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Five Things I Know About Dealing
With “Difficult People”:

Declassify, Then Connect

B. Kim Barnes
THE INFLUENCE GURU

The label “difficult” limits what you can do. Five ways to build a
working relationship instead.

1 Forget that he or she is “difficult”

Begin by declassifying the person as “difficult.” That category disempowers you to find a way to work with the
other. “Interesting” or “unusual” might serve you better if you need a category at all. Self-talk can either be
limiting or empowering.

2 Benchmark others’ success.

Identify someone who works well with the person - then observe what he or she does in as neutral a way as
possible. Ask the person to share insights with you that might help you understand how to work better with the
other. Experiment with his or her approach.

3 Have a frank, non-defensive conversation.

Let the other person know that you'd like to develop a more productive working relationship. Ask what you could
do more of, less of, or differently in order to create an easier way of working together. Be curious and stay
neutral. Listen and summarize, avoiding any defensiveness during the conversation. Promise to get back to him
or her. Then go away and think about which of those things you'd be willing to do. Tell the person about it and ask
for something in exchange, if appropriate - for example, “| can commit to listening to your ideas more often if
you'll agree to signal me when you want to speak.”

4 Find areas of common interest and use them.

Ask the person to do something with you in service of something you both value (when normally you might avoid
voluntarily doing something together). Begin with something small and build on any success.
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5 Surprise the other with positive feedback.

Identify some key accomplishments or talents that you have observed and make some sincere, positive
statements about his or her abilities or achievements. You can do this in a public meeting or 1:1 to a person who's
likely to mention it or to the person him or herself. Look for opportunities to agree with or reinforce the other’s
ideas in public meetings.

Self-talk can either be limiting or empowering.
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