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TOP 10 TIPS FOR WORKING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE 

 

Dealing with difficult people is… well, difficult for most of us. Hostile and aggressive people put us 

on the defensive, cause us anxiety, frustrate our coping skills, and take us out of our comfort zones. 

Here are 10 tips for diffusing aggressive behavior and getting your needs met. 

 

1. Set strong boundaries. 

Let the aggressor know that there are certain types of behaviors and actions that are 

unacceptable to you. 

2. Defer discussions. 

When a situation is escalating and both parties are upset with each other is not a good time 

to reach resolution of a conflict or difference of opinion. Agree to talk at a later time when 

the emotional charge has dissipated. 

3. Confront the aggressive behavior. 

Allowing someone to consistently abuse you either verbally or physically is to become an 

enabler. Confronting lets the person know that you are aware of the behavior and that it is 

“not ok” with you. Communicate your boundaries. 

4. When confronting the unacceptable behavior, be charge-neutral. 

This may require that you defer to a later time so both of you can cool off and speak 

rationally in mutual respect. 

5. Communicate your observations and feelings in a nonthreatening way. 

Stating “I feel that…” is better than “when you…” because it does not put the aggressor on 

the defensive. When people are in defensive mode, they stop listening. 

6. Practice the “broken record” technique. 

Repeat your comments over and over regardless of what the other person is throwing at you 

that may place you on the defensive. Continue this process until you are acknowledged and 

you can move forward in the conversation toward resolution. 

7. Watch your verbal tone, speed and pitch, body language, and posture. Maintain eye 

contact.  

Talking too fast gives away your nervousness in confronting the situation. High pitch and 

tone comes across as emotional, not rational. Eye contact lets the person know that you are 

expecting resolution. 



8. Ignore counter-attacks. 

This goes along with the broken record technique. Avoid responding to the attacks, focus on 

your message. 

9. Avoid “feeding into” the accusations. 

You don’t need to respond or explain your position, you only need to state it as fact. You 

want to state your boundaries without having to defend or explain them. 

10. Take responsibility for your part in the conflict. 

Acknowledge your wrongdoing, if appropriate, without excusing or taking blame for the 

other person’s actions/behavior. 

 

(Reference: Carmen Stine, "The Top 10 Tips for Working with Difficult People," Copyright CoachVille, 

http://www.coachville.com) 
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THE TOP 10 TIPS FOR SETTING BOUNDARIES 

 

Boundaries are an important part of creating a life that works well for you. Boundaries are lines of 

protection that you draw in your life. You decide what is and isn't' okay and then hold people and 

yourself to these boundaries. Developing this skill is an important part of living a life you love.... 

 

1. Be compassionate. 

Setting boundaries can be an act of compassion. You are a teacher, teaching others how to 

be with you.... Being compassionate and setting boundaries can go together.... 

2. Charge neutral. 

When you are setting a boundary it is critical that your voice be charge neutral. If there is a 

charge to your communication, then the message can get lost and the clarity of the boundary 

becomes clouded. Practice speaking without a charge in your voice so it feels natural. 

3. 4-Step model. 

Use this 4-step model to set boundaries. It is simple and effective and can keep your 

communication on track and guide you through the process of setting and holding to your 

boundaries. After you have defined a boundary follow these steps: (1) Inform the person that 

you have a boundary, (2) Request that the boundary be respected, (3) Insist that the 

boundary be respected, and (4) Leave or end the interaction with the person at this time. 

4. Practice. 

Find someone with whom you can practice setting a boundary. Practice your new skill, and 

when you get more confident then start setting boundaries with others in your life. Start 

setting boundaries with people who will offer little resistance and then move up to more 

challenging people. Get a feel for what it is like to draw the line. 

5. The body language of confidence. 

Watch your body language. Do your shoulders slump? Do you look down when you are 

talking? Do you mumble? Do you fidget? Start becoming aware of how you come across [to 

others]. You want your body language to communicate confidence, so challenge yourself to 

hold your shoulders back, sit up straight, and make direct eye contact. 

6. Use "I" statements. 

When you are speaking, be responsible for the words coming out of your mouth. Make "I" 

statements that reflect how things affect you, what you believe, or your ideas. "You" 

statements can put people on the defensive and detract from effectively communicating a 

boundary. 



7. Don't take things personally. 

How other people behave, act, and think often has nothing to do with you. It has to do with 

their life experiences, their beliefs, and the agreements that they have made with the world. 

You can be responsible for your own communication and yet not take [others' behavior] 

personally. 

8. Find your own words. 

Listen to how others talk, learn different ways to [say] what you want to say, and read how 

others communicate and set boundaries. Then develop your own way to speak. Find your 

own voice and your own style of expression; that way it will be natural for you. 

9. Don't assume responsibility for others. 

Don't assume responsibility for other people's feelings. Again, this has much more to do 

with them and their views of the world. Create clear, direct ways of communicating and 

allow others to feel how they choose. 

10. Be aware of your own sensitivity. 

When you first begin setting boundaries you might be very sensitive to what people ask of 

you or how they relate to you. You have opened up a new awareness and you may be 

viewing your communication in a completely new light. This is great, but it can also get in 

the way if you jump ahead in the 4-step model or your new sensitivity affects the charge in 

your voice. 

  

(Reference: Jamie McGarvey, Adapted from "The Top 10 Tips for Setting Boundaries," Copyright 2003 by Thomas 

Leonard, http://www.coachville.com, Permission granted to distribute.) 
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DEALING WITH INFLEXIBLE PEOPLE 

 

No matter where you work, it’s inevitable that every once in a while you’ll have to deal with people 

who refuse to see issues from any point of view but their own. When you encounter an inflexible 

person - colleague, employee, or even a manager - remember this advice for getting through: 

 

  Focus on the other person, not yourself. Resist the urge to talk about what you want, 

because you won’t get anywhere. Instead, show how you’re trying to understand the other 

person’s perspective: “I can see you’ve put a lot of thought into your position.”  

 

  Agree when you can. Most of the time you ought to be able to find something both of 

you can agree on. Use this to build some common ground for discussion: “It looks like we 

both agree that skills training is important….”  

 

  Disagree - with tact. You don’t have to give in to the other person, but you should try to 

disagree without creating more tension. Explain your own point of view in positive 

language: “You have some good ideas. Let me suggest an option of my own….”  

 

  Explore reasons. Ask some probing questions to find out what reasons underlie the 

person’s conviction. You don’t have to be a psychoanalyst, but you should seek to 

understand the other person’s point of view: “I can see you have strong feelings about this. 

Can you tell me why it’s so important to you?”  

 

  Be flexible yourself. When someone seems unreasonable, human nature can make us 

react just as irrationally. Don’t adopt an inflexible stance of your own in response to 

someone else’s tough attitude. Remind yourself to stay open-minded at all times.  

 

- Adapted from “How to Communicate with People Who are Dogmatic, Rigid, and Inflexible,” by 

Kaye Sullivan, on the Performance Training Corp. web site. 

 

(Reference: Positive Leadership Newsletter, November 2001, Published by Lawrence Ragan Communications, 

Copyright 2001 by Lawrence Ragan Communications) 

  



TOP 10 WAYS TO ADDRESS CRITICS 

 

1. Realize [that] they are not the enemy. 

Critics are useful because they provide us with external perspective and often give a reason 

to declare our passion and purpose. 

2. Listen to what they have to say. 

To listen with an open mind and heart does not mean you have to agree. There may be a 

treasure or new pathway to discover among the critical words. 

3. If the criticism is emotionally charged, separate the message from the messenger. 

Often we can't hear a message because our ego is too entangled with the messenger. Take a 

moment to play with the message. Pretend it came from someone else. Pretend you found it 

on your doorstop. Do anything you can to see the message in a different light. 

4. Discover how your inner critic is connected to the criticism being received. 

When we are emotionally affected by a message, it is because our critic has voiced our own 

dark side. Listen for the true voice behind the message and gather the courage to face your 

shadow. 

5. Where is the opportunity for growth? 

Sometimes one critical remark can start a chain reaction of thoughts. Be conscious of the 

process and look for opportunities to grow (which may not be in the original message). 

6. Be aware of when self-questioning turns to self-doubt. 

When we question ourselves, we make room for answers. When we doubt, we make it hard 

to prove ourselves. 

7. Find the gift in the critical message. 

8. How is the critical message helpful? 

9. Explore the payoff for the critic. 

What's in it for them if you accept the criticism? 

10. Choose to respond rather than react. 

 

(Reference: Erica Wang, Adapted from "The Top 10 Ways to Address Critics," Copyright 2002 by Thomas Leonard, 

http://www.coachville.com) 

 

http://www.coachville.com/


HOW TO RESPOND POSITIVELY TO CRITICISM 

 

Criticism is something we all need to face from time to time, but that doesn’t mean we have to 

accept it without question. Here are some tips to help you respond positively to criticism: 

 

Don’t offer defensive denials.  

Even if you’re completely blameless, you’ll look childish and unprofessional by simply 

contradicting the criticism. Instead, ask questions that will help delineate the problem: 

“What makes you say that?” 

Accept responsibility where appropriate.  

If you did make a mistake, admit it. You may defuse some of the tension by making a minor 

concession at the outset. This will help persuade the other person to listen to your side of the 

story. 

Probe for details.  

Find out as much as you can about the reasons underneath the criticism. The other person 

may have mistaken assumptions or an inaccurate grasp of the facts. 

Present your side, then offer solutions.  

Explain your point of view as calmly and rationally as you can. Then offer possible 

solutions that will prevent the problem from recurring: “I don’t think my department caused 

the slowdown, but in the future perhaps we should meet ahead of time to set priorities so the 

right products are shipped on deadline.” 

 

Adapted from “Confidence: How to Handle Criticism,” by Harriet Meyerson, on the Confidence 

Center Web site. 

 

(Reference: Positive Leadership Newsletter, November 2001, Published by Lawrence Ragan Communications, 

Copyright 2001 by Lawrence Ragan Communications) 

  



YOUR COMMUNICATION STYLE: ASSET OR LIABILITY? 

 

Good communication is a matter of give-and-take. Good communication styles involve listening 

carefully to the other person and to your own responses. Poor communication styles tend to be one-

sided. Review these statements and answer "yes" if they fit your communication style: 

1. When there’s an argument, I get tough so my opponent will back down sooner.  

2. I don’t have to spell out procedures. People are smart enough to figure out what I want them 

to do.  

3. I expect people to know when I’m speaking confidentially.  

4. I may not always know the answer, but I feel it’s my responsibility to act like I do.  

5. If I sound more technical, it will give me more credibility.  

6. Sometimes I know the answer to a problem, but I believe it’s better to let the person figure it 

out on his or her own.  

7. In conversations, I use my eyes as well as my ears to listen.  

8. If I don’t know what to say, I say nothing.  

9. I pay attention to how I’m coming across and how the other person is responding, so I can 

improve my communication skills.  

10. When I’m listening to someone, I take notes and ask lots of questions.  

   

 

KEY: 1-5 ... These styles could back fire, because: 

1. Arguments rarely solve anything. You may overpower an “opponent” with harsh judgments and 

name- calling, but it doesn’t mean you’ve won. If tempers are hot, it’s better to set a time for further 

discussion when things have calmed down.  

2. No matter how smart people are, they deserve a clear picture of the expected results. It will save 

them and you a lot of false starts and embarrassment. 

3. If you don’t’ feel comfortable telling someone you’re speaking confidentially, don’t discuss the 

matter at all. Avoid “confidential” revelations except when absolutely necessary.  

4. Avoid the pitfall of having all the answers. Some alternatives: 

  “I’ll have to think about it.”  

  “Let’s talk more about it and see if we can come up with a solution”  

  “What do you think should be done?”  

  “I don’t know, but maybe so-and-so does.”  

5. Using technical terms, jargon, or complex words may not be the best way to get a message across 

if your audience doesn’t understand. You don’t have to impress your audience with big words and 

technical jargon. To gain credibility with your audience, you need to convey your message in terms 

they can easily understand.  

  



KEY: 6-10 ... These are good communication styles, because: 

6. Unless it’s a simple procedural question, giving people a chance to draw their own conclusions 

sometimes helps them grow, and they’ll be more likely to follow up on answers they find for 

themselves. There’s often more than one right answer anyway. 

7. Body language, tone of voice, and phrasing say things that words don’t say. A pleased expression 

and confident stance may tell you there’s full agreement. A pained expression, a discouraged slump, 

or nervous fidgeting can be an invitation to probe. 

8. Saying nothing gives you a chance to think about the problem and how you want to respond to it. 

You don’t always have to jump in immediately with a plan or solution. 

9. No one is born with perfect communication skills. Be on the lookout for things you’d like to 

improve, whether it’s too many “ya knows” or getting too many puzzled looks from the people 

you’re talking to. If your communication is frequently misinterpreted, work on explaining more 

clearly and getting people to explain to you what they think you said.  

10. Taking notes can help you remember what was said and help you organize it. Asking questions 

is a good way to clarify meaning and to let the speaker know you’re listening and you understand. 

 

(Reference: Parlay International, Adapted from "Your Communication Style," Copyright Parlay International, 

Emeryville, CA. Distributed under licensing agreement to BYU-Idaho employees.) 

  



UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION STYLES 

There’s more than one way to get your message across. Being conscious of your style and its 

strengths and weaknesses can make you a better communicator. Here are four common styles of 

communication. Which style fits you most closely? Which other styles do you use from time-to-

time? 

Director 

 You’re direct and task-oriented.  

 Your approach is decisive, confident, and practical.  

 At times you may be overly domineering, impatient, or insensitive to others’ needs.  

 You don’t appreciate having your directions questioned.  

 You’re quick to make decisions and assignments.  

 You like to set goals and get things done without wasting time.  

Cooperator 

 You’re supportive and relationship-oriented.  

 Your enthusiasm and openness make people feel you’re approachable and open to 

suggestions.  

 You talk with animation and gestures.  

 You’re creative and take chances.  

 You like to think out loud.  

 Because you’re sensitive to others’ feelings, you can be sensitive to criticism yourself.  

 You may make subjective decisions, lacking in details and follow-through.  

Contributor 

 You’re supportive without offering change or confrontation.  

 You’re dependable, easygoing, calm, and patient.  

 You listen actively and responsively to others.  

 You may at times be too passive, indecisive, or slow to change.  

 You may withhold your true feelings to avoid upsetting others.  

Thinker 

 You’re well-prepared, analytical, systematic, and detail-oriented.  

 You like to make lists and have all the facts in front of you.  

 You focus on accuracy and details to get a point across.  

 At times you may be overly cautious or inflexible.  

 Your high standards may cause you to be critical or insensitive.  

 You like to ask questions and solve problems.  



Knowledge Is Power 

Knowing your preferred style can help you guard against the pitfalls of that style. Becoming 

familiar with other styles helps you incorporate some of their strengths into your next 

communication.  

(Reference: Parlay International, Adapted from "Understanding Communication Styles," Copyright Parlay International, 

Emeryville, CA. Distributed under licensing agreement to BYU-Idaho employees.) 



DON'T OVERREACT TO A CUSTOMER'S MISTAKE 

A customer was flat-out wrong about something and I told him so. Now he has complained to my 

supervisor about my attitude. I couldn't let his mistake go. It would have cost our company money. 

Now I feel like I am between a rock and a hard place. In trouble if I correct the customer and in 

trouble if I don't. 

When customers are clearly wrong, it may be necessary to correct them. If they haven't followed 

instructions properly, you have to point them in the right direction. If they've created a problem 

through a mistake of their own, you need to show them what to do to prevent the problem from 

occurring again. 

But you should do so without embarrassing them. To make your point without creating an enemy or 

losing a customer, try this strategy: 

 

 Be sure to provide a fair hearing. Don't interrupt when the customer describes his 

version of the events. That way, when you are forced to point out the mistake, at least 

you cannot be accused of not hearing the "facts" and "rushing" to judgment. 

 

 Help the customer save face. Even though you know you'll inevitably have to point out 

where the customer is wrong, cushion the blow by pointing out something the customer 

said or did that was correct. For example, “Checking the manual first was a good idea,” 

or “It was a smart move to call us as soon as you discovered the problem.” 

 

 If appropriate, use a little humor. Used appropriately, humor can break the tension. 

But never make jokes at the customer's expense. You might relate a similar type of 

mistake you made ("I did that when I was setting up my VCR. The clock still flashes 12 

o'clock.") You'll appear more human and less patronizing. 

 

 Don't linger on the mistake. Quickly move the conversation forward -- "I hope it's 

clear now why we added the finance charges this month. Is there anything else I can help 

you with today?" The customer will be grateful if you handle the mistake quickly and 

then just move on with business. 

 

(Reference: Dartnell Corporation, Inbound Service and Selling Newsletter, Copyright 2000 by the Dartnell Corporation, 

Published by LRP Publications, Horsham, PA) 

  



PREVENTING MISUNDERSTANDING 

You probably work with people from a wide range of backgrounds, experience, education, and 

personalities. One of your most important tasks is to make sure that these differences don't result in 

communication failures. Here are some suggestions for making communications effective: 

 

Give Your Full Attention 

 Make sure you're not preoccupied with phone calls, watching the clock, or thinking 

about the next thing you have to do when someone is talking to you  

 Avoid shifting into "automatic" when talking with a worker. Without close attention, 

you may miss something important or you may misinterpret something you hear.  

 "Listen" for nonverbal cues such as: body language, tone of voice, and eye contact. 

Many people communicate nonverbally.  

Verify Understanding 

If someone looks or acts puzzled, or asks questions that seem to have nothing to do with the subject, 

there may be a misunderstanding. Tactfully ask for feedback on how well the person understands 

what you said and how well you understand the person. You may ask: 

 "Am I making sense?"  

 "Are you following me?"  

 "Am I getting what you're saying?"  

Use Facts 

Use facts as much as possible in getting your point across. Ask for facts when analyzing someone's 

point of view. This is especially helpful in disputes or disagreements between workers. 

Take Enough Time 

You may spend an hour explaining a procedure to some people, while others will get it in 15 

minutes. The extra time spent making sure everyone understands will show in improved work and 

attitudes. 

Be Supportive 

Workers will be on guard if they only hear from you when you have a criticism. Consider the 

following: 

 Exchange pleasantries with everyone.  

 Give credit for good performance or other contributions.  

 Get back to people about their concerns.  

(Reference: Parlay International, Adapted from "Preventing Misunderstanding," Copyright 1999 by Parlay 

International, Published by Parlay International, Emeryville, CA. Distributed under licensing agreement to BYU-Idaho 

employees.) 

 



TIPS ON WHAT CUSTOMERS WANT 

 

1. People want you to show an interest in their lives. 

You not only know about their business, you know about their families, special days of 

celebrations, the hobbies they enjoy, and their life experiences. 

2. People want you to be quick! 

People want their products and services yesterday, not tomorrow or 3-4 days down the road. 

If you are slow, your customer will find someone else who can provide them with quick 

service. 

3. People want you to be available. 

Customers want to know that they can reach you when there is a problem or a concern with 

their product or service. They are tired of answering machines and automated voice mail. 

Provide multiple ways for customers to reach you, including business phone, home phone, 

fax, e-mail, and cell phone. 

4. People want a friendly voice and a warm smile. 

The first rule of customer service when you meet any person or when you answer the phone 

is to grin from ear to ear. If you are happy and smiling, your customers will be happy and 

will smile with you.... 

5. People want you to underpromise and overdeliver. 

If you overpromise, and underdeliver, I can assure you your clients will talk about it to 

everyone they meet. Your name will be mud, and there won't be a thing you can do about it. 

6. People want you to help them. 

People are tired of being sold. They are sold 20 times a day every day. What people really 

want is for you to help them. Provide value every day, and you will develop raving fan 

customers. 

7. People want to hear you say "Yes, I can do that." 

People don't want to hear lame excuses such as:  

 "That's not my job."  

 "We don't provide that service."  

 "My computer was down yesterday, so I did not get your e-mail."  



 Consumers of today are smart and savvy, and when they call for help, they want to hear you 

say "Yes... I can help you." Drop the excuses, and become focused on solutions rather than 

problems. 

8. People want to know that you are highly skilled and trained. 

Your clients want to know that you are on the cutting edge and that you are constantly 

devoted to the highest level of learning and training made available. 

9. People want you to stop "nitpicking." 

If you are charging nickels and dimes for added extras such as an additional ten minutes on 

the phone or for each document you send a client, you will be viewed as "cheap," and this 

will leave a bad taste in the mouths of your clients. Provide added value without a charge, 

and watch as other customers walk in your door. 

10. People want to hear the magic words "Thank-you."  

The words "Thank-you" are music to a client's ears. Say it with sincerity, and say it often. 

 
(Reference: Bea Fields, "The Top 10 Tips on What Customers Want," Copyright 2003 by CoachVille, Published by 

CoachVille, http://www.coachville.com) 
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THE CUSTOMER SERVICE HALL OF INFAMY 

The following are some of the requirements to land your organization in the customer service Hall 

of Infamy: 

1. Never smile at a customer... 

After all, you showed up for work didn't you? What more do they want? 

2. Always tell a customer [that has] a complaint that you can't fix it... 

because it is not your job or it goes against company procedure. 

3. Never make eye contact with a customer... 

when they come to the desk or counter. 

4. Never ask a customer "How may I help you?"... 

After all, if they want something they will ask. 

5. Never interrupt a personal phone call to answer the other line when it rings... 

After all, if it is important they will call back and that is what voice messaging is for. Never 

interrupt a personal phone call when a customer approaches you. Ignore them and they will 

go away. 

6. Make certain that neither you nor your employees come out of the back office when a 

customer enters... 

especially if both of you are busy with paperwork. 

7. Always take a break or close up shop at the appointed hour... 

regardless of how many customers are present. 

8. Never empower an employee to give an unhappy customer's money back... 

and if they do, make certain that you penalize them. 

9. Never offer to see if you can procure an article for a customer... 

especially one that you don't have or that lies somewhere beyond your fingertips. 

10. Never respond to a negative customer service survey or a written letter of complaint... 

Ignore it and if you are an employee, destroy the evidence. 



 

(Reference: Kathy Sparks, "The Customer Service Hall of Infamy," Copyright 2001 by CoachVille, Published by 

CoachVille, http://www.coachville.com.) 
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WAYS TO SHOW YOUR CUSTOMERS THAT YOU CARE 

Here are 10 easy ways for you to show your customers that you appreciate them and are thankful 

for their business. 

1. Follow-up when you say you will. 

Not following through says that something more important came up. Nobody likes to feel 

less important. 

2. Speak to the individual. 

Not to the company or organization. Let your customer know that you appreciate them 

personally and not just the company that they represent. 

3. Know the person. 

And remember their personal pieces of information. "How was the vacation to Disney 

World?" "How was Katy's soccer tournament?" 

4. Listen more than you talk. 

You'll learn a lot more and every customer has a story to tell. 

5. Eye contact and smiles. 

Even on the phone, let them hear you smile! Eye contact shows that you're with them and 

not somewhere else. 

6. Overdeliver. 

Our customers expect to be satisfied. WOWing them means giving a little extra. 

7. Always say thanks. 

Your mom was right. 

8. Think relationship. 

And not transaction. Sometimes giving up a little now will return a lot more over the course 

of the relationship. 

9. Ask questions. 

You may not always like the answers but if you really do care you'll make the effort by 

asking "How am I doing?" and "What more can I do?" 



10. Always do your best. 

Few customers expect perfect, especially over the life of a relationship, but they do expect 

your best effort. 

 

(Reference: Dave Orsborn, "The Top 10 Ways to Show Your Customers that You Care," Copyright 2003 by 

CoachVille, Published by CoachVille, http://www.coachville.com) 
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