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PRAISE FOR BEYOND DIFFICULT


‘Finally – a book about difficult people that doesn’t make you want to throw it at one. It’s comprehensive, refreshingly practical and easy to digest – exactly what every leader needs when navigating tough personalities.’

– Taryn Brumfitt

‘Engaging, practical and so relatable. A guide for everyone to keep in their back pockets to help navigate life’s tricky relationships.’

– Dr Marny Lishman

‘A remarkable combination of deep and accurate reliance on research and clinical literatures along with exceptionally clear writing and engaging use of self-help tips and examples… The world would be a much happier and healthier place if everyone read this book.’

– Dr Phillip R Shaver

‘For anyone who at times navigates difficult relationships (that is, all of us!), this work offers not only reassurance but also actionable guidance for cultivating lasting, meaningful bonds… It is more than a book – it is a roadmap to deeper connection and greater emotional wellbeing.’

– Dr Jude Cassidy

‘Beyond Difficult is a rare gem that transforms the way you see difficult relationships… Rather than offering simplistic solutions, this book invites us into a deeper understanding of human complexity, teaching us to recognise attachment patterns, temperament differences and neurodiversity with genuine curiosity instead of judgement. This book is a powerful reminder that behind every challenging behaviour is a human being with their own attachment story waiting to be understood.’

– Lael Stone

‘A powerful book that will help you understand yourself and the people you love more deeply… I will be sure to share this wonderful book with my family and friends.’

– Jessica Urlichs

‘I can think of no person in my life who would not benefit from accessing what is offered here. The ripple effect cannot be overstated. This book provides a blueprint for how to improve and even heal troubled relationships, offering an essential gift to an increasingly troubled world.’

– Dr Kent Hoffman

‘I have no difficulty in warmly recommending this sparkling book by Rachel Samson and Jessie Stern, two gifted psychologists with a deep knowledge of attachment and temperament, nature and nurture, and how they interact in creating the persons we are… Samson and Stern draw on first-rate empirical evidence to advocate active listening and reflective practices that are highly likely to be helpful to all who engage with this timely and worthwhile book.’

– Dr Howard Steele

‘Relational skills are fundamental to our success as a species, but as societies have industrialised and people have become more atomised and isolated, we seem to have become less attuned to each other. This book will give you all the fundamentals you need to establish better boundaries and have true compassion for difficult people – including yourself.’

– Jess Hill
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For JLS.

Love you to the moon and back.

– RS

For my ancestors.

– JS
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INTRODUCTION

This is a book about difficult people and how to deal with them.

Difficult people are unavoidable. You will encounter them wherever you go: at home, in the office, in your immediate and extended family, in your friendship circles, and most definitely in the dating pool. You can set boundaries, but you can’t always opt out of challenging relationships. We’ve all had encounters with difficult people, and we’ve all been impacted by someone’s bad behaviour. If we’re being really honest, we’ve also been that difficult person in someone else’s life, despite our best intentions.

Difficult people come in all varieties. The person you find difficult may be avoidant, emotionally detached, dismissive, lacking empathy, self-centred, entitled, needy, demanding, aggressive, combative, callous, manipulative, emotionally explosive, dramatic, critical, unreliable, passive, people-pleasing, or any combination of tricky traits and characteristics. There is no universal definition of a ‘difficult person,’ and there is no standard test to diagnose someone as difficult (wouldn’t that be handy!). That’s because our perception of what constitutes a difficult person is subjective. There may be a person who you can’t stand but who your partner feels indifferent to. Your co-worker might complain bitterly about your boss’s dismissiveness, while you’re unruffled by their behaviour. We each bring our unique background, values and cultural influences to our perceptions of what constitutes difficult behaviour.

Whatever challenges you currently face with the difficult personalities in your life, we want to offer you this message of hope: while it’s not possible to avoid difficult people altogether, it is possible to radically transform your interactions with them. By understanding the underlying reasons and functions behind people’s challenging behaviour, learning effective skills for dealing with emotions, setting boundaries, communicating effectively and practising empathy, it is possible to master the art of dealing with difficult people. Our goal in this book is to show you how.


A relational education

We humans are intensely social creatures – and our social abilities are key to how we evolved as a species (Tomasello, 2020). It’s in our nature to be affected by the people around us, for better and for worse. Our interactions with others have the potential to support and enhance our wellbeing – or undermine and threaten it. Harvard University’s longest-running study of adult development reveals that more than wealth or intelligence, the single best predictor of living ‘the good life’ is having high-quality relationships (Waldinger & Schulz, 2023). So it’s frankly baffling that we don’t learn much in school (even in higher education) about how to have good relationships.

Here’s a simple experiment to start: think about how you feel when you are around your favourite people – the people you feel most secure and comfortable with. Let that feeling of being with them fill you up. Now think about a time when you were in the company of someone who was impossible to deal with. What happens in your mind and body?

Interactions with the difficult people in our lives can leave us feeling stressed, depleted, befuddled and undone. When dysfunctional patterns of behaviour are part of a close relationship, it can leave us disoriented and destabilised, which, in bitter irony, can undermine our ability to navigate the relationship effectively. Difficult interpersonal situations can have harmful consequences for our health and wellbeing. People often report experiencing heightened stress and anxiety, spinning thoughts and worry, trouble sleeping and getting things done at work – it’s harder just to make it through the day. Our day-to-day experiences of interpersonal conflict (especially experiences of harassment or unfair treatment) are linked to an increased risk of certain forms of hypertension (Schoenthaler et al., 2020). When it comes to our romantic partners, poor relationship quality is even linked to increased mortality risk over a five-year period (Bookwala & Gaugler, 2020).

It’s not surprising that one of the most common reasons people consult a therapist is for support and guidance when dealing with a challenging person or a difficult relationship. (As the meme goes, ‘people in therapy are in therapy to deal with the people in their lives who won’t go to therapy’.) Seeking professional help is undoubtedly an effective approach: therapy can be a transformative tool to help us navigate difficult interpersonal situations with greater confidence and skill. Relationship-focused therapy is especially effective in supporting parents of children with behaviour problems (Jugovac et al., 2022) and improving satisfaction in stressed couples (Beasley & Ager, 2019).

But the problem is that therapy isn’t accessible for everyone. Barriers like cost, lack of insurance and cultural stigmas often get in the way of getting help. A book is not a substitute for a therapist, but it can be a guide on the journey towards healthier ways of responding to difficult people. We believe that everyone deserves access to information about human behaviour and relationships. We also feel strongly that the best evidence about the science of healthy relationships should not be confined to the ivory tower of academia or restricted behind a paywall. We all have the right to a ‘relational education’ – the scientific knowledge and practical skills to understand ourselves, other people and our relationships. That’s why we have written this book for you.



Who we are

Welcome! Rachel and Jessie here – two psychologists who also happen to be good friends. We forged a friendship and writing partnership across two continents after an unlikely meeting at the University of Minnesota.

The Institute of Child Development at the University of Minnesota is home to one of the longest-running studies of human relationships: the Minnesota Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children. People come from all over the world to learn about the Strange Situation, a procedure that assesses the quality of babies’ attachment to their caregivers (Ainsworth et al., 1979). The Strange Situation involves an infant and caregiver undergoing a series of short separations and reunions and interacting with a stranger in an unfamiliar room. Based on the infant’s behaviour during key moments – whether they approach or avoid their caregiver upon reunion, whether they can derive comfort from their presence, how they play and explore the environment – we can classify their attachment to their caregiver as secure or insecure. From this simple 21-minute procedure, researchers can make powerful predictions about how an infant will develop through childhood and later life. It turns out that babies who are securely attached to a caregiver in the Strange Situation are more likely to grow up to have good self-esteem, mental health, social competence and positive relationships with their peers (Sroufe, 2005).

So it was that we met at the University of Minnesota in 2018 – alongside therapists and researchers from across the US, Australia, Mexico, Chile, Italy, England, the Netherlands, Turkey, Japan and Singapore – to learn how to classify an infant’s attachment using the Strange Situation. As you will discover in the pages that follow, there are lessons for all of us from the University of Minnesota research project, especially for those of us navigating relationships with difficult people.

Rachel Samson has worked as a clinical psychologist for over a decade, working with children, adults and families navigating difficult relationships. Early in her career, Rachel was trained in two distinct but related clinical areas: the treatment of childhood trauma and personality disorders in adults, and early intensive attachment-focused family intervention for children and families experiencing complex problems. She came to understand that the specific caregiving experiences needed for an infant to develop a secure attachment relationship with their caregiver were, more often than not, the very things that were missing in the early lives of the patients she was treating for personality disorders and characterological problems. Through these experiences, Rachel has gained a deep understanding of challenging personalities, difficult relationships, complex human behaviours and how to navigate them effectively.

Dr Jessie Stern is an Assistant Professor of Psychological Science at Pomona College in California, where she conducts research on attachment and teaches courses on the science of healthy relationships in families, friendships and couples. She wrote her dissertation on attachment theory and healthy relationships under the direction of Jude Cassidy at the University of Maryland and went on to earn a National Research Service Award for her postdoctoral research on empathy in infancy and adolescence at the University of Virginia. Over the past decade, she has observed and interviewed hundreds of children and parents about their experiences in relationships and co-authored more than 50 scientific articles and book chapters about how our childhood experiences shape the development of social skills like empathy, as well as physical and mental health.

Understanding our early attachments and how they shape who we become is at the heart of what we do. Learning to listen to the rhythms of a relationship and decode social dynamics is central to our work in the therapy room and the research lab. As you will discover in this book, these patterns of interaction are also key to understanding why some people seem ‘difficult,’ and why we each respond differently to other people’s behaviour.

We have become increasingly convinced that understanding the fundamentals of attachment and human development is key to not only understanding difficult behaviour but also learning how to deal skilfully with the people we find most challenging. We have witnessed first-hand how access to psychological information and practical tools can transform people’s lives. This understanding serves as a foundation for making meaningful changes in ourselves and the interconnected lives of our colleagues, partners, friends, family and children.



Using this book

This book is a manual for understanding and dealing with difficult people. Its pages are filled with scientific insights and practical strategies, woven together with stories from the therapy room and our own lives. Throughout the book, you will find quotes from interviews with real people dealing with difficult dynamics at work, in the family, in friendships and with romantic partners. The people interviewed for this book aren’t just anyone – we selected them specifically because of their exceptional self-reflective and interpersonal skills, so that you benefit from seeing ‘the best of the best’ in action. This type of ‘bright spot’ analysis aims to understand what people with strong relationship skills do differently, so we can learn from both their real struggles and their positive example. All the names that appear in this book are pseudonyms to protect interviewees’ privacy as they share their stories. Alongside these interviews you will find case stories that embody common themes we encounter in our therapy practice. None of the stories refer to any one individual with whom we have worked or whom we know.

Here’s a roadmap for finding what you need in this book.

In Part 1: Going Beyond ‘Difficult’, we explore why some people are so hard to get along with. How did they come to be this way? We also get curious about why someone’s behaviour can cause you to react in a particular way, and what patterns of relating you bring to your interactions with others. This part of the book will give you a foundational understanding of attachment, temperament, personality, neurodiversity and why people behave the way they do.

Then we dive into the interventions, practices, tips and strategies that will help you deal with difficult people more effectively. We present a two-part approach, including both intrapersonal (within yourself) and interpersonal (between you and another person) practices that we’ve found to be effective in the clinic, in our own lives and in scientific research.

In Part 2: Working on the Self, we focus on strategies that help you work on your own mind and emotions, so you can stay grounded and access a sense of safety and self-worth – even when facing difficult situations. The goal is to become more aware of your own patterns of reacting to other people, so you can respond in a more empowered, intentional and skilful way. To get there, we’ll walk through practical ways to manage intense emotions, calm your nervous system, cultivate resilience, work towards a more secure attachment style and access the ‘healthy adult’ part of yourself when you need it most.

In Part 3: Working on Relationships, we focus on developing specific relational skills and mindsets to deal with a range of difficult interactions involving other people. The goal is to understand and respond to the needs and emotions that are underneath difficult interactions – to address the root cause, rather than constantly putting out small fires. We’ll cover communication skills, scripts for setting boundaries and expressing your needs, and ways to de-escalate conflict and repair the relationship when things go awry.

There are a few more extreme types of difficult behaviour that we won’t cover here, like when difficult behaviour is abuse and when someone has a personality disorder or specific psychiatric diagnoses. These topics warrant entire books unto themselves (in many cases, there are excellent books written about them already).

As you start the journey, remember that we’re all human: we all have bad moods, regrettable moments and poor emotional habits that resurface when we’re under stress (picture your inner demons getting poked awake in their cave). Most relationships have difficult moments where misunderstanding, disconnection and conflict happen. For some people, however, difficult behaviour is more rigid, pervasive and enduring. Often when we think of someone as a ‘difficult person’, we may be dealing with the latter. The information and strategies presented in this book can be applied to most situations but will be especially helpful in dealing with people and situations that seem beyond difficult.






PART I GOING BEYOND ‘DIFFICULT ’
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CHAPTER 1 UNDERSTANDING DIFFICULT BEHAVIOUR

Once there was a young girl who was unwanted. She lived on and off for several years in a place full of unwanted children – a group home, they called it, though the word ‘home’ was like an ill-fitting dress.

Maybe it was because of money – there was less of it now, especially when her mother was drinking. But she suspected it was also because she was pudgy and occasionally loud, and not as pretty or well-behaved as her sister. Her sister, the wanted one. The one they kept.

The third time they left her, in 1934, she had just turned six. She was old enough to know things. She knew, for example, to be vigilant when the shades in the bedroom were drawn shut, and how to tell when her mother turned from carefree to cruel, from a knowable presence to a ghost. She was more afraid of the ghost than the cruel mother (who was at least predictable) and would scream and cry at the closed door until her mother returned to admonish her for being so bad.

She knew, too, something of herself from the sharp words and shards of memory she gathered together like pieces of a mirror. In the image reflected there, she saw a strong-willed, boisterous girl with a love of dirt and little green frogs, of books and gardens. But she also saw what she had been told of herself – that she was ‘a handful’, ‘sensitive’, ‘too much’, ‘impossible’ and, most of all, a ‘difficult child’.

Many years later, she would take great pains to bury the sharp edges of her past as she turned the soil for her garden, rich with the promise of growing a better life. She married a man who was safe, reliable, unemotional and unlikely to leave. She raised three children and took in others from the neighbourhood, especially those whose parents drank. She made every effort to be good, wanted, useful, indispensable.

But the fear and rage of being left never went away. The memory of scarcity crept into her kitchen, where she rationed food for her family, restricting their portions even when there was plenty. The anger, unmetabolised, grew into resentment towards her children for their emotions and needs. When they grew into teenagers, the anger fomented into outbursts of rage and sharp-tongued criticism of their clothes, their hairstyles, their friends, their weight, their natural desire for freedom and autonomy. The fear, unacknowledged, overwhelmed her as she aged; when her husband would leave a room for longer than a minute, she became a frightened child, asking after his whereabouts with panic in her voice.

It is a bitter irony that this woman, Jessie’s grandmother, who tried so hard to shed the mantle of the ‘difficult child’ – to be wanted and loved as she deserved – would become the ‘difficult person’ in her family. In the years since her death, members of Jessie’s family have tried to make sense of the scared child who lived behind the acerbic wit and unpredictable anger.



What lies beneath ‘difficult’ behaviour

From decades of research and personal experience – in the therapy room, at work, in our relationships – we have learnt about the true causes of difficult behaviour. No one is ‘born bad’, and few people are simply out to get you or trying to make your life miserable. In virtually all human behaviour, a constellation of ‘nature’ (our neurobiology and temperament) and ‘nurture’ (our environment and experiences) are at play. To understand what lies beneath difficult behaviour, we have to understand how our nervous system responds to the environment, how trauma and stress impact the brain and body, and the key role of attachment relationships.


A sensitive nervous system


Am I too much for the world, or is the world too much for me?

– KELLI JAE BAELI



When you were young, did adults ever admonish you for being ‘too sensitive’? To those well-meaning (but insensitive) adults – hey, it’s just our temperament! Temperament is a person’s unique set of biologically based traits or tendencies that form the building blocks of personality. One of these traits (which can be measured as early as the first months of life) is sensitivity – how strongly we react to our environment. We all fall somewhere along the spectrum of low sensitivity to high sensitivity. Highly sensitive individuals (about 30 per cent of the population) are thought to have a highly attuned nervous system that takes in more information from the environment. As a result, highly sensitive people tend to think deeply, feel intensely and notice a lot. Neurodivergent people, such as those who are gifted or autistic, are especially likely to be highly sensitive.

Being highly sensitive comes with its superpowers and Achilles heel: in supportive contexts, sensitive people can flourish, developing high emotional intelligence, empathy and positive social behaviour. But highly sensitive people also suffer more intensely in unsupportive contexts. The combination of high sensitivity with harsh treatment from caregivers or an unpredictable home life can increase the risk of mental health problems and antisocial behaviour. The good news is that precisely because of their high responsiveness, sensitive children and adults are most likely to benefit from interventions like therapy and positive changes in their relationships.



A mismatched environment


When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.

– ALEXANDER DEN HEIJER



The natural tendencies we’re born with inevitably come into contact with the world we’re in – our physical, personal and cultural environment. The match or mismatch between you and your environment is called person–environment fit.

For those of us with a sensitive temperament or neurological differences (‘neurodivergent’ individuals), it can be especially challenging to be in a physical environment that is overstimulating – too bright, noisy, chaotic, smelly, crowded. For example, though we usually love long conversations over coffee, we both start to feel edgy and out of sorts if the conversation is happening over loud music, cross-talk and strangers elbowing into our personal space. The difficult behaviour we might see (‘meltdowns’, outbursts of anxiety or aggression, shutting down in social situations) is sometimes the product of a sensitive nervous system reacting to a too-intense environment. This is often the case for neurodivergent people, including autistic individuals and those with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). When the environment doesn’t support the needs of sensitive individuals for space, calm, depth and safe social interaction, the natural solution might be to withdraw from the environment, or to ‘mask’ our true selves to survive within a social order that devalues sensitivity. But when sensitive children and adults can access relationships with people who are responsive to their emotional needs and who can recognise and soothe their nervous system when needed, they are capable of thriving above and beyond the less sensitive sort.

If your biology is less reactive, it might be harder to be in an under-stimulating environment – too quiet, predictable, repetitive, boring. The difficult behaviours we might see (‘acting out’, restlessness or attention problems, testing boundaries, getting into dangerous situations) are sometimes the product of an under-stimulated nervous system seeking novelty, an emotional reaction or a sensory ‘rush’. When the environment doesn’t support low-reactive individuals in their need for positive, constructive sources of social and sensory stimulation, the natural solution might be to seek harmful forms of stimulation (like using substances). However, so-called ‘fearless’ or ‘low-reactive’ children often thrive when their caregivers are authoritative (firm but kind) and foster their exploration and creativity. And for adults, a good ‘fit’ might be with friends and partners who support their goals and creative interests, and who are willing to try new activities.



Trauma


Trauma is a Greek word for ‘wound’… So when you understand that, then you realise… trauma is not what happens to you. Trauma is what happens inside you as a result of what happened to you.

– GABOR MATÉ



Stress, pain, fear and loss are normal parts of the human experience. But as Maté explains, ‘all trauma is stressful, but not all stress is traumatic’. What distinguishes trauma from everyday stress is the psychological injury and emotional distress that comes from an experience that overwhelms our capacity to cope. Trauma can be acute, like experiencing sexual assault or the unexpected death of a loved one, or chronic, like living in a dangerous neighbourhood or growing up with a neglectful parent. When such experiences are repeated over time (as in the case of the little girl living first with her alcoholic mother and then in an institution), we often see complex trauma, which can increase a person’s risk for post-traumatic stress disorder and personality disorders. Many of us have experienced vicarious trauma, such as seeing videos of violence or witnessing violence in our community.

Trauma doesn’t just affect our emotional state – research is revealing that trauma has lasting effects on the brain and body, down to the cellular level. When trauma leaves the brain on high alert for danger, seemingly innocuous events (a loud noise or the friendly touch of someone we know) can trigger a fight, flight or freeze pattern: we recoil at the friendly touch because our brain and body are reacting not to the present but to past physical or sexual abuse. When difficult behaviours arise out of a history of trauma, child psychiatrist Bruce Perry says that the question to ask is not ‘What’s wrong with you?’ but ‘What happened to you?’



Insecure attachment


We’re only as needy as our unmet needs.

– JOHN BOWLBY



Throughout human history, social relationships have been vital for our species’ survival and success. From your first day as a life form on this planet, your survival depends on the care, protection and nurturance of ‘stronger and wiser’ caregivers (however imperfect those caregivers might have been). But these bonds or attachments aren’t just essential for babies. According to British psychiatrist John Bowlby, they influence human growth and behaviour ‘from the cradle to the grave’. Indeed, the absence of close relationships – feeling lonely or socially isolated – is just as detrimental to our health and longevity as smoking 15 cigarettes a day (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010).

But the quality of our relationships also matters. When our relationship partners are stable, supportive of our goals and exploration, and available to ‘have our back’ in times of need, then we feel secure, safe and resourced: our inner cup is filled. But when past or present relationships are inconsistent, rejecting, unsafe or absent, we can develop insecure attachments. Insecurely attached people often view themselves as unworthy of love, expect that other people will be unavailable or rejecting, and may see the world as a threatening or lonely place. As we’ll explore in the chapters that follow, insecure attachment is linked to some of the most challenging social behaviours we experience, including clinginess, lack of commitment, hostility, criticism, fear of intimacy and even abuses of power in the workplace.




Threat and safety

What do these ingredients for ‘difficult’ behaviour have in common? At their root, they are ways of understanding how people respond to real or perceived threat. The sensitive nervous system is highly attuned to threat and responds more strongly to cues of potential danger, like loud noises, strangers and social cues suggesting anger or rejection. In a mismatched environment, the sensitive nervous system is more likely to stay vigilant, because the need for a sense of safety in one’s surroundings goes unmet. Trauma is the most extreme assault on our sense of safety – the wound that comes from experiencing a threat to our physical and emotional selves that is beyond our control. And insecure attachment grows from our caregivers’ inability to provide a sense of protection and emotional safety in childhood. For Jessie’s grandmother, a sensitive child who grew up in a mismatched environment and experienced the trauma and attachment wound of her mother’s abandonment, it is no wonder she was often ‘difficult’ as an adult.



Guiding principles

From this perspective, we can start to build some guiding principles for understanding and responding to difficult behaviour from a less overwhelmed, more empowered place. These principles are the foundation for the rest of the strategies in this book.



	All difficult behaviour is communication. Underneath every challenging behaviour is a feeling of threat, an unmet need or a painful past visiting the present. More often than not, the behaviour is communicating something about the person doing it – not about you.

	Start with curiosity: What is the behaviour communicating? If you’re feeling stuck dealing with difficult behaviour, start with curiosity: What’s really going on underneath the behaviour? Curiosity is the birthplace of understanding. Getting curious often lets us meet difficult behaviour with less defensiveness and more listening, groundedness and compassion.

	Solve the problem, not the person. A core tenet of effective confrontation is that you don’t try to ‘fix’ the person you’re confronting; instead, the goal is to work with them to find a solution to the current problem, even if the problem is their behaviour. Put another way, we’ve never met anyone who responded well to ‘Here’s a list of everything that’s wrong with you’. Let’s reframe our way of thinking: the behaviour is difficult, not the person. In many situations, this reframe lets us see what someone is doing right – to appreciate their strengths and draw upon them to address the difficult behaviour.

	Safety first. Before a triggered adult can hear your well-reasoned argument, before a child throwing a tantrum can hear their parent’s lecture, they need to feel safe. The human brain is bad at logical thinking when its energy is focused on managing threat. That’s why safety – both physical and emotional – always comes first. You need to feel safe enough to confront the difficult behaviour, and the other person needs to feel safe enough to be open to the feedback. In situations where the other person is unwilling to listen to your concerns or you don’t feel safe enough to confront another person’s difficult behaviour, safety will be about learning how to establish and maintain boundaries that minimise the impact of difficult behaviour.





But how can we put these principles to work when facing an angry partner, a jealous co-worker, a kid having a meltdown or a family member who demands all the attention? In our experience, one of the most useful and transformative tools for the job is deceptively simple: understanding a person’s temperament and building a sense of security.
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CHAPTER 2 THE NATURE OF TEMPERAMENT

Jason and his fraternal twin, Leah, are at a restaurant with their family. They’ve come to celebrate a momentous occasion: their 21st birthday. The twins share many things – the same birthday, the same parents, the same childhood environment and approximately 50 per cent of their DNA. But as anyone who knows Jason and Leah will tell you, the two could not be more different.

Leah is easygoing, adventurous, self-assured. At parties, she enjoys talking to strangers; at work, she thrives in a noisy, fast-paced office. As a young child, Leah approached new toys, unknown places and even large dogs with fearless curiosity.

Jason – like a gentler melody in counterpoint to his sister – is shy, contemplative and slow to warm up. He prefers observing strangers from a distance, wearing only particular clothes with smooth textures, and relishes one-on-one conversations with people he knows well. As a young child, Jason often stayed close to his parents’ side while his sister ventured out to greet the neighbourhood dogs, and was prone to meltdowns in loud or chaotic environments.

In a word, Jason is sensitive. He feels the world deeply, notices subtle changes in the smell of a room, and senses the emotions of people around him. While his sister is content in almost any situation, Jason thrives in quiet spaces and becomes easily overwhelmed in noisy environments. In the company of trusted friends who understand his likes and dislikes, his creativity soars, and he connects fluently with other people; but when surrounded by strangers or aggressive co-workers, he is prone to clamming up, becoming irritable, withdrawing or avoiding a place altogether. When stressed, Jason’s behaviour is often perceived by others as ‘difficult’.

The difference between Leah and Jason is biological. It’s a difference of temperament. And it matters greatly for how they navigate their adult lives.



The debate over whether our biology (‘nature’) or our environment (‘nurture’) is more important in shaping human behaviour has been ongoing for centuries. Research in recent decades, however, seems to have settled the nature versus nurture debate, finding that it is the interaction between nature and nurture that influences our personality and behaviour.

In this chapter, we will explore how our biologically based temperament – nature – interacts with our childhood experiences – nurture – influencing not only who becomes difficult, but why some of us are so much more impacted by difficult people than others.



What is temperament?

Temperament is considered the biological core of human personality. We can think of temperament as our unique behavioural signature (the characteristic manner in which we behave), or the way we interact with the world around us (Thomas & Chess, 1977). Temperament appears in infancy, is relatively stable across the life span, and is presumed to have a biological basis (Buss & Plomin, 1984; Goldsmith et al., 1987).

Temperament plays an important role in shaping our behaviour, emotional reactivity, coping style, interpersonal relationships, and academic and occupational achievement, as well as offering early clues about our risk of developing psychological and behavioural problems.

Understanding temperament provides valuable insights into why – from birth – we can each react so differently to the same situations.


The seed and the soil: temperament and the environment

One of the foundational studies on temperament was conducted by Alexander Thomas and Stella Chess, whose pioneering work beginning in the 1950s laid the groundwork for our understanding of temperament today. Their New York Longitudinal Study followed 133 children from infancy into adulthood, examining how their temperaments influenced their development and interacted with their environment. Thomas and Chess identified nine temperament traits:


	Activity level: The child’s general level of motor activity.

	Rhythmicity: The regularity of the child’s biological functions, such as sleep and hunger.

	Approach/withdrawal: The child’s initial response to new stimuli or people.

	Adaptability: The ease with which the child adapts to changes in the environment.

	Threshold of responsiveness: The intensity of stimulation required to evoke a response from the child.

	Intensity of reaction: The energy level of the child’s responses.

	Quality of mood: The general tone of the child’s mood, either positive or negative.

	Distractibility: The ease with which external stimuli interfere with the child’s ongoing behaviour.

	Attention span/persistence: The length of time a child can focus on an activity and their persistence in overcoming obstacles.



Based on these temperament traits, Thomas and Chess classified children as having one of three primary temperament styles:


	Easy children are characterised by regular biological rhythms, a generally positive mood, and adaptability to new experiences, and they tend to transition smoothly into various environments.

	Difficult children, on the other hand, often display irregular biological rhythms, intense emotional reactions, a tendency to withdraw and resistance to change. These children were termed ‘difficult’ because their behaviours were experienced as more challenging from the perspective of a caregiver or educator. For this reason, Thomas and Chess have since expressed regret for the use of this term, remarking that ‘difficult to manage’ would have been a more accurate term (Super et al., 2020).

	Slow-to-warm-up children, while less active and more cautious, may initially withdraw or react negatively to new situations, but gradually become more comfortable as they adapt.




REFLECTION

As you read these descriptions, you probably have some idea of how your own temperament might have been classified as a child. Here are some questions to guide you:


	How did your parents and peers perceive your temperament – ‘easy’, ‘difficult’, or ‘slow to warm up’?

	How would you describe your own temperament?

	How would you describe the temperament of a ‘difficult’ person in your life?





Our perception of temperament traits is highly subjective. The traits you value in those you enjoy spending time with may differ from the ones your best friend or partner appreciates in others. Whether or not a temperament trait or style is considered positive depends on the context and circumstances. For example, the qualities seen as ‘difficult’ in children partially depend on the family’s cultural context (Rothbart, 2012). Super and colleagues (2008) studied temperament traits viewed as difficult by parents in seven different cultures: Australia, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the United States. Though parents in most of the countries viewed negative emotionality as difficult, parents in Italy were much less concerned about the expression of negative emotion. Instead, they saw children who were shy and withdrew from novel situations as difficult. But not all parents view shyness negatively. Research by Chen and colleagues demonstrated that Chinese parents’ perception of shyness (behavioural inhibition) among children differed depending on where they lived. For example, shyness was associated with greater peer acceptance, maternal approval and academic adjustment in rural China, but not in Canada and among modern urban Chinese populations (Chen et al., 1998; Chen, Rubin, & Sun, 1992; Chen, Wang & Wang, 2009).

Why is there so much variation in human temperament? It is thought that the diversity in temperament traits evolved as a result of ‘fluctuating selection’ (Zentner & Bates, 2008). Human beings exist in a range of diverse environments known as ‘ecological niches’. To survive in a variety of niches, the human species would require a diversity of temperament traits suited to different physical and social environments, including different parenting styles.

Thomas and Chess were among the first to recognise that children can respond very differently to the same parenting behaviours. They argued that the match between the child’s temperament and the caregiver’s parenting style (the person–environment fit discussed in the previous chapter) matters for how a person is shaped by the parenting they experience. The ‘goodness of fit’ concept, originally used to explain species evolution and later applied to developmental psychology, highlights that optimal development occurs when a parent’s attitudes, expectations and demands align with their child’s temperament, whereas a mismatch between parenting and temperament can lead to difficulties (Carey, 1997).

The early New York Longitudinal Study (Thomas, Chess & Birch, 1968) explored the relationship between temperament and behavioural adjustment in White middle-class children. Findings revealed a significant relationship between ‘difficult’ temperament (i.e. children who were relatively non-adaptive, withdrawing, irregular, emotional and intense in their reactions) and behaviour problems. Thomas et al. (1968) initially concluded that children classified as ‘difficult’ were more likely to develop behaviour problems. However, a subsequent study (Korn et al., 1983) including two groups of five-year-old children from both middle-class well-educated families and Puerto Rican families living in low-income housing, found the association between ‘difficult’ temperament and behaviour problems was only found in the middle-class children, with no significant correlation observed in the Puerto Rican children. Korn et al. (1983) observed that the environmental demands and parental handling of children varied considerably between the middle-class and Puerto Rican families in the studies. In particular, the authors noted:


In the child’s early years, middle-class parents emphasize the children’s self-care activities to a greater extent than do Puerto Rican parents. Middle-class parents make many more demands for task mastery, and new situations and new people are much more frequently encountered by the middle-class child. The Puerto Rican parents, on the other hand, make fewer demands of their young children for self-feeding, self-dressing, etc. These differences in parental demands and practices also seem to be related to the types of symptoms we find in the two groups of children. For example, for about half the Puerto Rican children bedtime is not imposed by the parents and is determined more or less by the children. More than a third of the five-year-old Puerto Rican children took a bottle to bed with them. Almost none of the middle-class children are permitted such a pattern. Problems related to sleep are much more prevalent in the middle-class than in the Puerto Rican children (Korn et al., 1983).



These findings highlight the importance of considering temperament and environment as interacting forces in human development. Optimal developmental outcomes arise when there is a good fit between a child’s temperament and their environment, while a poor fit can lead to maladaptive functioning.

The key takeaway here is: temperament traits alone don’t make a person ‘difficult’; it is the interaction between a person’s temperament and their environment – particularly their early experiences – that ultimately shapes the personality traits and behaviours we tend to find most challenging in each other.



Highly sensitive people

Seventy years on from the early research on temperament, evidence from various scientific fields confirms the critical role of fit between a person and their environment, and that some of us possess a special ‘susceptibility’ that makes us even more affected by our experiences than others. According to Greven et al. (2019), people with this heightened susceptibility are more sensitive to social environments (for example, family dynamics, other people’s moods, crowds), sensory stimuli (sight, sound, smell, taste, touch), physical factors (food, caffeine, medication), and interoceptive stimuli (thoughts, emotions, bodily sensations, tiredness, hunger, pain). These individuals are not only more vulnerable to negative environments but also more likely to









	1. Do you seem to be aware of subtleties in your environment?

	2. Are you easily overwhelmed by things like bright lights, strong smells, coarse fabrics, or sirens close by?

	3. Do you have a rich, complex inner life?

	4. Do you get rattled when you have a lot to do in a short amount of time?

	5. Are you deeply moved by the arts or music?

	6. Are you annoyed when people try to get you to do too many things at once?

	7. Do you make a point to avoid violent movies and TV shows?

	8. Do you find it unpleasant to have a lot going on at once?

	9. Do changes in your life shake you up?

	10. Do you notice and enjoy delicate or fine scents, tastes, sounds, works of art?

	11. Are you bothered by intense stimuli, like loud noises or chaotic scenes?

	12. When you must compete or be observed while performing a task, do you become so nervous or shaky that you do much worse than you would otherwise?









[image: A plot showing the relationship between genetic susceptibility, environment, and outcomes.]
Figure 2.1: The differential susceptibility and genetic vulnerability models (Bakermans-Kranenburg & van IJzendoorn, 2007). Description 1




Lessons from our highly sensitive primate relatives








When a highly sensitive person is dealing with a difficult person






When a highly sensitive person is difficult

















A sensitive nervous system in context








	Temperament is rooted in biology and shapes the way our nervous systems respond to the environment.

	The temperamental trait of sensitivity describes how strongly a person’s brain and body react to their particular environment. Highly sensitive people respond more strongly to their surroundings, for better and for worse. In poor environments, we are more likely to struggle; but in supportive environments, we can thrive above and beyond the less sensitive crowd.

	Underneath some forms of ‘difficult’ behaviour (like becoming irritable, highly emotional or withdrawing and shutting down) is a person with a highly sensitive nervous system responding to a mismatched environment.








e9781923419513/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/JosefinSans-Medium.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/RobotoCondensed-LightItalic.ttf


e9781923419513/images/f0031-01.jpg
Positive

OUTCOMES

Negative

Low susceptibility /no genetic risk

Negative

ENVIRONMENT

Positive





e9781923419513/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781923419513/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Part I: Going Beyond ‘Difficult?’

		Chapter 1: Understanding Difficult Behaviour


		Chapter 2: The Nature of Temperament


		Chapter 3: Attachment Matters


		Chapter 4: Neurodiversity


		Chapter 5: Meeting the Parts of the Self







		Part II: Working on the Self: Building Intrapersonal Skills

		Chapter 6: Emotion Regulation


		Chapter 7: Moving Towards a Secure Attachment Style


		Chapter 8: Thinking Traps


		Chapter 9: Strengthening the Healthy Adult Mode with Parts Work







		Part III: Working on Relationships: Building Interpersonal Skills

		Chapter 10: Communication Red Flags


		Chapter 11: Mastering the Art of Communication


		Chapter 12: Setting Limits and Boundaries


		Chapter 13: Feedback Is a Gift


		Chapter 14: Building Secure Relationships


		Chapter 15: When the Other Person Won’t Change







		Epilogue: When Difficult Is Good


		Acknowledgements


		About the Authors


		Sources


		Bibliography


		Image Descriptions


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Epilogue: When Difficult Is Good


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Sources


		Bibliography


		Image Descriptions


		Copyright








		II


		III


		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		I


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		VI








e9781923419513/images/common01.jpg





e9781923419513/fonts/AlegreyaSans-Regular.ttf


e9781923419513/images/common02.jpg





e9781923419513/images/9781923419513.jpg
BEYOND
DIFFICULT

An attachment-based guide to dealing

with challenging people

RACHEL SAMSON
DR JESSIE STERN

‘Finally ~ a book about difficult people that doesn’t make you
TARYN BRUMFITT





e9781923419513/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Light.ttf


e9781923419513/images/title.jpg
BEYOND
DIFFICULT

An attachment-based guide to dealing
with challenging people

RACHEL SAMSON
DR JESSIE STERN

affirm
press

)





e9781923419513/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


e9781923419513/fonts/JosefinSans-MediumItalic.ttf


