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Tool #1. Types of difficult people  

The Tank or 
Community Bully 

Pushy person who forces their opinions on everyone (the “community bully”). They 
attack not only your idea or project, but you personally as well. They are 
confrontational and often angry. This person may have a strong need to prove 
themselves and that their view is right. They value confidence and aggression and 
expect others to fear them. They may demean others and have a sense of self-
importance and superiority. They tend to attack people rather than only what they 
are doing or have done. 

The Sniper 

Decides arbitrarily that they will not cooperate because of biases and prejudices 
against those not sharing their view. They can be rude and sarcastic and attempt to 
make others look foolish.  

The Grenade 

Person who “blows up” - gets extremely angry and argumentative, causing 
negotiations to be interrupted. May explode into ranting and raving after a period of 
calm. 

The Know-It-All 
Person who insists they are right and is not willing to consider other people's views 
and interpretations. They do not like to be corrected or contradicted. 

The Think-They-
Know-It-All 

Unlike know-it-all people, they are actually not well-informed about the topic, but 
interfere with negotiations by asserting their ill-informed, poorly-justified opinions on 
things. 

The Yes Person 

This person wants to agree to everyone's ideas even if their ideas are contrary to 
each other. They make a plethora of promises they can't keep in order to avoid 
conflict, be liked and accepted. 

The Maybe Person 
This person is indecisive, delaying the pursuit of a solution until the problem 
becomes worse and requires immediate, ill-planned action. 

The Clam or Silent 
Person 

This person does not communicate well. They offer no ideas, feedback, 
information, etc. and tend to avoid direct questions. 

The No Person 

This person is the eternal pessimist. They argue against all ideas suggesting that 
they are unrealistic or are too difficult to implement. This person can quickly 
diminish group moral and creativity. 

The Whiner 

This person gets into extensive discussion about what the problems are but is also 
reluctant to accept solutions, so they carry on reiterating the same problems They 
tend to find fault with everything, have little faith in themselves or others and 
believe the world is hostile and unfair. 

 

Sources: Robert M. Bramson, Coping with Difficult People; New York: Random House, 
1988; Rick Brinkman and Rick Kirschner. Dealing with Difficult People: 24 Lessons for 
Bringing Out the Best in Everyone. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2003: Enough is Enough 
Blog, accessed March 12, 2012, http://enoughisenoughau.blogspot.ca/2011/07/how-to-
handle-difficult-people-its-your.html;  
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Tool #2: Tips for how to talk to a difficult person 

Be Objective 

State the problem with the behaviour - “You need to limit the length of your 
comments in meetings to allow others time to comment,”-not personal feelings or 
reactions to it, such as “Other people are irritated with you because you talk non-
stop in meetings.”  

Use Examples 

Point out a specific situation that has occurred relating to the person's problem 
behaviour - “When someone mentioned fundraising you immediately said, 'that is a 
waste of time, we've tried it before' instead of allowing others to respond.” 

Commit to the 
Accuracy Principle 

 

Don't exaggerate by using phrases such as “You walked out of the meeting like 20 
times!” when the person walked out four times. Be accurate about what the 
behaviour was, how, when and how many times it occurred or your comments will 
not be taken seriously. 

Take Advantage of 
Venues 

A face-to-face discussion may be adequate for one person, while a written 
message may be better for others. But either method will require that you be direct 
and concise about the problem behaviour. Only state your key points in order to be 
clear about the issue that needs to be addressed. 

Follow Your Vision 

If you want to get the difficult person to focus on the task and work harder towards 
it, avoid complaining about what they are doing wrong by saying something like 
“Why didn't you call them? You're always doing things like this. How can we 
proceed now?” Find ways to give constructive comments such as “I see you didn't 
call that representative to enquire about the matter we discussed. Everyone is 
counting on you to do that as soon as possible so we can proceed with our plans.”  

Keep Records 

Keep notes on what the difficult person has said or done at meetings and how it 
affected the meetings. This will make it easier to cite specific problems with 
behaviour if the person challenges your comments on their behaviour (and they 
usually will). 

Further Action 

Does this person have a boss or colleagues with whom you can discuss their 
problem behaviour? In most cases, a difficult person will listen to the opinion of 
someone they respect and trust, and will certainly put more thought into comments 
from someone who is in charge of them.  

 

Source: Benjamin, Susan F. Perfect Phrases for Dealing with Difficult People. Toronto: 
McGraw-Hill, 2008. Preview available 
at:http://books.google.ca/books?id=SRO5VyZdJMIC&printsec=frontcover&source=
gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false  
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Tool #3: Strategies for dealing with specific difficult behaviours  

The Tank or 
Community Bully 

Stand up for yourself and make your difference of opinion (or those of 
others in the group) known and understood. Be assertive yet polite and 
professional in expressing your own views but without trying to win a battle 
of right and wrong. Keep the discussion constructive. Jump in when they 
lose momentum and there is a pause, but you may need to interrupt this 
person if they don’t give you the chance to speak. You may need to say 
their name in a loud, clear voice to get their attention. Use direct phrases 
such as “In my opinion...”; “I disagree with you...” or "I'm not sure you heard 
what I meant." Avoid public situations where this person’s pride demands 
victory at all costs though. A private chat may be most effective.  

The Sniper 

Again, be assertive, polite, professional. Give them an alternative to a direct 
conflict by asking questions. Questioning the Sniper’s attacks will reduce 
the chance of similar attacks in the future. Force the Snipers out into the 
open. Ask questions like, “That sounded like a dig. Was it?”  A sniper 
usually replies to such accusations with denial,” I am only joking.” Try to 
discover the real problem and deal with it.  

The Grenade or 
Exploder 

Wait for the outburst to end as the person suddenly realizes where they are 
and what they are doing. At this point they tend to quiet quickly. If not you 
should try to bring it to a stop. Try saying “Right, Right!” “Wait a minute” or 
“Yes. Yes!” loud enough that they can hear, or stand up suddenly to catch 
their attention and hopefully break the tantrum.  
Once the person has settled down, indicate that you take them seriously by 
saying things like “I can see this is very important to you and I would like to 
talk about it, but not like this.” If the person will not calm down they may 
need to be asked to leave the room, or the meeting or conversation ended 
until the person has calmed down. Taking a break at this point can be an 
effective strategy. 

The Know-It-All 
or The Think-
They-Know-It-All 

Be assertive. State the facts in a different way to give them a way out while 
still looking smart and important. Ask questions and introduce possible 
alternatives that could be considered. Be sure to allow them opportunities to 
save themselves from embarrassment.  

The Yes Person 

One strategy for the Yes person is to ask them to state their ideas first so 
that they cannot mimic others. Another is to meet them outside  the group 
to ask whether they truly believe they are able to meet their commitments to 
the group. Provide them with an opportunity to reconsider and to change 
their mind if their commitment is not realistic. 

The Clam or 
Silent Person 

Your goal with the quiet person is to get them to express their views. Try 
asking them questions that can’t be answered with a simple “Yes” or “No.”. 
Examples include “How do you feel about this?” or “What are your ideas?” 
Wait up to one full minute before you say anything. A long silence may 
make them uncomfortable, encouraging them to say something. If this does 
not work try being direct and asking something like ”I expected you to say 
something, but you didn’t. What does that mean?” If this doesn’t work 
repeat the thoughts, observations or ideas that have been presented so far, 
and, once again, end with a question asking the person about their 
thoughts. Be prepared for them to ask to leave at this point. Encourage 
them to stay as the meeting or discussion is not complete. Using the 
following statements or questions may help the quiet person get started: 
“You look distressed.”; “Don’t worry about starting at the beginning. What’s 
on your mind right now?” If and when they do talk, be sure to listen 
carefully. 
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The No Person 

Avoid getting drawn into the negativity and stick with your own action plan. 
It will be difficult to persuade a negativist it is possible to solve a problem or 
improve a situation. Do not argue with them but state your own realistic 
optimism. Point out possible negative repercussions or challenges to a new 
idea yourself and add ways to address them. 

The Whiner or 
Complainer 

Try being optimistic and cooperative with this person to help them see the 
other side of the situation. Help the person work toward a solution to their 
complaints or concerns.  Then acknowledge what they have said by 
repeating it back to them. You may have to interrupt them to do this. While 
doing this, avoid words like “never” and “always“, which are among this 
person’s favourite words. Acknowledging their perspective does not mean 
showing that you agree with the Complainer. Acknowledging someone’s 
ideas and agreeing with these ideas are two different things. (Agreeing with 
the Complainer may validate the person’s belief that they are blameless, 
and that the responsibility for addressing the issue being discussed belongs 
to others.) From here, move quickly into problem-solving. Ask the person 
questions to help identify the real source of the problem and potential ways 
of addressing it.  

 

Sources: Enough is Enough Blog, accessed on March 19, 2012, 
http://enoughisenoughau.blogspot.ca/2011/07/how-to-handle-difficult-people-its-
your.html; Hubpages, accessed March 19, 2012, http://drbj.hubpages.com/hub/Dealing-
with-Difficult-People  

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 for this project 
provided 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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