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Defining the issue

• What is meant by dealing with difficult 
people?
– Violence
– Aggression
– Bullying
– Tyranny
– Harassment
– Deviance
– Injustice

• Any form of interpersonal mistreatment



Shifting the definitional paradigm

• Historically, the study of difficult people has 
focused on the intentionality of the behaviors 
(Cortina, Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 
2001)

• Anderson & Pearson (1999) introduced the 
concept of incivility and milder forms of 
psychological mistreatment into the literature
– “low intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to 

harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual 
respect .  Uncivil behaviors are characteristically rude and 
discourteous, displaying a lack of regard for others” 



Antisocial behaviors 

• Employee incivility would best be classified 
as a specific form of employee deviance 
(Robinson & Bennett, 1995)

• This is a subset of Anti-social employee 
behavior (Giacolone & Greenberg, 1997)

• Men and women can be the targets as well as 
the instigators (Cortina et al., 2001)



Dealing with the issue

• This snowballing effect of low level 
aggressions or routine nuisances creates a 
“popcorn effect” that creates “inter-personal 
heat” that may result in an explosion of 
violence (Folger & Skarlicki, 1998) 



Daily Hassles & Routine 
Nuisances

• When these routine nuisances and/or daily hassles are 
cognitively appraised as threatening and occur with some 
frequency over time they can impair psychosomatic well being 
(Delongis et al., 1982; Kanner et al., 1981; Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984)

• These insidious low level hassles have a greater impact on 
individual outcomes than major exceptional stressors (Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984)
– “Micro events frequently repeated over long time spans and 

subconsciously experienced by the person have greater 
pathogenic potential than episodic dramatic events for 
which objective control and coping strategies may be more 
easily developed”



Incidence rates

• Incidence rates vary greatly as the result of 
methodological issues in how and what we ask:
– Einarsen and Raknes (1997) 75% of Norwegian engineers 

endured non-specific harassment 
– Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Hjelt-Back (1994) 30% of male 

employees and 55% of female employees described 
encounters with harassment

– Cole et al., (1997) found that 19% had experienced non 
specific harassment in the US

– Cortina et al., (2001) 71% of employees experienced 
incivility in the last 5 years

• 39% once or twice
• 25% sometimes
• 6% often or many times



Prevalence

• Incivility is quite prevalent in the American 
workplace
– disrespect. condescension, social exclusion

• Individuals experience difficult persons and 
incivility regardless of their professional 
status; lower level employees are at no 
greater risk than those with more power and 
status
– Females experience these events at greater rate 

than their male counterparts



How to deal with these incidents

• Identify contributing factors to dealing with 
people who are “challenging” or “difficult” 
• Develop an understanding of effective 
communication and good listening skills 
• Provide tips for effectively dealing with co-
workers, customers and clients who are a 
challenge 



It isn’t personal

• Why do some individuals seem difficult or 
challenging? 

They may have personal problems going on at 
home or in the workplace. 
- They may be stressed and are not sure 
how to handle their stress. 
- They may be having a bad day. 

• Remember: It is more than likely nothing personal, 
unless you know for sure it is



What messages are you sending

• Pay attention to the message your attitude is sending 
• Monitor nonverbal signals that convey anger and hostility 
• Listen respectfully 
• Listen to understand 
• Show empathy 
• Explore solutions –

– what does your co-worker want from you? 
• Be careful in making promises 
• Make sure your agreements are clear 
• Set expectations for follow-up 
• Follow-up later to see if the situation was resolved



Do not make the interaction personal

•  Avoid diagnosis, judgments, analysis, criticism, and comparisons 
- We tend to think in terms of moralistic judgment of one 
another 

•  Good, Bad, selfish, unselfish, right and wrong 
– - We increase defensiveness and resistance from others when we judge 

•  Accept responsibility 
- We are responsible for our thoughts, feelings and actions 

•  For example the phrase “You make me feel guilty” is a denial of our own 
personal feelings and thoughts 
•  Avoid communicating our desires as demands 

- Say “I would like you to…” vs. “If you don’t do this…then I will…” 
• - Adopted from: Nonviolent Communication: Language of Life 

• Adopted from Marshall Rosenberg  



Nonverbal communications may escalate the 
situation

• Reflect nonverbal preferences 
- Desire for eye contact 
- Use of proximity 
- Volume and vocal pacing 

• Maintain an open and receptive posture 

- Face the individual at an angle or directly depending on 
preferences and the intensity of the situation. 
- Refrain from disconfirming behaviors that create discord such 
as rolling your eyes, shaking your head or interrupting the 
others’ speech pattern. 
- Consider what message your body language reveals regarding 
your respect (or lack thereof) for the other party. 



How to deal with these incidents

• Deal with the Person’s Feelings First 
- A person often needs to have the issue AND their 
feelings addressed in order to start interacting 
constructively. 

• Begin to Defuse Early 
- People who are angry and frustrated usually indicate 
their mood prior to opening their mouths and beginning a 
hostile attack. 

• Be Assertive, Not Manipulative, Passive or Aggressive 
- You have a right to take action or impose consequences 
when someone oversteps boundaries in their comments or 
behaviors. 

• Speak up for yourself since otherwise “bullies” will perceive 
you as an acceptable victim for their poor behavior.



Take a deep breath

• Try not to take it personally 
• Put yourself in the other person’s position 
• Take deep breaths 
• Avoid using polarized language 
• Remember that staying calm increases your 
effectiveness and ability to think calmly



Control yourself

• Losing control = Losing period! 
- Self-control is critical in dealing with people who are challenging 
or difficult. 
- Pay attention to the speed and loudness of your speech. 
- Take your time. Excitement makes people louder

• Take a break 

- Watch your reactions! 
- Don’t be afraid to say, “I’ll get back to you.” 
- Gather your thoughts before responding



Addressing these conflicts

• Conflict is escalated when both parties participate by using 
“loaded/fighting” words or confrontational comments. 

•  Conflict can be minimized when one party stays neutral, 
carefully using “non provocative” language. 

•  Avoid “You” words or phrases and replace with “I” statements 
- “You made these mistakes,” 
- “I hear you”, “I am sure we can work this out,” 

•  Stay focused on the specific issue that is currently at hand 
- Avoid trying to solve issues out of your control



Questions to ask yourself

• If you're experiencing issues with someone, it helps 
to focus specifically on what’s bothering you. When 
we think about it, a person is usually labeled as 
difficult by the way they say something, not actually 
what was said. Below are some questions that we 
should think about. 

1. What assumptions might I be making about the other person 
based on how the message is being delivered? 
2. What is my role in this situation? 
3. Am I the one being sensitive about this particular issue? 
4. In any way did my actions or inaction provoke hostility or 
some other form of behavior in the other person that was 
inappropriate



If there is no risk…

• When no risk to self or other is indicated: 
•  Provide a calm and quick response in an effort to 
defuse the situation 
•  Check your reaction to aggressive behavior. In most 
cases, it is not a personal attack towards you - remain 
calm and non provocative. 
•  Ask carefully considered questions. The concern and 
interest  reduces aggression on their behalf 
•  Offering a sincere apology can calm the individual and
provide encouragement 
•  Provide feedback in the form of a synopsis of what the 
individual stated. 

This clear form of communication allows for 
“saving face” and shows concern.



Set guidelines and ask for help

• Set limits to indicate the behavior needed to deal with 
the concern 
• Signal for assistance - Develop a simple distress 
signal beforehand between you and others 
• Avoid mentioning forms of discipline or authority 
figures such as the police if you fear a possible reaction 
of anger or violence 
• If the situation continues to escalate, excuse yourself 
by calmly leaving the area and seek assistance 
immediately



Red lines

• Statements or threats to cause bodily harm or 
property damage 
• Commits acts that put themselves or others in 
harms way or causes damage 
• Displays a weapon 
• Any mention of suicide 
• Suspected of using alcohol or drugs



Please remember

• It oftentimes is not a person’s plan to be rude 
or difficult to deal with. Personalities 
sometimes just conflict. However, 
that person may want to solve the issue just 
as bad as you. Try to have a one-on-one to 
hash things out. You never know, you may 
be surprised at the result!



Contact Information

• Questions
– Please feel free to contact me 
– muslin@marshall.edu
– 304-690-1398

mailto:muslin@marshall.edu
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