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Introduction

People you can’t stand: they’re those difficult people who are either not doing things you want them to do or doing things you do not want them to do—and you don’t know what to do about them. Well, you don’t have to be their victim anymore! While you can’t change difficult people, you can communicate with them in such a way that they change themselves. It’s a matter of knowing how to get through to them when they’re behaving badly.

This book will help you to identify and assemble elements of effective communication. In that sense, communication with problem people is similar to making a phone call. You have to dial all the numbers in the correct order if you want to get through. Leave out just one digit (only 10 percent of the whole number if you include the area code), and your call will not go through. Dial the area code as an afterthought, and your call will get through to the wrong party. But it is possible to learn the number, dial it correctly, and completely transform your interactions with the people you can’t stand!

Unfortunately, there will always be a few difficult people who, no matter what you do, refuse to answer the phone and take your call. In those rare instances, you can switch metaphors and think of dealing with people you can’t stand as making a trip to the communication gym. Difficult people will help you work out your communication muscles and develop your communication stamina. In turn, this may be the very strength you’ll need, at some later time and place, to preserve a more valuable relationship.

We will direct your attention to five key areas for solving your people problems:


1. First, we’ll examine the forces that compel people to be difficult in such a variety of ways. Where one person starts yelling, another shuts down and says nothing, while yet another starts sniping. These fascinating differences are indicators of differing behavioral intentions that have been thwarted. Once you understand these differences, you’ll be less inclined to personalize difficult behavior.

2. Then we’ll examine essential communication skills that turn conflict into cooperation, emotion into reason, and hidden agendas into honest dialogue. The good news is that you use these essential skills already in your dealings with people that you get along with. The bad news is that, when dealing with problem people, the failure to use these skills is a big part of the problem. We’re going to make the process of communication explicit, so you can begin to use these skills when you most need them with people at their worst.

3. Next, we’ll focus on specific strategies for dealing with the 10 (+ 3) most difficult behaviors of the people you can’t stand. You’ll learn exactly what you can do to get people to stop whining, attacking, blowing up, and breaking promises.

4. Increasingly, we define our relationships with others using the phone and e-mail. We hope you make the most out of these tools to avoid conflict and build cooperation instead.

5. Toward the end of the book, we will address the subject of what to do when you can’t stand yourself. By that time, you will probably have recognized yourself in some of the descriptions of problem people. Chapter 23 will help you identify and alter your own difficult behavior, which will help you because the less difficult you are, the fewer the number of difficult people you’ll have to deal with.



We recommend that you read Chapters 1 through 9, then turn directly to the chapter that deals with your difficult person.

Before you read on, allow us to introduce ourselves and tell you how we came to write this book.

We’re Rick and Rick, best friends, business partners, and Naturopathic physicians. (Although our profession was born in the United States over a hundred years ago, you may have never heard of it until now.*) We became friends while med students, but our friendship blossomed when a physician and surgeon from an area hospital became our mentor. With his guidance and encouragement, we studied health from an attitudinal point of view. We hoped to determine the principles of mental and emotional health and to find out how these principles might be used to prevent or heal physical illness. Time and again, we found that when people clarify their values, work to fulfill their goals, and learn effective communication and relaxation skills, they feel better. And as their mental and emotional health improves, many of their specific physical symptoms disappear. Since the word physician means “teacher,” we began sharing these ideas through seminars and workshops.

In 1982, a mental health organization asked us to create a program on how to deal with difficult people. That marked the official beginning of the research project that has culminated in this book, and in the process, we changed the way we define what we do. We now view all our work as a kind of continuing education in people.

For over two decades, we’ve been learning about people’s hopes and fears, how people build their lives or destroy them, how people communicate, what makes people difficult, and how best to deal with people at their worst. We’ve written this book to pass that information along to you. We’ve presented these ideas to enthusiastic response in seminars, on tape, and in print to over a million people. It is our hope and belief that the ideas in this book will make a meaningful and lasting difference in the quality of your life.

Dr. Rick Brinkman and Dr. Rick Kirschner




* Following conventional premedical education, a Naturopathic doctor (N.D.) is trained as a holistic primary care physician in a four-year medical school. Naturopathic physicians learn the same scientific research, diagnostic, and clinical skills as conventional doctors (M.D.s), but the education emphasizes health restoration, wellness, and disease prevention rather than symptom management through drug treatments and removal of troublesome body parts. Students are required to take four years of clinical nutrition (compared with a few weeks for conventional doctors), and they receive training in counseling skills, so that they can guide patients in making lifestyle changes, and training in natural therapies that enhance and utilize innate healing forces for the treatment of the disease. To learn more, go to the website for the American Association of Naturopathic Physicians (AANP) at www.naturopathic.org.




PART 1

Getting to Know the People You Can’t Stand

We Reveal the 10 (+3) Most Unwanted and Provide You with the Lens of Understanding and Show You How the Road to Hell Is Paved with Good Intentions!
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The 10 (+3) Most Unwanted List
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In your repertoire of communication skills, there exist varying degrees of knowledge and ignorance, with their consequent interpersonal strengths and weaknesses. As a result, you may have no trouble at all dealing with that overly or unemotional person whom no one else can stand. You may have more difficulty with people who whine and are negative, or you may find dealing with aggressive people to be the most challenging. Passive people may frustrate you, or you may have a low tolerance for braggarts and blowhards. Likewise, you probably frustrate several people yourself because everybody is somebody’s difficult person at least some of the time.

You may agree or disagree with this or that person about who is the difficult person and who is not. Nevertheless, there is a certain consensus in polite society about who difficult people are and what it is they do that others find difficult. We’ve identified 10 specific behavior patterns that sane people resort to when they feel threatened or thwarted, which represent their struggle with or withdrawal from undesired circumstances, followed by three patterns of bad behavior more likely to be problematic in families. Here are 10 (+ 3) difficult behaviors that represent normal people at their worst!

The Tank

It was a beautiful day. The sky was clear, and Jim could hear birds singing outside his window. He was moving forward on the project, and the office was humming with activity and teamwork.

Suddenly, there was a familiar and inescapable sound!

It reminded Jim of the sound of tank treads rumbling down the hallway. It seemed as though the ground actually began to tremble, and Jim could almost hear the distant ping of radar being activated. As Jim listened, Joe “The Tank” Bintner rounded the corner and came into view. Raising his arm like a turret-mounted cannon, he pointed in Jim’s direction. Somehow, Jim could sense the cross hairs locking on to a target ... himself! In desperation, he mentally waved a white flag, but the Tank continued moving in his direction. As he stared in shock at the cannonlike finger now pointed at his face, Bintner unleashed a verbal blasting of accusation and scorn.

“... You’re an idiot, a moron. You’re completely incompetent and an embarrassment to the human race! You must be a genetic mistake. You’ve been working on this for two weeks, and you’re already three weeks behind. I won’t listen to any more of your excuses. Pay attention, because this is what you are going to do ...”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jim could see that everyone else in the office had either run for cover or was standing frozen, paralyzed with fear. Like the sound of distant thunder, Bintner barked out his orders. Then, as suddenly as it began, the determined assault ended. Bintner was moving off in a new direction, and Jim was left sitting amid the rubble of his best efforts and good intentions.

The Tank is confrontational, pointed, and angry, the ultimate in pushy and aggressive behavior.

The Sniper

Sue had never worked harder to prepare a report. This was the big day, and if she could deliver it in a professional and polished manner, there was a good chance she would be rewarded with a promotion. All eyes were on her as she began her presentation. She knew all her numbers would fit into place, and she could sense that victory was just around the corner.

Then, as she made her move to the bottom line, there was a stirring like the rustling of leaves, and she saw a slight movement off to the side of the room. That’s when she heard the shot:

“Hey,” said an insistent, scoffing voice. “That idea of yours reminds me of something I saw in a book. I think it was in Chapter 11!”

First a solitary, diabolical laugh filled the room, but then one uneasy chuckle after another joined it. Sue’s mind wandered, her concentration broken, the point she was about to make lost. “Huh?” she mumbled awkwardly, as she looked around for the source of the disruption. And there, grinning like a Cheshire cat was the Sniper, preparing to take another shot.

“Maybe it was Chapter 13? Ha ha. Don’t mind me. Please go on. I’m just beginning to understand how little you actually know about this subject.”

Whether through rude comments, biting sarcasm, or a well-timed roll of the eyes, making you look foolish is the Sniper’s specialty.

The Grenade

It had been a good day for getting work done. A pleasant breeze drifted lazily through the window as Ralph double-checked the numbers before him. That’s when Bob walked into the room, his face a rigid mask, hands balled into fists. Ralph could sense that something was wrong, but a second glance at Bob’s close-lipped expression prompted him to mind his own business. Bob passed Ralph’s desk, and as he did, he brushed against a stack of papers perched precariously on the desktop. The papers tumbled to the ground like so many autumn leaves drifting in the breeze. Ralph didn’t mean to say anything, but in spite of himself, a tiny voice escaped his throat, “Careful, there, Bob!”

In a timeless moment, Bob whirled about, eyes widening, facial muscles twitching, hair standing on end, arms trembling, as his voice exploded:

“Why don’t you watch where you put that %#@*& stuff, anyway #@!&?*!!@! How the *&!? was I supposed to know that was there!? svcvI don’t know why I even bother to show up here! Nobody cares what I’m going through! That’s the *&^!@ problem with the world today! Nobody gives a &%* ...”

As the volume of Bob’s voice escalated, the breeze seemed to became a violent wind with scraps of ideas whipping about in a flurry of epithets and emotional shrapnel. It seemed like forever, but at long last Bob’s anger began to subside. He stopped yelling, looked around at everyone staring at him, and stormed out the door without another word, slamming the door behind him. A lone sheet of paper drifted lazily to the floor.

After a brief period of calm, the grenade explodes into unfocused ranting and raving about things that have nothing to do with the present circumstances.

The Know-It-All

“Hello. This is XYZ Tech Support. My name is Frank. How may I help you?” Frank answered.

The customer began to explain. “My name is Thadeus Davis. I am the MIS director at my company, and I have worked with hundreds of hard drives.” Davis went on to describe the problem, concluding, “There is clearly something wrong with your product.”

“Well, Mr. Davis, I am very familiar with this product. What you have described does not sound to me like it’s mechanical, but it does sound like a software conflict. Could you tell me which extensions you have loaded?”

“It is not a software conflict.”

“Sir, that’s what I am trying to determine. How do you know it isn’t a software conflict?”

“Aren’t you listening? It is not a software conflict. The problem is with your product!”

Frank tried another question. “Did it generate a sense key condition? Do you recall what it said?” Davis didn’t remember, and he impatiently repeated that the product was at fault. Frank tried again. “Sir, have you tried the drive with another computer?”

Davis retorted, “We know it is not a problem with the computer because we can put any other drive on the computer. Let me speak to your supervisor!”

Seldom in doubt, the Know-It-All has a low tolerance for correction and contradiction. If something goes wrong, however, the Know-It-All will speak with the same authority about who’s to blame—you!

The Think-They-Know-It-All

Dena didn’t plan on it happening this way. She had the most expertise on the investment committee, and she had poured her heart and soul into the research. She really believed she was finally going to show what she was capable of doing. She forgot to consider the possibility that Leo might interfere. Like a bad dream come true, Leo was dominating the meeting. He was making claims about the performance of various funds that were pure hokum. No one else seemed to realize what he was doing! He had completely taken the group’s attention away with the conviction of his communication. And once Leo had the floor, there was no stopping him.

“Leo,” she pleaded. “Those funds are ..., well, when you look at their track record ...” She struggled with the information, not knowing how to stop this before it was too late.

“You got a question about that, or anything else, just ask!” Leo proclaimed without missing a beat, then turned back to his spellbound audience. “I know exactly what we need. Of course, for me, picking the right investments is a piece of cake! Yeah, no sweat! In fact, I kind of enjoy it! That’s an ability I have, you know. Plus, I have followed these funds for years. Great track record! Trust me!”

Great track record? From what he was saying, it was obvious to Dena that he knew nothing about those funds. It was equally obvious to her that she had no idea how to stop him. Her heart sank as she looked around the room and watched helplessly, as one by one, people were swayed by Leo’s sureness and enthusiasm. How could they know that he didn’t know what he was talking about, when Dena was the one who had done the research?

Think-They-Know-It-Alls can’t fool all of the people all of the time, but they can fool some of the people enough of the time, and enough of the people all of the time—all for the sake of getting some attention.

The Yes Person

Alice was just about the nicest person you could ever meet. So nice that she just couldn’t say no. So she didn’t. Instead, she said yes to everyone and everything, and she sincerely hoped that this would make everybody happy.

“Would you do me a favor?” asked Tom.

“Sure!” Alice would say.

“Drop this off for me, would you?” requested Mark.

“No problem!” was Alice’s reply.

“Could you remind me to return this call?” begged Ellen.

“All right!” Alice answered cheerfully.

“Finish this up before you leave, okay?” said the boss.

“My pleasure!” was Alice’s immediate response.

But more often than not, Alice didn’t remind Ellen, didn’t do Tom the favor, didn’t drop off Mark’s package, and didn’t finish the work her boss requested. She could always offer excuses and explanations for failing to do what she’d said she’d do, and yet, to her surprise, that just wasn’t good enough.

When promises aren’t kept, people get upset, and upset people become confrontational. Mark, Tom, Ellen, and the boss all confronted Alice, each in his or her own way. They assessed her problem and offered solutions, to which Alice always agreed because she wanted to avoid confrontation at any cost . Still pleasant on the outside, she was soon seething with silent hostility on the inside, and she decided that she had no intention of ever doing what she promised for these nasty people.

In an effort to please people and avoid confrontation, Yes People say yes without thinking things through. They react to the latest demands on their time by forgetting prior commitments, and they overcommit until they have no time for themselves. Then they become resentful.

The Maybe Person

Marv found himself up against a deadline that required a decision from Sue. Sue knew that the moment of decision was at hand, yet strangely, she was nowhere to be found. After a prolonged search of every hall and stairwell, he caught up with her at last. “I don’t have time to talk, Marv. I’m really sorry.” She tried to rush off, but Marv hustled to keep up with her and pressed his case.

“So, have you decided who we will be sending to the convention in Hawaii?” asked Marv urgently.

“Well ..., I’m still thinking about it,” was Sue’s tentative reply.

“Still thinking about it!?” Marv had to accelerate, as Sue was pulling away rapidly.

“Sue, the convention is in just three weeks. I asked you to choose somebody six months ago. This is the biggest event of the year, and we always send our best sales rep.”

“Well ..., I know, but ..., I guess I’ll decide ...”

Marv, breathing rapidly, hustled to keep up. “You guess? When?”

Sue stopped walking. “I don’t know. Soon.” She looked down at the floor absently for a moment, then spun around and headed back the way they’d come. Marv stood there, looking after her, astonished and breathing rapidly. There was no doubt in his mind that this decision would be put off until it was too late to act.

In a moment of decision, the Maybe Person procrastinates in the hope that a better choice will present itself. Sadly, with most decisions, there comes a point when it is too little, too late, and the decision makes itself.

The Nothing Person

If Nat had anything to say for himself, Sally would never know. His ability to sit and stare was unnerving, to say the least. The longer they were married, the less he would say. These days, it seemed to Sally that she did all the talking. There could be worse problems, of course. At least Nat wasn’t a bully, and he never talked unkindly about people. But then again, he hardly ever talked. Maybe a bit of gossip would be an improvement over the sound of silence. Sally thought she’d give it try. “So, uh, Nat, what do you think about the president’s work?” Nat didn’t seem to hear her. He just shrugged and kept reading the paper. Sally tried again. “Nat? So, uh, do you like him?”

The movement of his eyes upward to meet hers was almost imperceptible. Looking into his eyes was like looking into a vacant room. It appeared that nobody was home. “I ... don’t ... know.” That’s all he said, and then he lowered his eyes in that same nondescript manner, and he began reading again.

Sally couldn’t stop herself from pursuing this, now that she had begun it. After all, they had been married for over 17 years. She felt as if the distance between them was miles instead of meters and that it was her responsibility to build a bridge between them. So she tried again. “Nat, uh, it seems like we never talk. You never tell me you love me anymore. Do you still love me?”

Nat gave her that same look, then slowly turned his head until he was facing the window. He put the paper down and simply said, “Nothing is going on. I told you 17 years ago I love you. If something changes, I will let you know.” And that was that. He picked up his paper and went back to reading, and Sally’s hopes drifted off into the void.

No verbal feedback, no nonverbal feedback. Nothing. What else could you expect from ... the Nothing Person.

The No Person

Jack had just completed the third quarter of his seminar presentation when a woman in the back raised her hand. “Yes ma’am? You in the back. Do you have a question?”

She gazed at him through narrowed eyes. “That won’t work,” she said finally.

“Have you ever tried it?” He asked, unsure what they were talking about.

“What would be the point of trying it if it doesn’t work?” Whatever it was, it seemed obvious to her.

“How do you know it doesn’t work?” he tried again.

“It’s obvious.”

“Obvious to whom?” Jack asked. Desperation seized him and wouldn’t let go.

“To any intelligent person capable of thinking it through.” Her determination was remarkable.

“Well, it’s not obvious to me!” said Jack, believing he had gained the upper hand.

“Well now, what does that say about you?” She replied triumphantly.

More deadly to morale than a speeding bullet, more powerful than hope, able to defeat big ideas with a single syllable. Disguised as a mild mannered normal person, the No Person fights a never ending battle for futility, hopelessness, and despair.

The Whiner

Just as Joann was regaining her concentration, Cynthia began whining again. This was the 112th time she had been interrupted by Cynthia, and it wasn’t even noon.

To make matters worse, Cynthia’s voice dragged on and on, and it had the resonance of a chain saw. “Did I tell you that I just brought my new charcoal grill home after saving up for it for the last year and a half? It was very heavy, and I had a great deal of trouble getting it out of the car. My husband offered to help me, but he has a bad back, and I didn’t think that it was a good idea, so I wouldn’t let him. But the box was an awkward size. Not only that, but it’s very difficult to move a box when it doesn’t fit your arms. But I tried. Finally, after I’d bruised myself in several places, I got out a wheelbarrow ...”

“Cynthia,” Joann implored. “If you didn’t have any other way to get it out of your car, why didn’t you wait until a time when you had help before picking it up at the store?”

“But I couldn’t ask anyone else to help with it. And anyway, two people couldn’t have done it more easily than one. And I cut my finger on a staple on the box when I opened it! If people had been helping me, they would have cut themselves and blamed me. And besides, I didn’t know how long the sale would last, and I really wanted it. And my husband would have been very disappointed if I had waited because he was anxious to try it—as anxious as I was. And anyway, it didn’t work right, and I had to take it back, but it was too heavy to get it back in the box, and I ...”

As Cynthia’s voice drilled deeper into Joann’s unconscious, Joann thought to herself, “What’s wrong with her? All she ever does is complain!”

Whiners feel helpless and overwhelmed by an unfair world. Their standard is perfection, and no one and nothing measures up to it. But misery loves company, so they bring their problems to you. Offering solutions makes you bad company, so their whining escalates.

BONUS PEOPLE: RELATIVES

The Judge

The Giant dreaded his mother’s visits because she criticized or complained about everything. On her last visit, he gave her in a room in the tower because it had the best view. But she whined about having to walk up all the stairs. The time before that, he gave her a ground floor room, and she said, “What? I’m not special enough for a tower room?” So far, this visit was proving to be no different.

“Look at the way you’re dressed! A sloppy schlump! How can you expect people to fear you?”

“But, Ma, it’s not easy to find size extra-extra-extra-extra-large shirts.”

“Are you so lazy that you can’t do what it takes to look scary anymore? Yes, you are! And look at this place. You certainly haven’t done any yard work since I was last here. How can you let that unsightly giant bean stalk grow in your front yard? And you can’t clean up once in a while? Why, fee fi fo fum, it smells like the blood of an Englishman around here! Well, at least I hope you have taken good care of my dear goose.”

As his mom went into the castle to find her goose, the Giant rolled his big eyes, then plopped down onto the stone steps. He slumped sadly, feeling so incredibly small.

The Judge sets a standard that no one can meet, then pronounces judgment along with a running commentary of criticism.

The Meddler

Daphne stood up, surprised to see her future mother-in-law. “Hera, how nice of you to drop by! To what do I owe this honor?”

“Daphne, my future daughter-in-law.” Hera took hold of both Daphne’s shoulders, leaned back, and eyed her up and down. “I have come to help you dress. Let us begin, because much work will be required.”

Before Daphne could utter a word, Hera breezed by her and walked through the columned entrance into her apartment. Daphne chased after her. “Sorry, Hera, this isn’t exactly a good time. I haven’t had a chance to pick up.” But as she arrived in the main living space, Hera was nowhere to be seen. “Hera?” she called out.

“In here,” came Hera’s voice from Daphne’s bedroom.

From my bedroom! How dare she! Daphne thought. She walked into the bedroom and was about to say something when again she was stunned into silence. Hera was going through her closet like a whirlwind. Some outfits were thrown on the floor, others on the bed, and Hera had something to say about each in turn.

“Trash. Trash. This one you can wear on your honeymoon. This one, forget it, you’ll never fit into it. This one, it’s a rag ...”

Caught between her outrage and her desire to not offend her future mother-in-law, Daphne silently simmered. And as Hera went through her closet, Zeus’s head appeared out of nowhere and hovered in the center of the room, surrounded by roiling clouds. Oh, my god! Daphne thought. He’s as invasive as she is!

Meddlers think they know what’s best for you, decide you’re incapable, and seek to manage your life for you.

The Martyr

“Ho ho ho,” Santa laughed. “Well, Pinky, it’s one week before the big night, and we seem to be ahead of schedule! I am delighted.”

Pinky, the head elf, was always cautious about getting overly optimistic. But even he had to admit things were in great shape. He replied, “Yes, this is the first year in a century that I can remember having elves standing around at this time of the season.”

Santa smiled, leaned back in his chair, and prepared to light a celebratory pipe. At just that moment Mrs. Claus appeared at the door, with the phone in her hand. “Dear, I have my mother on the line. She is inviting us to come down to the South Pole for Christmas Eve dinner.”

Santa put his pipe down, took a deep breath, and said, “You well know, my dear, that I have to work on Christmas Eve.”

Mrs. Claus pulled the phone away from her ear, and Santa could hear his mother-in-law starting to complain: “Don’t tell me he can’t stop by for a dinner! He has to eat, doesn’t he? He certainly looks like he eats. And who told him to do everything in one night anyway? Not to mention that it was I who gave him the down payment on that magic sled and those reindeer in the first place. That’s why he’s able to be such a big shot! If not for my sacrifices on his behalf, he would still be a fat old man delivering presents in a small village in Sweden.”

Santa put his head in his hands and muttered, “That was 800 years ago! Do I still have to hear about it after all this time?”

Martyrs are needy givers, giving gifts whether you want them or not. Each gift comes with an obligation.
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These are the difficult people whom most people can’t stand working with, talking with, and dealing with. But if you’re fed up with laziness, frustrated by bullies, disappointed in human nature, and tired of losing, don’t despair. Instead, remember that when dealing with difficult people, you always have a choice. In fact, you have four choices:


1. You can stay and do nothing. That includes suffering through it and complaining to someone who can do nothing about it. Doing nothing is dangerous because frustration with difficult people tends to build up and get worse over time. And complaining to people who can do nothing tends to lower morale and productivity, while postponing effective action.

2. You can vote with your feet. Sometimes, your best option is to walk away. Not all situations are resolvable, and some are just not worth resolving. Voting with your feet makes sense when it no longer makes any sense to continue to deal with the person. If the situation is deteriorating, if everything you say or do makes matters worse, and if you find yourself losing control, remember that discretion is the better part of valor, and walk away. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You’re nobody’s victim without your permission.” However, before you decide to walk, you may want to consider your other two choices:

3. You can change your attitude about your difficult people. Even if the difficult people continue to engage in the difficult behaviors, you can learn to see them differently, listen to them differently, and feel differently around them. There are attitudinal changes that you can make in yourself that will set you free from your reactions to problem people. And a change in attitude is absolutely necessary if you hope to find the willpower and flexibility to make the fourth choice:

4. You can change your behavior. When you change the way you deal with difficult people, then they have to learn new ways to deal with you. Just as certainly as some people bring out the best in you and some people bring out the worst in you, you have this same ability with others. There are effective, learnable strategies for dealing with most problem behaviors. Once you know what needs to be done and how to do it, you will be well on your way to taking charge over unpleasant situations and redirecting them to worthwhile results.
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The Lens of Understanding
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This chapter is about understanding ... the kind of understanding that will help you communicate effectively, prevent future conflict, and resolve current conflict before it gets out of hand ... the kind of understanding that results when you place your difficult person’s behavior under a magnifying glass, look through the lens, and closely examine the difficult behavior until you can see the motive behind it.

Did you ever wonder why some people are cautious and others carefree, some quiet and some loud, some timid and some overwhelming? Did you ever notice how one minute people might be trying to intimidate you, and the next minute they’re nice, and even friendly? Have you ever been astonished at how quickly people’s behavior can change from one moment to the next?

As you focus your Lens of Understanding on human behavior, first observe the level of assertiveness. Notice that there is a wide range from passive to aggressive, and most people find their own comfort zone within that range. Then observe the extremes. Passive, or nonassertive, reactions to a given situation can be submissive or yielding, and even complete withdrawal. Aggressive reactions to situations can range from bold determination to domination, belligerence, and attacks.
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Everybody responds to different situations with different levels of assertiveness. During times of challenge, difficulty, or stress, people tend to move out of their comfort zone, and they become either more passive or more aggressive than their normal mode of operation. When challenged, a highly assertive individual might make his or her presence known by speaking louder or taking action faster. An individual of low assertiveness might be increasingly reticent about the same activities. You can recognize how assertive people are by how they look (directing their energy outward or inward), how they sound (from shouting to mumbling to being silent), and what they say (from making demands to offering awkward suggestions).

When you look through your Lens of Understanding, you can also observe that there are patterns to what people focus their attention on in any given situation. For example, have you ever become so absorbed in what you were doing that you forgot there were any people around?

When attention is focused almost exclusively on the task at hand, we call that a task focus. Have you ever been so caught up in what people were doing around you that you found it impossible to concentrate on anything else? When attention is focused almost exclusively on relationships, we call that a people focus.

Within this range and depending on the situation, behavior can quickly go from one extreme to another, from friendly and down-home, to getting down to the business at hand, or vice versa. During times of challenge, difficulty, or stress, most people tend to focus with greater exclusiveness on either the what (i.e., the task) or the who (i.e., the people) of the situation, rather than on their normal mode of operation. To discern people’s focus of attention, listen closely. When people are task focused, their word choices reflect where their attention is. “Did you bring the report?” “Did you finish your homework and chores?” “Do you have those figures?” “How close is that project to completion?” When people are people focused, their word choices reflect that. “Hey, how was your weekend?” “How’s the family?” “How are you feeling today?” “Did you see what I did?”

Now put it all together. People can focus on other people aggressively (e.g., belligerently), assertively (e.g., with involvement), or passively (e.g., with submission). People can focus on a task aggressively (e.g., with bold determination), assertively (e.g., with involvement), or passively (e.g., by withdrawing). These behavioral characteristics can be observed through your Lens of Understanding, in others and in yourself. All people have the ability to engage in a wide range of behaviors observable through this lens, sometimes dynamically, sometimes with a lot of static. Yet for each of us, there is a zone of normal—or best—behavior, and exaggerated—or worst—behavior.

[image: image]

What Determines Focus and Assertiveness?

Every behavior has a purpose, or an intent, that the behavior is trying to fulfill. People engage in behaviors based on their intent, and they do what they do based on what seems to be most important in any given moment. For our purposes, we have identified four general intents that determine how people will behave in any given situation. While these are obviously not the only intentions motivating behavior, we believe that they represent a general frame of reference in which practically all other intents can be located. As an organizational framework for understanding and dealing with difficult behaviors, these are the four intents:


Get the task done

Get the task right

Get along with people

Get appreciation from people



Just as people choose what to wear from a variety of clothing styles (e.g., formal-wear, office-wear, or weekend-wear), so people choose from a variety of behaviors that are situationally dependent. You may have a favorite shirt or pair of pants, and you may also have a behavioral style that you prefer. But rather than having one behavioral style all the time, your behavior changes as your priorities change.
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You may find it helpful to identify these four intents in yourself and recognize their connection to your own behavior in various types of situations. This will make them easier to observe and understand in others.

Get the Task Done

Have you ever needed to get something done, finished, and behind you? If you need to get it done, you focus on the task at hand. Any awareness of people is peripheral, unless they are necessary to accomplishing the task. When you really need to get something done, you tend to speed up rather than slow down, to act rather than deliberate, to assert rather than withdraw. And when finishing a task is an urgent need, you may even become careless and aggressive, leaping before you look, and speaking without thinking first.

But it’s not only important to get it done. Sometimes it is more important to avoid making mistakes—to be certain every detail is accurate and in place.

Get the Task Right

Have you ever sought to avoid a mistake by doing everything possible to prevent it from happening? Getting it right is another task-focused intent that influences behavior. When getting it right is your highest priority, you will likely slow things down enough to see the details, thus becoming increasingly focused on and absorbed in the task at hand. You will probably take a good, long look before leaping, if you ever leap at all. You may even refuse to take action because of a particular doubt about the consequences.



Sometimes It’s a Matter of Time. Of course, it is important to find a balance between these two intents. We call that getting it done right because if it’s not done right, then it’s really not done, is it? But any number of variables can shift this balance. For example, if you were given two weeks to complete a task, initially you might lean more toward getting it right, and go slowly and carefully. As the deadline approached—and especially the night before—the balance could shift dramatically toward getting it done! You might suddenly be willing to make sacrifices in detail that before seemed unthinkable.

Get Along with People

Another intent behind behavior is to get along with people. This is necessary if you want to create and develop relationships. When there are people with whom you want to get along, you may be less assertive as you put their needs above your own. If getting along is your top priority and people ask where you would like to go for lunch, you might respond, “Where would you like to go?” They may want to get along too and say, “Wherever you like. Are you hungry?” To which you might respond, “Are you hungry?” In this situation, personal desires are of lesser importance than the intent to get along with other people.

Sometimes, however, standing out from the crowd becomes a higher people priority.



Get Appreciation from People

The fourth general intent, get appreciation from people, requires a higher level of assertiveness and a people focus, in order to be seen, heard, and recognized. The desire to contribute to others and be appreciated for it is one of the most powerful motivational forces known. Studies show that people who love their jobs, as well as husbands and wives who are happily married, feel appreciated for what they do and who they are. If getting appreciation is your intent when you go to lunch with friends, you might say, “There’s this fantastic restaurant I want to take you to! You’re going to love it. People thank me all the time for bringing them to this place.”



Sometimes You Get What You Give. It is important to find a balance between these two intents. We believe that you get appreciation by giving it. Giving appreciation and getting along with others go hand-in-hand. But any number of variables can shift this balance. For example, if you were the new employee in the office, initially you might lean more toward getting along, taking care to be considerate, concerned, and helpful. As the time approached for promotions, the balance could shift dramatically toward getting appreciation! If you were afraid your efforts would be overlooked, you might care less about the feelings of others than before. Similarly, in the courtship that precedes marriage, people tend to show great concern for each other’s needs and interests. Years later, it is not uncommon to hear marriage partners demanding that their own needs be met.
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It’s a Question of Balance

All of these intents, getting it done, getting it right, getting along, and getting appreciation, have their time and place in our lives. Often, keeping them in balance leads to less stress and more success. To get it done, take care to get it done right. If you want it done right, avoid complications by making sure everyone is getting along. For a team effort to succeed, each party must feel valued and appreciated. Though the priority of these intents can shift from moment to moment, the shaded inner circle represents the normal balance of these intents in us all. We call it the Cooperation Zone. When people are in the Cooperation Zone, though their intents may differ, they are not in conflict or threatened by each other.

As Intent Changes, So Does Behavior

Consider the following situations to observe how behavior changes with intent.

Jack has been given a project to do at work. He has three weeks to do it, and since it could lead to a promotion, he really wants to make sure it is done right. He needs some figures from his coworker Ralph. Ralph hands him the paper and says, “The bottom line came to about 1050.” Jack says, “What do you mean ‘about 1050.’ What specifically is it?” Ralph says, “1050.” Jack says, “Are you sure?” Ralph replies, “Yeah, pretty sure.” Jack calls his wife and tells her he will be coming home late. That night he locks himself in his office to slowly and methodically check Ralph’s figures. Where do you think he is in the lens?
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Obviously his priority is to get it right. He slows down and withdraws into the task to make sure it is done correctly.

It is the weekend now, and Jack is working away in his home office. His seven-year-old daughter comes in and says, “Daddy, Daddy, come look at the painting I did in my room.” Jack pushes his work aside and spends the rest of the afternoon playing with his daughter. That night his wife says she got a sitter, and she suggests that they go out for a nice dinner alone. When she asks where he would like to go, he replies, “Wherever you want.” At dinner she asks if he will have time tomorrow to fix that leaky faucet in the kitchen. Jack thinks of his project and knows he doesn’t really have time but says, “Okay. Sure thing.” Where is he now?

Obviously, to get along is Jack’s intent. He puts his needs aside to please the people he cares about. The project suddenly becomes secondary to getting along with family.

The next day Jack fixes the plumbing, and while he is in a fix-it mode, he repairs the burner on the stove that wasn’t working and replaces a torn screen. When his wife comes back from shopping, she wants to show him what she bought, but he first insists on showing her what he did. Where is Jack now?
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If you said “getting appreciated,” very good. Take note that when his wife comes home, if he were in a getting along mode, he probably would first look at what she had bought. Since getting appreciated is primary, he can’t wait to show her what he did.

Jack doesn’t get as much done over the weekend as he had hoped, and the next week gets eaten up in crisis. Suddenly the deadline is upon him. He is working at home when his youngest daughter comes to him and asks if he will sit in her room while she goes to sleep and protect her from monsters. He says, “There are no monsters in your room. Now go to bed.” A little later his wife asks if he wants to have some tea with her. Without looking up, he just flatly says, “No.” Then she inquires about what they might do this upcoming weekend and offers some options. “Look, I don’t have time for this right now!” he testily responds. “Just pick one.” He turns back to his work. “Darn!” he thinks. “I am going to have to guess at some of these figures.”

Now where is Jack?
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“Get it done” is the answer. Under the pressure of a deadline, Jack becomes more task focused and is not willing to take time for family. His communications are more direct and to the point. He is now willing to guess at some of the figures. That would have been unthinkable a few weeks earlier, when he had the luxury of time to get it right.

Notice in these examples how Jack’s behavior changes according to what is most important to him in a particular situation and time. The point here is that behavior changes according to intent, based on the top priority in any moment of time. We all have the ability to operate out of all four intents. To communicate effectively with other people, you must have some understanding of what matters most to them.

You Can Hear Where People Are Coming From

So how can you identify the intent of other people? One rapid indicator is their communication style. Let’s go to a meeting where four people with different primary intents each have something to say. Your mission is to attend to each one’s communication style and determine that person’s primary intent.

The first person says, “Just do it! What’s next on the agenda?”

Which intent would most likely be represented by such a brief and to-the-point communication style? If it sounds to you like “getting it done” is the priority here, then you’re ready to move on to the next example. When people want to get it done, they keep their communications short and to the point.

The next person at the meeting says, “Uh ... given the figures from the past two years, and taking into account inflation, fractionation of markets, foreign competition, and of course extrapolating that into the future ... I ... uh ... think it would be to our benefit to take more time to explore the problem fully, but if a decision is required now, then ... do it.”

Which intent would most likely be represented by such an indirect and detailed communication style? If you’re thinking “get it right,” you just got it right. Notice that both people said “Do it.” But the get it right person would never think to say that without backing it up with details.

Now a third person at the meeting speaks up: “I feel ... and tell me if you disagree because I really value your opinions—in fact I have learned so much working with you all—but I was just thinking ... if everybody agrees, then maybe we really should do it? Is that what everyone wants to do?”

Which intent would most likely be represented by such an indirect and considerate communication style? If you feel comfortable with this as an example of “getting along with people,” then you’ll fit right in.A person in the get along mode will be considerate of the opinions and feelings of others.

Suddenly, the fourth person at the meeting stands up (though everyone else has been sitting) and loudly proclaims, “I think we should do it, and I’ll tell you why. My granddaddy used to tell me ‘Son ... if ya snooze, ya lose.’ I never knew what he meant, but I never let that stop me. Y’know, that reminds me of a joke I heard. You’re going to love this one ...”

While that person keeps on going, we’d like you to stop and consider which intent would most likely be represented by such an elaborate communication style. If you’re thinking “get appreciation from people,” you’ve done a fine job so far of learning to recognize intent from a person’s style of communication. The person in the get appreciated mode is more likely to be flamboyant.

Can you understand how people with different primary intents can drive each other crazy?

Now think of the problem people in your life. In the situations in which you find them difficult, can you recall how they communicate? How about your communication? Who was more direct and to the point? Who was more detailed? Who deferred to others? Who was more elaborate? Who focused more on the task, and who focused more on the people? Who was aggressive, and who was passive? By observing behavior and listening to communication patterns with your problem people, you can recognize primary intent.

Shared Priorities, No Problem

When people have the same priorities, a misunderstanding or conflict is highly unlikely. For example:


The person you are working with on a project wants to get it done. You’re focused on the task, you’re getting it done, and your communications with them are brief and to the point.

The person you are working with wants to get it right. You’re focused on the task, you’re paying great attention to the details, and your reports to them are well documented.

The person you know wants to get along with you. With your friendly chitchat and considerate communications, you let him know that you care about him and like him.

The person you know wants to get appreciation for what they’re doing. With your enthusiasm and gratitude, you let her know that you recognize her contributions.



What Happens When the Intent Isn’t Fulfilled?

When people’s intents are not met, their behavior begins to change. When people want to get it done and fear it is not getting done, their behavior naturally becomes more controlling, as they try to take over and push ahead. When people want to get it right and fear it will be done wrong, their behavior becomes more perfectionistic, finding every flaw and potential error. When people want to get along and they fear they will be left out, their behavior becomes more approval seeking, sacrificing their personal needs to please others. When people want to get appreciation and fear they are not, their behavior becomes more attention getting, forcing others to notice them. And so it begins. These four changes are only the beginning of a metamorphosis into people you can’t stand. Using our lens, these changes are represented by the area just outside the Cooperation Zone called the Caution Zone.
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If you notice these changes in behavior, then you should immediately focus on blending (Chapter 4) with those people. But what if they aren’t willing to be flexible? Well, do you want to see something really scary? Their behavior will continue to change until they become your worst problem-people nightmare.
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The Road to Hell Is Paved with Good Intentions
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Once people determine that what they want is not happening or that what they don’t want is happening, their behavior becomes more extreme and goes into the Danger Zone. Let’s observe how threatened or thwarted positive intentions lead to the behaviors of difficult people.

Threatened Intent to Get It Done

Through the distorted lens of the thwarted intent to get it done, others appear to be wasting time, going off on tangents, or just plain taking too long. The intent increases in intensity, and the subsequent behavior becomes more controlling. The three most difficult controlling behaviors are the Tank, Sniper, and Know-It-All.



The Tank. On a mission, unable to slow down, pushing you around, or running right over you, the Tank has no inhibitions about ripping you apart personally. Yet the irony is ... it’s not personal. You just happened to get in the way. In an effort to control the process and accomplish the mission, Tank behavior ranges from mild pushiness to outright aggression.



The Sniper. Strategists when things aren’t getting done to their satisfaction, Snipers attempt to control you through embarrassment and humiliation. Most people live in fear of public embarrassment—a fact that Snipers use to their advantage, by making loaded statements and sarcastic comments at times when you are most vulnerable.
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The Know-It-All. Know-It-Alls control people and events by dominating the conversation with lengthy, imperious arguments, and they eliminate opposition by finding flaws and weaknesses to discredit other points of view. Because Know-It-Alls are actually knowledgeable and competent, most people are quickly worn down by their strategy and finally just give up.

Threatened Intent to Get It Right

Through the distorted lens of the thwarted intent to get it right, everything around these people begins to seem haphazard and careless. To add insult to injury, people seem to address these concerns with horrifyingly fuzzy words, like pretty much, and roughly, and probably. When sufficient intensity is reached, the behavior becomes increasingly pessimistic and perfectionistic. The Whiner, the No Person, the Judge, and the Nothing Person, all exemplify this kind of behavior.

[image: image]

The Whiner. In our imperfect world, Whiners believe that they are powerless to create change. Burdened and overwhelmed by all the uncertainty around what can go wrong, they abandon all thought of solutions. Instead, as the feeling of helplessness increases, they focus on any problems they can use as evidence for their massive generalization. They begin to whine: “Oh, ... nothing is right. Everything is wrong.” This, of course, serves only to drive everybody else crazy, and the deteriorating situation provokes further whining.



The No Person. Unlike Whiners, No People do not feel helpless in the face of things going wrong. Instead, the No People become hopeless. Certain that what is wrong will never be set right, they have no inhibition about letting others know how they feel: “Forget it, we tried that. It didn’t work then, it won’t work now, and you’re kidding yourself if anyone tells you something different. Give up and save yourself from wasted effort on a lost cause.” This gravity well pulls others into the No People’s personal pits of despair.



The Judge. Unlike Whiners and No People, Judges are not caught up in generalizations that nothing is right. Instead, their attention is on specific areas where they have decided that you are not measuring up. Judges can range in behavior from nitpicking (focused on details of no real consequence) to condemning you and then writing you off. Unconstructive criticism is their specialty. They may express their judgments directly to you or to others behind your back.



The Nothing Person. When events fail to measure up to their standard of perfection, some people get so totally frustrated that they withdraw completely. There may be one last shout at the powers-that-be for failing to get it right: “Fine! Do it your way. Don’t come crying to me if it doesn’t work out!” From that point on, they do and say ... nothing.

Threatened Intent to Get It Right and Get It Done



Not all behaviors are based on a single motivation. When people straddle the line between get it right and get it done, they can view you through a critical eye, judge you of being incapable of doing what needs to be done, and then take over.



The Meddler. When you combine the critical perfectionist eye of the Judge with the get it done controlling nature of a Tank, you get a Meddler. These people know what’s best for you and insert themselves into your life and try to get you to do what they are sure you need to be doing. They can range from nosy to interfering to manipulative. From what you wear, to whom you spend time with, to how you talk, to what you do, the Meddler is keeping an eye on you.

[image: image]

Threatened Intent to Get Along with Others

Through the distorted lens of the thwarted intent to get along with people, uncertainty about how others feel about them leads them to take other people’s reactions, comments, and facial expressions personally. Behavior becomes increasingly geared toward gaining approval and avoiding disapproval. The three most difficult approval-seeking behaviors are the passive Nothing Person, the wishy-washy Yes Person, and the Maybe Person.



The Nothing Person. Timid, uncomfortable, and uncertain, get along Nothing People excel at tongue biting. Since they don’t have anything nice to say, they don’t say anything at all. At their worst, they say nothing almost all the time. This, in many ways, is the perfect strategy to avoid conflict, to avoid hurting someone else’s feelings, and to keep from angering anyone. It’s almost a perfect plan, but there is a fly in the ointment. Since Nothing People can’t relate authentically or speak honestly, they don’t really get along with anyone.

[image: image]

The Yes Person. Yes People seek approval and avoid disapproval by trying to please everyone else. The Yes People answer yes to every request, without actually thinking about what is being promised or the consequences of failing to follow through. “Sure,” say the Yes People. And to the next request, “Okay,” and “Of course,” to the next request. Before long, the Yes People have overpromised and under-delivered to such an extent that the very people they wanted to get along with are furious. In the rare instance where the promises are kept, Yes People’s lives are no longer their own because all their choices are made around everyone else’s needs and demands. This produces a deep-seated anxiety and much resentment in the Yes People, which can even lead to unconscious acts of sabotage.



The Maybe Person. Maybe People avoid disapproval by avoiding decisions. After all, the wrong choice might upset someone, or something could go wrong and who would be blamed? The solution is to put the decision off, waffle, and hedge until someone else makes the decision or the decision makes itself. Like all the other difficult behaviors, this behavior perpetuates the problem it is intended to solve by causing so much frustration and annoyance that the Maybe People are locked out of meaningful relationships with others.

Threatened Intent to Get Appreciated by People

Through the distorted lens of a thwarted intent to get appreciation from people, the lack of positive feedback combines in their mind with the reactions, comments, and facial expressions of others, and it all tends to be taken personally. The intent to get appreciation intensifies in direct proportion to the lack of appreciative feedback, and the behavior becomes increasingly aimed at getting attention. The three most difficult attention-getting behaviors that result from the thwarted desires to get appreciation are the Grenades, the Snipers, and the Think-They-Know-It-Alls.



The Grenade. They say they don’t get any appreciation and they’re not getting any respect. When the silence and lack of appreciation become deafening, look out for the Grenade: the adult temper tantrum. “Kaboom! @#$* Nobody around here cares! That’s the problem with the world today. Kapow! *%^&@# I don’t know why I even bother! No one appreciates just how hard it is for me! Katung! &%$#*.” Ranting and raving are difficult to ignore. But since this desperate behavior produces negative attention and disgust, the Grenade is ever more likely to blow up at the next provocation.

The difference between the Tank, described earlier, and the Grenade is that the Tank uses focused fire in a single direction, while the Grenade produces an out-of-control explosion in 360 degrees. The Tank takes aim with specific charges but leave other useful people and office equipment standing. The Grenade introduces elements that have little or nothing to do with the present circumstances. A Tank attack is a demand for action. A Grenade tantrum is a demand for attention.

[image: image]

The Friendly Sniper. These Snipers actually like you, and their sniping is a “fun way” of gaining attention. “I never forget a face ..., but in your case I will make an exception.” Many people have relationships that include playful sniping. Normally, the best defense is a good offense because instead of offending, a return snipe is a sign of appreciation. But if people on the receiving end don’t give or receive appreciation in this manner, they may be laughing on the outside while bleeding from an emotional wound on the inside.



The Think-They-Know-It-All. Think-They-Know-It-Alls are specialists in exaggerations, half truths, jargon, useless advice, and unsolicited opinions. Charismatic and enthusiastic, these desperate-for-attention people can persuade and mislead an entire group of naive people into serious difficulties. If you argue with them, they turn up the volume and dig in their heels, then refuse to back down until you look as foolish as they do.

Threatened Intent to Get Appreciated and Get Along



Straddling the line between the intent to get appreciated and the intent to get along creates a tension that causes people to go out of their way to please and help others, while also desperately wanting the appreciation for doing so in return.



The Martyr. Martyrs can be pleasant on the surface, as they go about doing everything for everybody. But what they really seek is appreciation and significance in the lives of others. Unfortunately the things they do are not necessarily what others want done, and so they often don’t get the appreciation they desire. This finally leads to a Martyr meltdown, when they complain that they do everything for everybody and question why no one cares about them.
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To Summarize


• Behavior becomes more controlling when the intent to get it done is thwarted, leading people to become Tanks, Snipers, and Know-It-Alls.

• Behavior becomes more perfectionistic when the intent to get it right is thwarted, leading people to become Whiners, No People, Judges, and Nothing People.

• Behavior becomes more perfectionistic and more controlling when the intent to get it right and get it done is thwarted, leading people to become Meddlers.

• Behavior becomes more approval seeking when the intent to get along is thwarted, leading people to become Yes People, Maybe People, and Nothing People.

• Behavior becomes more attention getting when the intent to get appreciation is thwarted, leading people to become Grenades, Think-They-Know-It-Alls, and Snipers.

• Behavior becomes more attention-getting and more approval-seeking when the intent to get appreciated and get along is thwarted, leading people to become Martyrs.



[image: image]

*Find a color printout of the Lens of Understanding at www.DealingWithPeople.com.



As you read these descriptions of the 10 (A 3) difficult behaviors that people can’t stand, perhaps you noticed that when your intentions are thwarted, you occasionally become some of these people too—we wouldn’t be surprised since everybody is somebody’s difficult person some of the time. Who hasn’t whined; complained; become hopeless; exaggerated a story; withheld their true feelings; felt ignored, put upon, or dismissed; procrastinated in making a decision; lost their temper; loudly accused; or withdrawn completely? The difference between you and your difficult people in this regard may be a matter of degree and frequency, or recognition and responsibility. But the essential point here is that these behaviors are observable and changeable.

The behavior of the people you can’t stand is determined by their perception of what they think is going on as it relates to what they think is important. Their behavior interacts with your behavior, which is based on your own perception of these same variables. This produces an outcome, either randomly or intentionally. The results of your dealings with people at their worst is, in large measure, up to you.
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