Dealing with Difficult People Means Dealing with Ourselves First 

When Josh hired a coach, he was quite upset. Several situations had caused him distress. To begin, last year when he visited his daughter at the university in a nearby city, she didn’t want to meet. Josh tried to talk this over with his wife, but it seemed that she was available to chat only when she needed his Visa. Things were not better at work, either. As a manager in a major company, Josh was responsible for a bunch of “lethargic slackers” whose performance was below average. “What is going on?” Josh wondered. “Why is everybody so difficult to deal with?”

Before Josh started coaching, he was puzzled about all that was falling apart in his life. He hired a coach to help him manage stress. Soon, it became obvious that the real issue was a harsh conversational pattern that he habitually practiced both at home and at work.

As an illustration, here is a typical conversation between Josh and his daughter, Susan.

Susan: “Did you see the pictures from the party I emailed you yesterday?”
Josh: “Yes.”

Susan: “What do you think?”
Josh: “Nice.”

Susan: “So, you really like them?”
Josh: “I do, but you seem tired. It looks like you’ve lost weight. Are you eating well?”
Susan: “Yeah.”

Josh: “What else is new?”

Susan: “Nothing.”

Josh: “Are you upset about something?”
Susan: “No.”

Josh: “O.K. Just checking. So, I’ll talk to you next week, then.”

Susan: “Bye.”

Josh: “Bye.”  

I’ve now rewritten Josh’s and Susan’s exchange to show how much improvement can be made by choosing the words properly instead of just shooting what comes to mind first. 

Susan: “Did you see the pictures from the party I emailed you yesterday?”
Josh: “Yes, you look beautiful and you seem to be really happy. Are you enjoying your time at the university?”

Susan: “Oh, yeah. It’s great. I have so many new friends!”
Josh: “I knew you’d meet everybody right away. I’m so proud of you.”

Susan: “Thanks, dad.”
Josh: “How is the food at the dorm?”
Susan: “Yuk! I wish I didn’t sign up for the meal plan. I can hardly find anything to eat.”

Josh: “Can you cancel the plan?”

Susan: “Not this year.”

Josh: “You know what? I’ll ask your mom to cook some nutritious meals and I’ll bring them to you on the weekend. You can freeze them and they’ll last you awhile.”
Susan: “Great, dad! You’re the best!”

Josh: “I’m glad we solved that.”

Susan: “Me too!”

Josh: “I’ll come to visit you on Saturday, then. Bye.”

Susan: “Bye.” 

What do these two scenarios have in common? Good intention 

In both cases Josh is concerned about the health of his daughter. He noticed that she lost weight, and he inquires whether Susan is eating well so that he can take action accordingly.

What is the difference between the two scenarios? Choice of language!

In the first case, Josh comments on Susan’s worrisome appearance. Susan most likely knows she slimmed down excessively and needs reassurance that she looks all right. To her disappointment, Josh confirmed her worst fear: she is not as attractive as she used to be. As a result, the conversation ended abruptly with both sides feeling irritated and displeased. 
In the second scenario, instead of giving away his concern about Susan’s health, Josh fulfilled Susan’s emotional need for acknowledgement. She felt loved and accepted. When the moment was right, Josh nonchalantly asked about the food. Unsuspecting Susan revealed why she is not eating much. As opposed to the first scenario, Josh now has the opportunity to help his daughter eat properly: an outstanding outcome! Starting a conversation with positive statements and choosing not to smash the confidence of the other side is an effective strategy that everybody can use. Kind words will always win out over criticism. Yet, we often forget this simple technique while dealing with friends, family and colleagues.  

Thanks to a competent coach, Josh realized the underlying problem: the need to upgrade his communication skills. He learned simple techniques that empower human rapport. Consequently, Josh was able to re-create a fulfilling relationship with his family and turn a “bunch of slackers” in his office into a productive crowd. No wonder his stress was significantly reduced. 

Many of us, like Josh, have trouble building rapport with others. Although we have been using words since we were born, we are still unskilled in the art of communication. Most of us studied grammar, sentence structure and punctuation at school, but few of us spent time analyzing the impact our words have on others. This is unfortunate, for the language we use determines how we feel, how we make others feel and what actions we take as a result. We may have to deal with difficult people, but until we learn to handle our side of a two-way interaction, the greatest difficulty will remain managing ourselves. 

Bojana Zizic, Ph.D., Communication Coach, helps her clients create successful and fulfilling romantic, family, social, and business relationships. She also offers dating simulations and provides feedback on dating communication skills. To register for a free trial consultation, visit www.bzizic.com, email Bojana@bzizic.com, or call 613-521-4570.

PAGE  
1/3


