Woody Allen. Harold Camping. Chicken Little.

WHAT YOU MIGHT experience as a minor frustration is, for the neurotic, a hopeless
difficulty. Neuroticism is typically displayed as unhappiness, anxiety, and ease of
emotional arousal. “These people don’t realize they’re being difficult,” says Duke
University psychologist Mark Leary. “But they quickly get on other people’s nerves.
Theyare demanding, and they worry abouteverything, They think they’re only trying

to be helpful and not creating problems.”
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What makes them especially
difficult in work environments,
he explains, is that they tend to be
obstructionists. “They’re so wor-
ried aboutsomething going wrong
that they disagree with others’
ideas. They are naysayers.” And in
dredging up so much negativity,
they stirup residual doubtsin oth-
ers and erode confidence in novel
ideas and projects.

A hallmark of this type of dif-
ficult personisapessimistic think-
ing style, a concern with “what’s
goingto go wrongnextin my life?”
Although these people are inno-
cently difficult, says Leary, it’s still
hard to deal with them because
they are always going to say “Yes,
but..” They’ll find the cloud in any
silver lining, discourage you from
taking thatsolo cross-country trip
or starting a new business.

It’s futile to talk naysayers out
of their misery. They are often
immune to outside influence. The
best you can aim for is to under-
stand their perspective without
endorsing it: “My experience has
beentotally different,” forexample.

The basic challenge in dealing
with difficult people of any stripe
is to remain a calm presence in a
highly charged emotional field.
“You have to get your own reac-
tivity down, even ifit means deep-
breathing to calm yourself,” says
Harriet Lerner. “That enables
you to listen well and understand
what the other person is saying,
and torespond with clarity, rather
than participate in a downward-
spiraling conversation.” There’s a
temptationtowrite someone offas
adifficult person. Resist it. “Once
you label someone as impossible,
you are likely to miss all the good
points the person might be mak-
ing,” Lerner observes. B
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THE REJECTION-SENSITIVE

Telltale signs: Constantly scanning for slights real and imagined. All slights
deemed intentional. Becoming unglued at the hint of disapproval. In extremis,

stalking (primarily by males).

Where youw’ll find them: Your inbox (most likely in an email demanding
to know why you failed to respond to a note, overture, etc.). Backstage.

Poetry readings.

Call in the wild: “Are you annoyed with me for some reason#”
Notable sightings: Marilyn Monroe. Princess Diana. Michael Cartier. Liza Minnelli.

WITH A HAIR-TRIGGER reaction to any
indication that you don’t like them or,

in fact, disagree with them or didn’tdo
what they asked, the rejection-sensitive
walk around with what seems like a
perpetual chip on their shoulder. They
interpret everything through the lens
“You somehow disrespect or dislike
me.” That’s difficult, says Leary, because
you have to walk on eggshells around
them and make sure that everything you
say or do doesn’t push the imaginary
button where they feel they’re being
devalued by you.

Threats lurk everywhere for these
people, whoare constantly scanning their
environment for signs ofbeing excluded.
Youdidn’tcall or send anemail rightaway
because you were bogged down in dead-
lines, and thenyour eldest was senthome
sick from school? The resulting drop in
self-esteem experienced by therejection-
sensitivebegets an overwroughtresponse
toslightsrealand imagined—all of which
are presumed intentional.

They will dredge up evidence, citing
lapses in your actions that defy memory.
The irony is that, over time, the irrita-
bility, negativity, and self-doubt of the
rejection-sensitive doin factdrive others
toavoid them. And the rejection-sensitive
don’t act irrationally only in response to
perceived slights; they expect rejection

and anticipate it,and react automatically
when reflective and strategic behavior
would be in their better interests.

Rejection or the expectation of it
makes them hostile. Their reactive
aggression is more likely to manifest in
passive rather than overt aggression,
although stalking behavior is a form
of aggression thought to result from
rejection-sensitivity.

Unfortunately, the rejection-sensitive
are presentinincreasing numbers. Many
observers find that the psychological fra-
gilitythatunderlies rejection-sensitivity
is on the rise. Common mood disorders
such as depression are typically accom-
panied by hypersensitivity to rejection,
and a whole generation of overpraised
children, preoccupied with evaluation,
has grown up and brought its overtuned
rejection radar into the workplace as well
asinto personal relationships.

Fear of rejection tendsto paralyze the
afflicted. In the workplace, it can keep
people from taking on new tasks or new
assignments of any kind; instead they
offer ahostofirrational explanations for
whyeachnew projector new hireisabad
idea. Such a colleague may be unwilling
to ask for needed help or direction for
fear of rejection—and then fault you for
not providing it. Competitive environ-
ments bring out the worstin them. l
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7 WAYS TO
DEFUSE A
DIFFICULT
ENCOUNTER

Minimize time with problem
people. Keep interactions as
short as possible.

Keep it logical. Communica-
tions should be fact-based
with minimal details. Don’t try
to connect and reason with
difficult people. Their response
will often only make you more
upset.

Focus on them in conversa-
tion. One way to avoid being
the target of demeaning com-
ments, manipulation, or having
your words twisted is to say as
little as possible. They are a far
safer subject of conversation
than you are.

Give up the dream that they
will one day be the person you
wish them to be. There are
people in our lives who have
moments when they seem to
be the parent/partner/spouse/
friend/whatever we've always
wanted. Yet they end up
disappointing or hurting us.
Accepting the person asis can
be aremarkable relief.

Avoid topics that get you
into trouble. Before any inter-
action with a difficult person,
mentally review the topics
that invite attack and make
an effort to avoid them. If your
in-laws always demean your
choice of career, change the
topic immediately if they ask
how your work is going.

Don't try to get them to
see your point of view. Don’t
try to explain yourself or get
them to empathize with you.
They won’t. And you'll just feel
worse for trying.

Create a distraction. Play
with a pet if there is one handy.
Plan the interaction around
some kind of recreational
activity or entertainment, Or
get the other person to do
something that absorbs their
attention (taking it off you).
Just don’t use alcohol as your
distraction of choice. It will
only make you more likely to
say or do something that will
set you up as a target or make
you feel bad later.

THE EGOIST

Telltale signs: Own interests come first, last, and always. Takes everything
personally. Unable to compromise, ever. Insists on being seen as right by everyone.
Where you’ll find them: Reality TV shows. Congress. Artschool.

Callin the wild: “It’s my way or the highway.”

Notable sightings: Donald Trump. Kanye West. Chris Christie. Paris Hilton.

OUR CULTURE DEVALUES stoicism and
rewards overreactingto everylittle thing,
especially on reality TV.

This is a group of people—Leary sees
their numbers increasing—whose ego
is far too involved in anything that hap-
pens. As a result they take everything
personally. What makes them difficult
is their fierce demands coupled with
their inability to compromise. They fre-
quently “lose it.” Mention a problem to
them and they immediately assume you
areblamingthem. “On top of the tangible
problem, they add a layer of symbolism
that makes everything about them,” says
Leary. “They live their life according to
the symbolic meaning as opposed tosolv-
ingthe problem.”

Leary argues that both egoic and
egocentric individuals view the world
through a self-centered lens, but the
egoic are especially inclined to respond
strongly when their desires are not satis-
fied. (Egotism, by contrast, refers to an
inflated sense of one’s positive qualities.)

Leary, who has long identified prob-
lems of the self, says, “This type hit me
when I saw Congress discussing the
debt ceiling. There was so much pos-
turing—T have to show everybody I'm
right’—rather than movement toward
solving the problem.” The egoic person
is convinced his ideas are 100 percent
right—and mustbe seen asright. Further,
he feels entitled to have things happen
his way. “A person who is convinced his
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perspectives, beliefs, and values are right
cannot tolerate any conciliatory conver-
sations. It’s ‘my way or no way.’” Politics
is not the only home of the egoic. “These
people wreck relationships, work, even
societies,” observes Leary.

There are times, he adds, when
anyone canbe egoic. “Something pushes
a button and we get ego-involved and
lose perspective.” But with the truly
egoic, sucharesponseisindependent of
the stimulus.

With his Duke colleagues, Leary is
currently investigating individual dif-
ferences in how egoic and hyperegoic
people tend to act. “The more egoic, the
more difficulta person becomes”

It’s thoroughly natural for people
to put their own interests first, Leary
observes. No animal can survive unless
it does. “People have always been egoic
about personal well-being,” he explains,
Today, however, he sees egoicism on the
rise because many traditional restraints
onbehavior have been removed.

“Itused to be that anger was viewed
as a character defect. People now fly off
the handle at the slightest provocation
when others disagree with them. We no
longer value the stoicism by which we
triedtokeep angerincheck.” Learythinks
reality TV shows of the past decade
have helped breed egoicism “because
they are based on people overreacting
to things that have no or minor conse-
quences for them” pr
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