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introduction

So You Know a Difficult Person? 
(Who Doesn’t?)



“My life would be so easy if it weren’t for So-and-So.”

How often do you say these very words? Or more to the point, how many times a day do you say them? One of the few certainties in this world is that whatever you do for a living, and whatever your family background, you will encounter people who make what you’re doing so much more complicated and unpleasant than it needs to be. “Hell is other people,” uttered the famous philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, and you don’t need a PhD to understand exactly what that means.

Maybe you’ve quit a job, thinking: “Now my troubles are over—I never have to see So-and-So again.” But then the next job brings some spanking new manifestation of Hell in the form of a new coworker or boss. The same thing can happen when you drop out of a class, religious or political group, or even a recreational activity. The next endeavor you undertake can become just as quarrelsome or depressing, thanks to some new person who seems determined to make your life as miserable as possible.

Maybe you’ve tried so very hard to change a situation with a family member whom you must keep seeing. You thought to yourself, “Next time I talk to So-and-So, it will be different.” Only this magical “next time” never seems to come. Face to face in the moment, things unfold pretty much as they always have before—i.e., lousily.

Will reading this book magically transport all the difficult people in the world into a black hole in space where they belong? Will reading this book somehow fix it so that you will never again encounter a difficult person? Alas, the answer is “no” on both counts. Unless you wish to become one of the reclusive types who lives on home-delivered pizza and otherwise never connects with anyone, you simply will have to deal with difficult people. Even the pizza-
loving recluse might encounter a difficult delivery person. And besides, you do have things you want to accomplish, and people you want to see.

So what this book can do is help you to make your life better when it comes to difficult people. You’ll be given three basic tools:


	A list of ten difficult personality types—arranged alphabetically—and how to spot them.




	How you can keep your encounters with such people to a minimum. (No, you cannot eliminate them, but you can minimize your dealings with them.)




	How you can respond to these people in ways that improve your ability to communicate with others and feel good about yourself. (“Improvement” does not mean perfection, but it does mean “better than before.”)



Sometimes certain sayings become so overly familiar that they become clichés, and start to lose meaning. If you’ve ever watched a TV talk show, you have no doubt heard the phrase, “You cannot change another person, you can only change yourself.” Or some variation thereof. As annoying as this phrase may seem when you are in the throes of hating someone’s guts, like many such time-worn sayings it unfortunately is true. So let us make one thing clear at the outset:

You really—REALLY—cannot change another person.

It might seem frustrating—or even painful—to embrace this basic fact of life. Why can’t your boss listen to what you have to say? Why can’t your brother-in-law stop bragging about his golf game? It should be so simple. Maybe you’ve even tried to point this out to a difficult person; maybe in the moment, they even seemed to get it. But then five minutes or five months later, things are right back at square one. As another well-worn cliché would put it, “People only change when they are ready to change.”

Does this mean you should never speak up when someone is getting on your nerves? Absolutely not. First of all, it is important to make your needs known to other people. And sometimes, you can make a difference in their lives. For example, you can probably get someone to remember that you don’t like strawberries, or to no longer call you by a nickname that annoys you, or to stop asking if you watched the World Series when you are not a baseball fan. But you know, even in such small matters, things can get dicey. Even a spouse or lifelong best friend might still forget about the strawberries, or be unable to resist teasing you by calling you by that annoying name.

However, there is something you can do: You can change your own behavior when you encounter these people. If you find them that irritating, you can keep your encounters with them to a minimum. And if you must deal with them, you can change how you respond to them—both on the outside and on the inside.

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

Each chapter consists of the following parts:

[image: ] Clues on how to spot a given personality type

[image: ] An explanation of how that person got that way

[image: ] How to avoid that type of person

[image: ] How to better deal with that type of person face-to-face

You will notice that there are suggestions for both avoidance and confrontation. The truth is, life is not a Rocky movie in which you will be able to knock out difficult people every time you encounter them. (After all, even Rocky sometimes loses the fight in his movies.) Only dirty fighters win all the time, and if you have any morals and principles at all—as I’m sure you do—you are not a dirty fighter. So sometimes, good old-fashioned avoidance really is the smart thing to do. But other times, there is no reason you cannot stand up for yourself and make it known to a 
difficult person that you have had quite enough, thank you very much. And there are plenty of helpful ideas for how to do this.

Before we get going, one final word of caution: The difficult people described in this book are hopefully within your power to do something about. You must think so, too, or else why read this book? But some people are not merely difficult but dangerous—they can physically harm you or cause you to lose your job. If someone is that level of problem, by all means contact the police, your lawyer, your boss, your union, or your doctor.

So, without further delay, welcome to the wonderful world (ugh!) of handling difficult people—and what you can do to help yourself.
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[image: ] the big bully

CHAPTER ONE: The Big Bully is a familiar figure from childhood. This was the kid who actually enjoyed hurting other people—whether the pain was physical, emotional, or both. The point of bullying, of course, is to look good by making you look bad. The Big Bully appears to have power over you, and this puts him or her in a position of superiority. Plus, if you are afraid of Big Bullies, you might do things to please them. Maybe you did homework for a Big Bully, or gave him or her your lunch money. But first and foremost, these people enjoy power, and making you suffer. Some would argue that this makes them ideally suited for high-level political office—or failing that, credit card customer service.

All joking aside, Big Bullies are a serious social problem. Sometimes adults are perfectly aware of what a Big Bully kid is doing, but because it is their kid, or because they think getting bullied is “normal,” they do nothing. Actually, life is hard enough for kids without having to face someone who fills them with mortal terror on a daily basis. No one should have to go through this. That so many people can eventually forgive their childhood Big Bullies or even laugh about it all says volumes about the strength of the human spirit.

Public awareness about childhood bullying has increased. However, it is often overlooked that the Big Bully might continue to rear his or her not-so-pretty face way beyond the schoolyard. Studies show that while many juvenile delinquents outgrow criminal activity, some become career criminals. Similarly, some childhood bullies grow into career bullies. Relatives such as siblings or in-laws might be lifelong Big Bullies; alas, sometimes even spouses are. Coworkers and bosses—even people who consider themselves “friends”—might know just how to make you so afraid that you do whatever they say. You do not go after that promotion, or speak up at the staff meeting, for fear of what they might do to you. Sometimes, there is nothing these people can actually do to you, but in the moment it doesn’t matter. The fear is so strong that you lose all sense of reason.

This Personality Type is called a Big Bully, because sometimes people try to be intimidating, and instead are simply pathetic. You can look them in the eye and throw it right back at them. Such a person is a sort of “bully lite,” or “bully wannabe.” If anything, these people help you feel good about yourself, because they make it seem like life is a cinch. But those who make you feel like life is instead a substance often associated with walking a dog are Big Bullies. You obsess about them, and they make you feel too inhibited to do your very best.

HOW TO SPOT A BIG BULLY

Spotting bullies at the schoolyard is easy. Juvenile Big Bullies often want you to know this about them right off. But adults are not “supposed” to be this way, and so Big Bullies learn to be subtle. They might frighten you when no one else is around—or, if other people are present, they might say or do things that “between the lines” have a special meaning for you. The other people might not get what bothers you so much, and after being treated like you belong on permanent display at the National Archive of Paranoia, you decide to keep your fear to yourself.

So let’s say you’re new at the office. How can you tell if someone might be a Big Bully? One thing to look for is how much someone connects with you upon first meeting. If he or she seems distracted, unable to make eye contact with you, or does not draw you into the conversation, there is a fairly good chance this person will prove to be a Big Bully. That is to say, someone with no interest in relating to you as an equal, no empathy for how they make you feel, and who will use you to make themselves look superior to get ahead. If another coworker offers to take you to lunch with the gang, the Big Bully is likely to either not join in or else insist on taking over—choosing the restaurant, and so forth, even if it was not his or her idea in the first place. In these small but telling ways, the Big Bully is letting you know that you will not be able to have an equal say, or in any way predict what he or she will say or do next. At staff meetings or other conversations, this person will probably continue to avoid or ignore you as much as possible. If you make a good point or tell a funny joke, the Big Bully will not share in the enthusiasm, and instead will try to change the subject. In fact, speaking of subjects, their favorite one tends to be the face they see in the mirror, and they often have trouble talking about anything else.

Then comes the Big Moment. After not saying much of anything to you, the Big Bully will let you know that you have done something wrong. Whatever you have done right will not matter. The words will not go something like: “I know you’ve been working hard, but …” All that matters is this mistake you have made—whether you actually did it, or whether it even really is a mistake. In fact, your alleged offense was perhaps not even anything specific. Instead, you have hurt the Big Bully’s feelings, or allegedly made him or her look bad, or “embarrassed yourself” without even realizing it. Probably, it is all so unexpected, and seems so out of proportion, that in the moment you freeze up. You have no idea what to do or say, and feel so bent out of shape, that the Big Bully has you just where he or she wants you. For if life can suddenly seem so unpredictably bad, you indeed have reason to be fearful.

A similar scenario can unfold in a family situation, or between so-called friends in a leisure activity. Whatever the specifics, the Big Bully is ready to prey upon the vulnerable—the new person at work, the new member of the family or club. Sometimes other people get along with the Big Bully perfectly fine—but often, another important clue is how others relate to him or her. If a fair number of people seem to avoid or argue with this person, or confide that they do not like him or her, that tells you something. And if you think that somehow you will be the exception—that the Big Bully will pick on other people but not you—then maybe you also believe that the Golden Gate Bridge is located in the Sahara Desert.

HOW DID BIG BULLIES GET THAT WAY?

Upon reading this question, you might be thinking: “Like I care.” And you’re right, why should you care about someone who treats you so meanly? But while it does not solve everything, getting a bit of perspective on these people can sometimes lighten your burden. So here it is:

Underneath it all, Big Bullies suffer from a poor self-image. That’s why they pick on other people—to make themselves look better. They are easily threatened, and actually are quite frightened themselves—frightened of looking bad, of not impressing people, and of thereby being ignored. Sure, everyone wants to be popular, or get promotions at work. But for these people, it is more like this must happen. If they come across as an equal or too nice a person, they worry that someone else will then step all over them. In fact, on the inside they do feel stepped on all the time, in crazy ways that they never tell anyone else about.

It is extremely difficult to feel sorry for Big Bullies when they are picking on you. Nor should you feel that you have to—you have a big enough job taking care of yourself. But nonetheless, it can be useful to remember that they cannot be happy people. In the larger scheme of things, even when they seem to “win,” they actually lose, because they have made more people distrust or even hate them. After awhile, if too many people do not like them and not enough people do like them, their worst fear might come true—they end up alone, with nothing.

Early in life, these people probably had reason to feel inferior. Maybe they came from a “poor” family, or one that was very unstable. Even within the family, someone might well have picked on them. But many people come from less than ideal backgrounds. If having a crummy family or getting picked on was enough to make you a bully, everyone would be a bully. When you get right down to it, Big Bullies are the way they are because other people let them get away with it. Their families tolerate the behavior, and maybe even defend it. Sometimes parents even let themselves get bullied around. School and other formative experiences likewise do not exactly bend over backward to change these habits. And the ironic thing about it is … it seems to work! The Big Bullies of this world often do get their own way. Even if eventually they lose it all (as was said not a moment ago), along the way they get a great many proofs that intimidating people and getting them to do what they want will give them more respect and power.

So besides trying to remember that these people are actually lonely and unhappy, you might also want to keep in mind that you are probably not their first target. You merely happen to be the next person they are encountering, and so it actually is nothing personal against you. In fact, if a Big Bully sees you as a threat, on some level consider it a compliment. Just think—an extremely shrewd, manipulative person believes you are someone with real power. They think you are someone who could bully them.

HOW TO AVOID BIG BULLIES

As a child, you of course had little if any control over much of anything. You had no say when dinner was liver and Brussels sprouts, and you certainly had no control over where you went to school, or with whom. If a sibling bullied you and got away with it, then clearly your parents or guardians were not much help, either.

As an adult, you likewise do not have absolute say-so over every little thing that happens to you. Still, if you would truly rather live a life with minimal dealings with Big Bullies, you first of all might consider a career that is relatively low pressure and noncompetitive. You are probably more likely to encounter Big Bullies working in government or entertainment sectors, law or financial firms, or any company that talks a lot about how you can move your way up the ladder. It also never hurts to find out what the turnover rate is. If people seem to quit more than stay, what does that say to you?

While there are no absolute guarantees, jobs that tend to feature more team effort—such as think tanks, or technical or manual labor on a group level—might be less inclined to tolerate much Big Bullying. Often, teaching careers enable you to work fairly independently, and tenure can give you a bottom-line sense of security. Likewise, unionized positions offer many levels of protection. Also, if you are self-employed, or care more about feeling good than necessarily making a lot of money, you again might encounter fewer Big Bullies.

As for your personal life—if you are friends or partnered with a Big Bully, you probably have some deeper issues to work on, and in all seriousness should consider professional help. There are plenty of nice people to meet, and you deserve better than you are giving yourself. If the Big Bully is some sort of unavoidable relative like a parent, sibling, or in-law, you can still try to keep your encounters to a minimum. While it’s always best to tell the truth, you might well be able to legitimately bow out of certain events. You also need not go out of your way to invite a Big Bully relative over, or call or e-mail this person.

When you do see a Big Bully relative, try to keep it within a group setting. Sometimes—not always, but sometimes—these people are less inclined to act out around other people. And if a Big Bully does start picking on you, a group setting makes it easier for you to disengage from the situation. You can say, “Sorry, but I just remembered I have to talk to So-and-So,” and walk away. Do not be afraid to use the tried and true Blind Date Strategy—have a friend call you with an “emergency” at a certain time.

HOW TO BE AN ANTI-BULLY

While avoidance is sometimes possible, in other situations you might decide that the time has come to confront your Big Bully head-on. Maybe you yourself want to get ahead in this world, or simply are tired of being pushed around. So here are some tips for how to expose that Big Bully for the bratty coward he or she really is.

The worst thing you can do is come across as if the Big Bully is getting to you. Even if what you say is technically more clever or threatening, if you seem scared, nervous, on the verge of tears, or even angry, the Big Bully will know that he or she has won. So keep it super-cool. Think Clint Eastwood. (Or Clintessa Eastwood, as needed.) In other words, you can handle this person with one hand tied behind your back—maybe even with a yawn. You are not even close to breaking out in a sweat, and can barely even be bothered with him or her. Keep this general idea in mind, whether dealing with a casual acquaintance, someone at work, or a relative.

In Casual Encounters

If someone is acting like a total Big Bully jerk at a party or some such, you could just walk away, but at the same time you might have nothing to lose by letting ‘em have it. When Big Bullies are going on and on about themselves, making some snide remark at you, or saying things that intentionally make them look good and you look bad, you can yawn and saying something like, “I’m sorry, I was thinking about something important. Did you just say something?” Say this as “innocently” as possible, as if the last thing on your mind is wanting to offend someone. If the Big Bully then says something to get back at you, respond with words to the effect of: “Oh gee, I’m sorry I hurt your feelings. I didn’t realize you were so sensitive. Are you having a bad day? If you’d like, I can let other people know that they should go easy on you.” What this type of thing does is communicate to the Big Bully that you are someone who brings all their insecurities right to the foreground, which is the last thing they want. So their instincts might tell them that you are someone to stay away from.

If the Big Bully becomes outwardly threatening or aggressive, you can say in your most sarcastic voice: “Gee, like I’m really scared. It’s like I’ll probably have a heart attack from fear.” It could very well be that the other people listening will laugh, whereby once again the Big Bully decides you are someone to stay away from because you make him look bad.

At Work

If your boss is a Big Bully, then you obviously must tread carefully. By all means look for a different job—if nothing else, the process will provide a psychological sense of relief. But even if you must remain where you are, there are a few things you can do. One approach is to seemingly play along—but with the attitude of a self-possessed winner. If the boss is throwing his or her weight around a bit too much, respond with a crisp military salute and enthusiastically say, “Yes, sir/ma’am!” Rather than letting yourself be the human pincushion for your boss’s needling, hold your head high and transform yourself into the best damn soldier in the company. If you seem overly polite and overly trying to please, the boss just might become uncomfortable, and end up saying, “Please stop saluting me or calling me ‘sir/ma’am.’ It isn’t necessary.” You see, underneath it all, Big Bullies assume no one will ever like them, so if someone actually does give them the respect they lust after, they often don’t know what to do with it. And so you can disarm them. The boss might not know what to make of you, and when a Big Bully is unsure, their instincts often tell them to back off.

If you are extremely secure in your job—virtually no chance of layoff, and what you do would be hard to replace—you might consider “humorously” throwing it back in the boss’s face. If the boss rudely shouts out your name, shout out “What?” right back. And when the boss is going on and on at you, “jokingly” say something along the lines of: “Boy—do this, do that, it never lets up around here.”

Humor might only get you so far—if the boss is a true louse, he or she might try to destroy your sense of humor, because he or she will see that, too, as a threat. So if the boss says to you, “This is no laughing matter,” you can respond by being overly effusive: “Oh, I am so sorry if you got that impression. Would you like me to apologize in front of the rest of the office?” Once again, the boss is likely to back down.

The main point here is that it is harder to hit a moving target. If your Big Bully boss cannot successfully predict what you will say or do next, he or she is more likely to decide to leave you alone.

With a Big Bully coworker, you can try a lot of the same things. You also should keep in mind that the other people you work with have eyes and ears. Specifically, if your boss is not a Big Bully, he or she might be very impressed by how you handle this person without letting the conflict escalate. So if you treat a Big Bully coworker with a gushing degree of respect, other people might be impressed by your superior people skills. You will come across as someone who takes the high road, and is more concerned with keeping things harmonious than winning some trivial argument. So if people sense you are “humoring” the Big Bully, it might just win you the respect of your coworkers. You will seem a superior person.

In Your Private Life

As already mentioned, you hopefully do not feel bullied by your intimate partner or someone who is supposedly a “friend.” But if you cannot avoid a relative or some friend of a friend, there are several steps you might consider for getting them off your back.

As always, remember to play it cool, because that Big Bully sister-in-law or stepbrother simply is more stubborn than you are. But the strategy is different from when you’re at your job. Unlike being at work, you don’t want to be super-obedient with Big Bully relatives, because you don’t get paid and the amount of “favors” they may ask of you can be never-ending. Also, since these are truly personal dynamics, you can injure your inner self when doing things that simply cost you too much of your soul.

But what you can do is try agreeing with the Big Bully—at least on the surface. One technique is to come across as so humble that you deserve sainthood. If that sister-in-law or stepbrother goes on about what a lousy cook or provider you are, you can say in your most sincere tone of voice, “You’re so right. I often cry myself to sleep at night, wishing I could make more money (or make better food, or whatever). I love my family so much, and I yearn to give them the best.” Even if no one else is present, the Big Bully might actually experience a rare moment of mortification, and (drum roll, please!) actually apologize. Boy, whoda thunk it?

Another tactic is to agree with just the right touch of sarcasm. You can say: “I know, you’re absolutely right. Why do I even bother? Should I run away now, or should I write a note first?” If, for want of knowing what else to say, the Big Bully nervously answers the question, you can then reply, “Thank you, I always knew you cared.”

Still another way of “agreeing” is to take the criticism absolutely literally. You can say, “You’re right, I’m a terrible provider. In fact, I make so little money that your visit is bleeding me dry, so you should leave.” Or maybe better still: “If you’d like to write me a check to cover expenses, I will gratefully accept it.” If you really want to stick it to them, then the next time they come over you can have all the power turned off, and serve nothing but bread and water. Or, if they criticize your cooking: “I know the food I made must be horrible, so here, let me take away your plate.” If you want to gross things up, you can add: “If you have to throw up, you know where the bathroom is.”

From these examples, hopefully you get the idea: beat them at their own game. The thing to bear in mind is that you can’t really get “fired” from your family. Or if you do come from a culture with some fairly strict family rules, it would probably take something much more serious than this to get people to disown you. Besides which, some family members might appreciate how you stood up for yourself, and that someone finally put this annoying person in his or her place. So you might actually gain in family esteem out of the whole thing.

NOT-SO-FUN FACTS ABOUT:

BIG BULLIES

[image: ] Ironically, you might take comfort in knowing that you are not the only person to get bullied. According to the American Justice Department, 25 percent, or one out of four children, will be bullied before reaching adulthood. The percentages on adult bullying have yet to be documented, but you might hazard a guess that they are certainly not any lower.

[image: ] While many people are able to put bullying in perspective, some youths have a tragic inability to do so: 87 percent of teenagers believe that seeking revenge against bullies is the primary reason for high school shootings, according to Bureau of Justice statistics.

[image: ] Bullying appears to be an important cause of suicide among children and adults. Numbers are difficult to measure, since suicide victims do not always explain their motives. But as public awareness increases, bullying increasingly is considered in the psychological profile.
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