
1 

 

 

Overview and Definition of Concepts 
 

In the context of community development and planning, a “difficult person” is someone 
whose behaviour interrupts community meetings and negotiations. “Dealing with difficult 
people” is a sub-topic within the areas of facilitation and strategic conflict resolution. 
Strategies for dealing with difficult behaviour are important for individuals operating in 
circumstances where dialogue and community negotiation are essential aspects of 
planning and decision making.  
 
The term “difficult people” does not refer here to one specific type of person but rather 
to people with a range of possible behaviours that can disrupt productive discussion and 
healthy debate. These behaviours range from extreme passivity and non-participation, 
to arguing and even becoming physically violent. For this community resource, three 
specific types of behaviour were found to be of concern: bullying, disruptive behaviour, 
and negativity.1  Bullying refers to being aggressive, pushy, confrontational and using 
intimidation to further an agenda, preventing others from having equal input in 
negotiations. Disruptive behaviour can include mocking or heckling when others are 
speaking, swearing, speaking out of turn, shouting, standing up, pushing a chair 
violently or even walking out and slamming a door. Negativity describes pessimistic 
behaviour that affects team spirit and may shut out discussion of potential initiatives or 
possible community futures. 

Understanding Difficult Behaviour 
 

There are many alternative approaches for dealing with difficult behaviours. The 
appropriate approach depends on the severity of the situation and the type of difficult 
behaviour being experienced. Facilitation and negotiation techniques have been major 
approaches employed in these circumstances. Initially, it is important to gain a better 
understanding of the specific difficult behaviour and the motivations behind this 
behaviour.  
 
There can be a wide variety of reasons why people engage in unacceptable behaviour. 
These may include: personality style (e.g. controlling, approval or attention seeking, 
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perfectionism), culture or something that has happened recently in their life.2 Difficult 
behaviour often stems from a combination of traits, including being either task or 
people-oriented, passive or aggressive. The following are examples of four common 
combinations of these traits that can lead to particular types of personality and difficult 
behaviours:  
 

I. Aggressive and task-oriented: These individuals may be dominating and 
demanding. They may argue over tasks and responsibilities, and/or become 
pushy, sarcastic, insulting or even violent. These individuals are sometimes 
described as bullies or “know-it-alls”.  

II. Aggressive and people-oriented: These individuals focus on the people in the 
room and the sides to an argument. They may like to be the centre of attention. 
They may attack the opinions of others and challenge them, or describe a feeling 
of being personally attacked and having a need to “stand up” for themselves.   

III. Passive and task-oriented: These individuals do not assert any particular views 
on the task. They may be unwilling to offer solutions, in some cases because 
they are being overly cautious or careful, or they may complain because they are 
seeking perfection. They effectively refuse negotiation through non-participation.  

IV. Passive and people-oriented: These individuals are easily intimidated by others-- 
even when the others are not particularly aggressive--and submit to their 
opinions, making it difficult to engage in discussion. They may consistently 
answer “yes” or “maybe”, trying to avoid confrontation.3  

Those who are aggressive are likely to argue over the task or over positions, may 
become verbally or physically violent, or may walk out of meetings, disrupting 
constructive discussion. Those who are passive can also become difficult, as they are 
generally reluctant to discuss the task or are intimidated by others, making negotiations 
challenging.  

In addition to these personality types, positional bargaining is a common and disruptive 
behaviour demonstrated by those who are aggressive and position-focused. It is a 
negotiation strategy whereby the difficult person will verbally attack the credibility of 
others or their proposals, based solely on personal biases in favour of their own 
position. In positional bargaining an individual may remain fixed on their own ideas and 
unwilling to listen or carefully consider the proposals or interests of others. 
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A Step-by-Step Plan for Dealing with Difficult People 
 

When dealing with difficult people, it is important to understand that everyone reacts 
differently to these types of behaviours. The facilitator or meeting chairperson must try 
to assess whether others in the group are able to tolerate the behaviour or if there is a 
consensus that the behaviour will interfere with the progress of the project, discussion 
or planning process. It is also necessary to recognize the part played by those who see 
the person as difficult. Are some of these behaviours also demonstrated by those who 
have labelled the person difficult? Are these people doing anything that is encouraging 
the difficult behaviour or are they failing to intervene when it occurs?  
 
The following guidelines provide a step-by-step approach to dealing with difficult people 
in a community development process. Some steps may be more applicable and useful 
when dealing with certain types of difficult behaviour (negativity as opposed to bullying, 
for example), and depending on the situation and available resources. Strategies for 
dealing with specific difficult behaviours are outlined further in the Tools and Techniques 
section of this toolkit. 
 
1. Develop a plan: If clear rules are in place and the difficult situation persists or 
escalates, the facilitators may need to set out specific written guidelines for acceptable 
and non-acceptable behaviour, and decide when a critical level can no longer be 
tolerated. This will be centred mostly on past problems, but can also include potential 
scenarios that the facilitators or the group believe could occur. In addition to identifying 
these behaviours, a follow-up plan needs to be put in place. This could include: 
immediately physically removing the difficult person from the meeting, possibly 
restricting the person from future meetings, or providing an alternative mode of 
participation (such as allowing the difficult person to read the minutes of the meeting 
and create a written response for consideration at the next meeting).  When 
implementing the plan, it is important to consider how essential it is to use negotiation 
techniques when dealing with difficult people. It is also important not to spend a 
disproportionate amount of time focusing on the individual’s unproductive behaviour, as 
this could take time away from the content of the meetings and delay decisions on 
important matters.   

2. Change your attitude: The facilitator and others in the group should try to think of new 
ways to understand the difficult person's point of view. Try to discover their central 
frustrations surrounding the issue at hand, and let them know that their concerns are 
important, but not more important than the concerns of others.  

3. Change your behaviour: Individuals and groups should not react negatively to the 
difficult person's behaviour (e.g. attack the person or defend your ideas or those of 
others in the group), although this may be your instinct. Instead try to be calm and 
understanding. Try changing the ways you deal with the person. If you change how you 
react, it is possible that the difficult person may alter their behaviour when dealing with 
you or their behaviour will be discouraged because they have to learn new ways to deal 
with you. 
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4. Reduce the differences: People argue over differences and lose sight of similarities. 
One strategy is finding common ground with the difficult person. Find something, even if 
it is very basic like, “OK, we can agree that funding will be a problem,” and then try to 
work on this problem by exploring suggestions from the difficult person and 
incorporating them into the wider discussion. Most unacceptable behaviour results from 
the difficult person focusing on their feelings about other people instead of on the task, 
or on their predetermined position rather than on possible solutions all parties can agree 
on. In this situation the facilitator should try to refocus the difficult person away from 
their position or personal issues and toward the problem being discussed.4 When the 
other party is using “positional bargaining,” it is important to counter this type of 
bargaining by refusing to react to the behaviour or defend your position. Reacting to the 
behaviour will lead to continued argument over positions and straying away from the 
problem at hand. Next, it is important to consistently relate everything the difficult person 
says back to the issue at hand, so they understand that this disagreement is about the 
issue and not the people behind it.  

5. Use the “one-text procedure”: A third party is most often brought in to deal with 
disagreements between groups, but a third party may also be effective when dealing 
with difficult individuals. The one-text procedure suggests using a third party to 
impartially examine the issue being discussed or negotiated and the perspectives and 
interests of both the individual with the difficult behaviour and the other members of the 
group. The third party will then create a document outlining knowledge, interests, 
concerns and a draft proposed solution for solving the problem being encountered. This 
document can then be presented to the difficult person for their consideration. The 
person can review the document, make changes to it and return it for the group’s 
consideration. If the group is not satisfied with the proposed solution the third party may 
create a second proposal. This process will often result in many preliminary documents 
before a final plan can be developed, but it can be a more productive method than trying 
to deal with difficult behaviour in meetings. You many need to use this procedure with a 
difficult person who is essential to negotiations, usually someone who has a lot of power 
in the community (e.g., business owners or municipal officials).5  

6. Vote with your feet: In some cases, you or other participants may decide to walk away 
from the discussions or negotiations. This will end the communication when you are 
caught in an endless, unproductive argument with a difficult person. The project or 
discussion may be unable to proceed, and two possible outcomes can occur. A walk-out 
could be used as a tool to change the difficult person's mind. This may make them 
realize that they need to communicate more effectively to meet their objectives, 
especially if you make it clear that their behaviour is the sole reason for the walk-out. 
Unfortunately, this tactic could also simply result in the abandonment of the discussions 
or related project.  
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Conclusion 
 

In summary, difficult people can disrupt negotiations and prevent the development of 
solutions to community issues. When considering how one should deal with a difficult 
person the key points to remember are to try your best to be objective and to keep 
personal feelings out of criticisms about behaviour. In addition, it is important to keep 
the difficult person focused on goals, to use accurate examples of problem behaviour, 
and to be concise when speaking to the person about their behaviour. If further action 
can be taken, such as speaking to a supervisor, the difficult person should be warned 
beforehand that this step will be taken.   
 
One of the biggest challenges in dealing with a difficult person is to control one's own 
behaviour. When a person is using positional bargaining they may be unfairly critical of 
proposals and insult people around them. It is important to refrain from reacting to these 
behaviours in a defensive way because this will encourage the difficult person to 
continue using them. Instead, remember to stay calm and realize that the difficult 
person is not in control. Then they can move on to the next challenge, which is 
refocusing negotiations on the task. This can be challenging because the difficult person 
will redirect the discussion many times to try to regain control. Facilitators must be 
assertive, but positive, and must not give in. Frequent breaks in difficult negotiations can 
ease some of the tension caused by a difficult person and help to improve group 
morale. The leadership of the negotiator or facilitator is essential in influencing 
behavioural change and the perceptions of community partners. Although there are 
many factors that make a great leader, qualities such as charisma, insightfulness, 
support, listening, understanding and responsiveness can help leaders negotiate 
difficult situations, including their dealings with difficult people.  
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

This community development toolkit was created by Pency-Rhaine Byrne, with editorial review 
by Kelly Vodden, Ahmed Khan and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created as part of a community-
based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial 
University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – 
Community and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in 
partnership with the Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a 
‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that 
introduce students and community development practitioners to several key community 
development and regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support by the Rural 
Secretariat-Executive Council and support and participation of Regional Partnership Planners 
Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  
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