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			Working with difficult personalities

			
					Problem: we all encounter tension and conflicts from time to time throughout our careers. How can we deal with difficult personalities so that they do not throw us off balance and we can continue with what we are doing?

					Uses: knowing how to analyse the situation and react constructively when, for example, your supervisor is behaving like a tyrant, a coworker is poisoning the atmosphere within the team or a colleague is oversharing about their anxiety can have a major impact on your professional relationships. 

					Professional context: interpersonal relationships at work. 

					FAQs:	Why do conflicts arise?

	Is conflict inevitable?

	Do I have to make concessions?

	Is it ever a good idea to get angry at work?

	Why does a particular colleague behave differently when it is just the two of us compared to when we are in a group?

	Why are there high and low points in my relationships with colleagues?

	Why do I always end up working with difficult colleagues?

	Why do I never get on with my supervisors?

	Is it possible to change people?




			

			Interpersonal relationships are not easy and we come across people we struggle to get on with every day. Unfortunately, while we cannot choose our colleagues, we are still forced to spend large amounts of time with them at work.

			Our relationships with some people are naturally easy, harmonious and constructive, which means that they do not require any particular effort. Conversely, we need to work at our relationships with more difficult people. Accepting that this effort is necessary is a crucial first step. You may be asking yourself why you need to put time and energy into this relationship when the other person is the problem. This is a reasonable question, but as Gandhi famously said, you must “be the change you want to see in the world”: if you want change, you have to be the one to make this change happen, and the same goes for the world of work! If you are aiming to get out of one or more toxic relationships, it is up to you to take control of the situation and give yourself the opportunity to change it.

			This guide will give you a practical three-step programme which will allow you to see the situation more clearly, put things in perspective and take action instead of just putting up with it.

		


		
			Handling difficult personalities: the basics

			Step one: knowing who you are dealing with

			How can you say that a person has a difficult personality? It is not easy to draw a line between a tendency to get angry a little too easily and a personality disorder, or between occasional mood swings and genuine psychological problems.

			To make things easier, we can use the definition provided by the French psychiatrist and psychotherapist Christophe André (born in 1956). According to André, difficult personalities are characterised by “certain character traits which are excessively pronounced or fixed”, with the result that people with these personality types “inflict suffering on themselves and others” (2000: 20). If a colleague seems to consistently behave unusually for an extended period of time, with negative effects on the effectiveness and wellbeing of either you or your team, it is probably fair to conclude that you are dealing with a difficult personality.

			While getting angry may be a legitimate and necessary reaction to begin with, this will not help change the situation. You will need to analyse the other person’s behaviour to find out what makes them tick. Understanding the inner workings of those around you will make you aware of the wide range of possible reactions and help you to accept the way your colleagues are. This preliminary analysis is essential if you want to put an effective strategy in place.

			Below is a summary of the six main personality types you are likely to come across at work.

			
					The worrier suffers from fears with no object. They always expect the worst and announce catastrophes that either have not happened yet or have no chance of happening. They are experts in negative talk. Anxious people never relax, either physically or emotionally. If they are managing a team, they find it incredibly difficult to see the big picture or delegate. If they are part of a team, they seek approval from others at every turn. Independence is a major weak point for them. They break out in a cold sweat at the slightest sign of risk. In some cases, they are even generous enough to share their anxiety with the rest of the team!

					Working with a paranoiac is no walk in the park! This kind of person is constantly suspicious and is unable to trust or confide in others. They are no fun to be around, keep their distance from other people and constantly scrutinise those around them. They take every opportunity to sink their claws into their prey, meaning anyone they are suspicious of. Do not forget that their view of reality is completely different from yours. Anything can fuel their need to feel betrayed: if you shook their client’s hand while they were waiting in reception, they will see this as a clear sign that you are encroaching on their territory! This kind of person will hold anything that you do or say against you.

					Drama seekers have an unquenchable thirst for attention and constantly want all eyes to be on them. They cannot handle being ignored. They are overemotional and prone to mood swings, and struggle to view situations calmly and objectively. Unfortunately for them, professional relationships are not based on emotion, but on technical matters and contracts. Moderation in interpersonal relationships is not their strong suit.

					It is often said that “perfect is the enemy of good”, but unfortunately for you the perfectionist has not taken this on board. The most extreme perfectionists set goals that are by definition impossible to accomplish. Sometimes, they are unable to complete tasks because they always find more to work on. They are obsessed by the fear of failure, but also by the fear of success and finished work. As they constantly doubt themselves and always need to look into things more deeply, they find it difficult to make decisions. Perfectionists are often as cold and distant as paranoiacs, making them difficult to get along with.

					The narcissist has one major problem in life: they are better than everyone else and are simply an exceptional person. At least, this is how they see things. In other words, not only do they think that they can get away with anything, but they also think that the world owes them everything and they owe others nothing. If you try to tell them to stop what they are doing, they react with surprise or even astonishment. But why are they so annoyed and why has their mood suddenly changed? Like an old feudal lord, our Narcissus is entitled to certain privileges, no questions asked!

					This list would not be complete without mentioning the slacker. Whether they are paralysed by intense anxiety or are simply selfish and want to save their own energy, the result is the same: you end up burdened with the work they are unable or unwilling to do. At the slightest sign of illness, they will take a lengthy break from work. The simplest tasks take them a day to finish and they always have something better to do than pitch in to help the team. They are often all talk and no action, could not care less about work and have no qualms about letting deadlines pass them by. As you can imagine, they are a real pleasure for the people who have to work and interact with them!

			

			Can you see a particularly difficult colleague in one of these descriptions? These portraits are deliberately exaggerated: in real life, we often come across people who combine several of these flaws, to varying degrees. Maybe your assistant is a perfectionist prima donna, or your secretary is a paranoid drama seeker. You now have the words to describe their behaviour. And, if you know yourself well, there is a good chance you will have glimpsed some of your own flaws in these portraits.

			To finish, it is worth knowing that the worst of all difficult personalities (in this case, we can even talk of toxic personalities) falls under the umbrella of narcissistic perversion, which has been discussed by psychologists, professional coaches and the media for the past ten years or so. This type of personality is no joke. If you are unlucky enough to be selected as their prey, it will not take them long to try to crush your morale by systematically breaking down your defences and stripping away your dignity. Fortunately, it is estimated that only 2 to 3% of the population has this personality type.

			Step two: adapt and implement your strategy

			We have two types of advice to help you better manage your relationships with difficult people: tips that work for all personality types, and tips that are specific to each of the types outlined above.

			Three general tips

			The first point, which is essential when dealing with any kind of difficult personality, is to behave like an adult. A quick look at the theory of transactional analysis, developed by the Canadian psychiatrist Eric Berne (1910-1970) in the late 1950s, can be instructive here. This approach initially served a psychotherapeutic purpose, before becoming a tool for analysing and managing professional relationships.

			According to transactional analysis, we all employ three ego states in our relationships with other people: Parent, Child and Adult. There are three types of Child and two types of Parent. Each of these states will be more or less developed depending on our life experiences so far.

			[image: ]

			We can simplify this by saying that, the more we tend towards Adult behaviour, the more progress we will make in difficult relationships. Behaving as an Adult means clearly distinguishing between facts, feelings and opinions and prioritising facts when we speak.

			[image: ]

			Transactional analysis explains that different systems of relationships can be established depending on which ego state is used. Positioning yourself as an Adult can help the other person to change their stance. For example, if the other person is behaving as a Child, acting as a Parent risks reinforcing this attitude. Conversely, if you are able to continue the conversation as an Adult, you may be able to bring them back to this mode.

			The second crucial point is to get better at putting things in perspective. To do this, we can use the tools of neuro-linguistic programming.

			
				
					DID YOU KNOW?

					Neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) was invented in the USA in the 1970s by the psychologist Richard Bandler (born in 1950) and the linguist John Grinder (born in 1940). Although it was first used in psychotherapy, it was quickly taken up in the management sector.

				

			

			One of the techniques of NLP allows you to consider the situation from an outside point of view. Instead of being involved in a relationship with a difficult colleague, you can position yourself as an outside observer, as though you were watching a film of your relationship. Observing and analysing the relationship, rather than just the other person’s behaviour, will make it easier to see how much room for manoeuvre you have.

			This approach also has the advantage of placing the person in a larger context than your relationship. You will be able to see that, in many cases, the place you have given them does not correspond to their real position in the dynamic of the group or the company. For example, if you visualise your team from the outside, you will no doubt see that the team as a whole is working well and that the difficulties caused by one member are in fact fairly limited.

			The third essential principle to follow is to communicate openly and positively, without mockery or sarcasm. No matter who you are talking to, being sarcastic, mocking or hurtful is never constructive. Even if someone is making your life difficult, how will making fun of them and putting them down help you?

			On the other hand, you have everything to gain by maintaining an open and positive dialogue. Emphasising the other person’s achievements, highlighting the points you agree on and stressing what is working well is always effective. If you take a quick look around, you will notice that people who are really focused on and fulfilled by their work have no need to be aggressive or put other people down. 

			The assertiveness techniques used in Nonviolent Communication (NVC) can be very useful here. The idea is to deliver your message without becoming aggressive, giving in or avoiding the situation. Focus on the facts and the content of your message, without trying to put yourself or the other person down. Before you start, it is essential that you have taken a big enough step back to shake off any negative emotions caused by the other person during your clashes. You will only be able to have a constructive exchange with them if you are completely convinced that this is possible.

			Of course, wanting to let off some aggression when you feel that you have put up with too much is only human. In this case, you have two options:

			
					Talk to someone you trust about the situation and laugh about it if you feel the need. 

					Reduce your contact with the difficult person as much as possible for a short period so that the pent-up tension can subside. You can take the classic approach of pretending that you are in meetings all day. Have a nice lunch with a positive person, arrange to visit a client you get on well with or take a day’s holiday.

			

			
				
					EXTRA INFORMATION

					Silence can be your best friend. Rather than focusing on negative comments and picking up on the slightest irritation, which will drag you into a vicious circle, let them pass you by. You will find this approach much more energising.

				

			

			Once you have put these three key points into practice, it is time to develop some strategies based on the particular profile of the person you are dealing with.

			Targeted strategies

			When dealing with a worrier, the most important thing is to offer reassurance. Sometimes this involves providing information that may not seem particularly necessary to you. For example, when you deliver a report to your anxious manager, make it clear that you have checked the figures several times, indicate your sources, and so on. Reassuring information that reduces their level of uncertainty can only help them to relax and, consequently, improve your relationship.

			It is also important to be aware that worriers do not like surprises. Warn them of any problems before they find out for themselves. If there is a typo in the document you have prepared for an important meeting, let them know and emphasise the fact that a solution has been found: you have corrected the mistake by hand on every copy. 

			However, you need to watch out: anxious people can easily drive you crazy with their behaviour or even make you a slave to their demands. It is therefore essential to set limits. It is up to you to decide what you can and cannot do, because you do not have the time or you think it is completely unreasonable. Express yourself clearly and firmly: “We have done X or Y to limit the risk of mistakes or potential uncertainty. I think we have done as much as we can.”

			When dealing with a suspicion and paranoia, you need to prove that you are in the right and are acting in good faith. A suspicious person is not satisfied with an overview: they need plenty of detailed and factual explanations. If you are presenting some market research, adapt your approach: while methodological details are likely to bore colleagues who trust you, detailed explanations will help a distrustful person get to grips with the subject by chasing their demons away.

			In addition, do not forget to respect the company norms, rules and hierarchy. To save time and work more efficiently, you might be tempted to ask the top boss for a meeting directly, but this would be a big mistake! Your paranoid boss will feel betrayed, pushed aside and threatened. Even if it feels time-consuming, following the chain of command will ensure you greater peace of mind.

			One final, crucial point: isolating a chronically suspicious person will fuel their need to find proof that their suspicions are true. It is therefore essential to maintain dialogue with them. This will avoid misunderstandings, which are a major source of conflicts. Little gestures like copying them in on an email and letting them have a copy of documents will not take much effort on your part, but will stop them from feeling left out, which is their biggest fear.

			When dealing with excessive emotion, weigh your words. Drama seekers feel the need to always take centre stage and to attract other people’s attention. It is a good idea to flatter their ego when there is not much as stake. For example: your colleague is very pleased with themselves because they think that the name they have suggested for the new website is by far the best. They even want to present it to the director themselves. In this case, there is no reason not to let them. However, you should not let them have their own way all the time, or you risk having them walk all over you. 

			Another important point is to choose a time when the drama seeker is emotionally stable to give them some positive feedback. These signs of recognition can help them to control their comments and judgements, which is very important for someone who struggles to find a middle ground between adulation and putting others down. Opt for times when it is just the two of you to win their trust, so that they do not feel the need to shine in front of the group.

			When dealing with perfectionism, be forgiving but firm. Like worriers, perfectionists have an overwhelming need to be reassured and hate unforeseen events. It is difficult for them to make decisions because they have to doubt everything and constantly search for the best option. You should therefore put a positive spin on their decision: “Now that we’ve chosen this option, we know where we’re going and we can do everything in our power to deliver the best quality product possible.”

			Avoid neglecting details that matter to them: for example, if your manager is a stickler for perfect spelling, get someone else to reread your reports. If your colleague is obsessed with the layout of documents, let them check them before you send them out. If you know that it

			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
					Make a list of all the bad things they say and do, noting the place, date and people who witnessed them. Start keeping a folder that you can use to file all the written documentation that could serve as proof of their wrongdoing.

					Surround yourself with people you trust who you can talk to and discuss things with.

					If possible, consult an occupational doctor or psychologist who will be able to provide you with useful advice. 

			

			
			
			
					produce a written list of tasks to carry out or objectives to achieve, depending on the person’s level of responsibility;

					set very precise deadlines;

					allow the slacker to approve the plan of action or, even better, make them feel as though it was their idea.

			

			
			Step three: measure the results of your strategy
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Emotions, urges, feelings and creativity.

They accept the rules. When taken to excess,
this can result in self-effacement.

They oppose the rules. This opposition can
be legitimate, but when taken to excess their
behaviour can become aggressive.

They satisfy their needs and express their
emotions spontaneously.

Observation, questioning, reflection, evalua-
tion, deduction and information.

Rules, principles, judgements.

They warmly encourage other people. When
taken to excess, this can stifle others by
overprotecting them.

They establish principles and set up rules.
When this is taken to excess, they can end up
harassing others.
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Practical example

Facts “You didn’t copy me in on the email with our
(Adult) shared client, which means that | didn’t know
about the total of the last transaction. | need
to know this so that | can monitor turnover
precisely.”
Feelings “I am very hurt that you didn’t copy me in on the
(Child) email with our shared client. You always leave me
out, | never know about anything.”
Opinions “It's not OK that you didn’t copy me in on the
(Parent) email with our shared client. Not being transpa-

rent with each other is unacceptable. That is not
how we do things around here.”
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