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t people and high 

lawyers on the other si

choose how to respond.

This paper:
•

personality traits,

• suggests strategies and ways to engage with the 

About the author

mediator and arbitrator. He has a Masters in 

traits

of behaviour which:

• exists from early adulthood,

• is rigid and unchanging,

•

• exists well outside the person’s cultural norms.

People with personality disorders generally do not 
recognise they have a problem. They are unlikely 
to change unless they want to and are willing to 
engage in therapy. Their behaviours can lead to high 

tasks as external to themselves, and independent of 

important areas of life. A person who is successful 
in some aspects of their life may not qualify for the 
diagnosis of disorder, even though they may have 

Everyone has personality traits. They 
become maladaptive if they cause distress 
and impact someone’s ability to function 
especially in their relationships.

them problems (but may also contribute to their 

traits can be successful in many aspects of their lives.
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engage in ways that make them appear to have 
personality disorders. Some may have the capacity 
to change their behaviour. Others may not recognise 
the problems arising from their behaviour and see 

the other side (or their lawyer) in a legal dispute or 

The DSM is the 
which ispublished by the

(APA, 2000), and is currently 

organises them into 3 clusters: A, B, and C.

one or more of four types of Cluster B personality 
disorders. 

Personality disorders are rare. 6% of 
Australians may have a diagnosable 
personality disorder. Each of the ten 
disorders individually may apply to 1% 
of the population. More people however 
may have maladaptive personality traits.

People with BPD have unstable and extreme mood 

which start intense and then sour, frequent 

behaviours. They will overly praise to gain 

abandoned. They have a fragile sense of self and 

completely bad.

to control are likely driven by an unconscious fear of 

reinforcing their fears.

These fears of abandonment may come from early 

trauma or abuse. The person may react to current 

behaviours that are less useful now.

themselves and a contempt for others. They believe 

for the feelings and needs of others. They feel 

serve their own desires. They are envious of others 
or think others are envious of them. They respond 

These behaviours come from unconscious 
fears of inferiority. These fears are 
soothed by fantasies of having or 
achieving incredible success and that they 
have incredible personal qualities. Such 
persons can be very charismatic.

They are easily suggestible and may 
incorporate recent news events into their 
own stories of dramatic experiences. They 
will make things up in the moment and 
believe it.

Histrionics are driven by an unconscious fear of 

them or ignore them.

extreme disregard for laws and rules of society, and 
a willingness to hurt other people for personal gain. 
They try to dominate and manipulate others. They 
will lie, steal, and be violent without remorse. They 
take risks without thought of consequences. They 
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may think everyone lies and cheats and presume 

for allowing themselves to be conned. They can be 

narcissists.

dominated. As a defence, they try to dominate 

of being dominated may arise from a personal 
history of being dominated or seeing others being 
dominated. This may be within their family as 

fears. They may fear the law as a system which can 
dominate them, but also use the law to sue and 
dominate others.

not match our present circumstances, and trigger 

1.
terms, such as believing there is only one 

when there may be several.

2.

3.
good.

4.
behaviour of others as deriving from their 

circumstances.

5.
feelings. If it feels true, it must be true. “I feel in 
danger, therefore I am in danger”. “I feel upset 
around you, therefore you must have made me 
upset”.

6.
what another person is thinking. Similarly, 
thinking the other person accurately knows what 
we are thinking.

7.

strongly for something to have happened that 
they think it has actually happened. “You said 
you had signed the contract.” But the other 
person says “No, I said I would think about it and 
get back to you.” 

They believe that if they can achieve one thing, 

8.
narrow issue, while missing more important 
ones.

9.
behaviours in another person, and not in 
themselves.

We all use these shortcuts when making 
decisions. They work by simplifying 
complexity. They can be quick and 
efficient when making trivial decisions 
or when we are faced with immediate 
dangers which we rarely are. They 
derive evolutionarily from dealing with 

less useful now when we rarely face life or 
death situations.

Unconscious defence mechanisms soothe our fears 
and help us feel good about ourselves when things 

we have seen on TV and in movies or have observed 
in our families of origin.

follow a recognisable cycle. 

Step 1: Mistaken Assessment of Danger

Their mistaken assessment of danger may be 
triggered by a spontaneous internal upset or a 
misinterpreted external event. They may feel 
another person has caused their internal upset 

abandoned, inferior, ignored or dominated), they 
are more likely to interpret other’s behaviours and 
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Step 2: They feel the need to defend themselves 
against the perceived danger by taking aggressive 

Step 3:

•

•
threats.

the cycle from Step 1.

The challenge is how to avoid being heard as a risk or 
danger thus triggering Step 1, or in how to respond 

Strategy 1 - Don’t deal with them

want to deal with them.

be like them

If you do choose to deal with them, try to avoid 

discussed above. Do not engage in your own 

a trained psychologist and the person is not asking 
you to be their therapist. Think about the person not 
as a psychological type but as a real person driven 
by fears. Think about their circumstances rather 

presume you know what they are thinking.

Strategy 3 - Do not think of them as being angry

This is as much as managing yourself as managing 

Do not think of them as being angry. Anger is a 

masks is fear and anxiety. Rather than thinking “They 
seem angry, what are they angry about” instead 
think “They seem angry. I wonder what they are 
scared or fearful about.” It might be fear of being 
abandoned, inferior, ignored or dominated.

Dealing with a person you perceive as being scared 
is easier than dealing with a person you think of as 
angry.

Strategy 4 - Do not think of them as being powerful

Do not think their anger comes from a sense of 

sense of lacking power. They certainly do not have all 
the power. If they had all the power they would not 
have to deal with you or your client. Absolute power 
is being free to do whatever you want. The fact they 
are dealing with you means there is something you, 
or your client, have that they think they need. In a 

Hopefully, there are some things important to them 
which are less important to you or your client which 

you/your client.

Many people will feel and say they have 
no power. They may say the other person 
has all the power and that resolution 
is entirely up to the other person. This 
might be a cognitive shortcut or defence 
mechanism to soothe their immediate 
discomforts and fears. It absolves them of 
any responsibility and from having to do 

being the victim. 

Instead, consider why the other side is engaging with 
you, and what do you or your client have that the 
other side wants. The more the other side 
wants/needs from you, the more power you have.

In dealing with the other side, reframe their angry 
demands to being things they need from you. It 

than the powerful one.

Strategy 5 - Dealing with their fears

the long term.

Do not abandon them, treat them as inferior, ignore 
them or try to dominate them. That is what they will 

whether you intend it or not.

NEXT ARTICLEBACK TO CONTENTS



AUSTRALIAN FAMILY LAWYER
August 2024 Volume 33/1

77

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE 
AND BEHAVIOURS

Do not respond or give feedback in the same way 

they are complaining about in others. Two ways are 

Let them speak for at least a few minutes. Listening 
is part of what they want. Listening does not mean 

body language, face on, eye contact, no crossed 
arms. Nod your head. Put your phone aside, do not 
look at or use your computer. Do not look at your 

them open. Avoid a lawyer’s preference for closed 

Do not think about what you are going 

response yet. When they pause, just 
repeat back their last two or three words 
with a rising intonation. They will hear 
it as an enquiry and keep talking. If they 
keep repeating something, it is because 
they do not feel heard. Just repeat it back 
to them two or three times using the 
exact words (including any obscenities). 
“I think you just said [repeat their words] 
… can I check that you said …[repeat their 

more neutral language than they used.

Consider taking notes. This will make them think you 
think they are important. Ask them to slow down a 

Do not worry about facts. Listen for the words 

them back. Metaphors indicate what they think is 
especially important so repeat them back.

Think about the venue for this listening. In public 
for safety, or privately so they do not play to an 

them.

They are not used to being listened to so ten or 

the next step of reframing.

Reframing

Reframing is re-expressing their statements to 

statements can be reframed in a number of ways:

a. From past to future

“It sounds like last year was not good for you. 
Would you like to discuss some ways things might 

b. From what does not work to what might work

“It sounds like things have not been working. 

c.

and respond by denying they do it. Instead try:

“You have told me what you do not want me/
the company/the other person etc to do. Can 
you explain what you do want me/we/the other 

d.

to be in a month/year etc.”

thing you think you might be able to do right now 

e.
circumstances.

between you two have let you down…. It sounds 
like the uncertain real estate prices/share 

sort this out.”
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to do XYZ” they will not consider the reasonableness 
of the underlying request. They will just hear “you 
have to…” and react to that. Instead reframe a single 

Give them more than one option (and 

bad ones, including doing nothing and 
letting the current situation continue). 
Multiple options give them a choice and 
might modify their perception of threat 
and loss.

Explain what you can and cannot do. Then ask them 

an answer on the spot.

Before you commence engaging with them, ask them 

or theirs (whichever is the shortest). You can blame 

Conflict is not chaos. There are structures 
and patterns to the behaviour of difficult 
people. Understanding those structures 
and patterns gives choices and strategies 
in choosing whether to engage with them, 
and how to do so. 
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