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Dealing with Difficult 
People in Your Court 
and Office
Jessica Foreman
Education Manager
Texas Justice Court Training Center

Typical Advice 
for Dealing 
with Difficult 
People

• Respond with your own optimistic 
expectations.
• “I think that everything will turn 

out great.”

• Make them feel heard.
• “Tell me more about this 

situation.” 

• Show that you understand their 
situation.
• “We are in this together.”

But you can’t do that! 
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How to Deal • Most advice concerning dealing with difficult 
people is for coworkers, family, customers at 
a store. 

• But you are different! 

• You are: 
• Bound by the law
• Bound by ethics
• Elected officials 
• Representatives of the government

Roadmap

• Identify types of difficult people you encounter

• Discuss what strategies you have available to deal with difficult 
people

• Determine how you can apply these strategies to your office 
processes
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Important Note

We are not talking about 
dangerous people. Only difficult 
people. 

Why deal with difficult 
people at all? 
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Why is it important to “deal with” difficult 
people? 

• Well, you may not have a choice!

• Practical reasons: Complaints, Community

• Ethical reasons: Access to Justice

• Personal reasons: Stress, Coping

Types of Difficult 
People
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Activity

• What kinds of difficult people do you 
interact with in your court and your 
office? 

• What kind of traits do they demonstrate? 

• What is it that they want? 

• In groups, come up with three types of 
difficult people that you encounter. 

9

10



6

11

12



7

Keep in mind: Sometimes it’s 
difficult situations, not just 
difficult people

▪There is a fine line between describing a person’s behavior 

and adopting an attitude (belief) about that person or 

situation.

▪Negative attitudes keep us from being able to see the 

“whole picture” and limit our options for responding.
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How to Deal 
with Difficult 
People

Strategies

1. Remain Calm

• When things ramp up, that’s when it’s hardest to assess the 
situation. 

• Step away, deep breaths, take a walk 

• Revisit the situation when you feel more prepared to deal with it
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How do you remain calm? 

•What strategies do you use to remain calm? 

2. Know Your Last Straw

• Identify the line between what you can work with and what you 
will not tolerate (limits, boundaries). 

• This line may change depending on the situation or over time. 
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3. Deflect: 
Don’t take it personally

• It’s not you

• It could be the situation is simply upsetting to them (they are 
getting evicted) 

• Or they have learned poor social skills and think that being 
difficult will get them what they want
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Deflect: Don’t take it personally

• Let the person’s negative statements and energy “bounce” off of 
you. 

• What does it mean to deflect? 
• I’m rubber, you glue, whatever you say bounces off me and sticks 

on you. 

• Easier said than done! 

This is a joke. You 
don’t know the law 
and you can’t run an 
office. I’m going to 
make sure the whole 
town knows! 

• Your goal in these situations is to stay 
clear-headed so you can assess the 
situation and determine the appropriate 
response. It’s difficult to do that if you 
take things personally. 

• When someone says something like this 
to you, what do you think about to help 
you deflect? 

• What are 1-2 affirmations that you 
can think about to help you deflect? 
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4. Build Understanding and Empathy

• Where is the other person coming from? 

• When do you interact with people? Not always on their best day. 

4. Build Understanding and Empathy

• You all have to be careful though. You can’t show agreement, 
necessarily. 

• One way you can illustrate understanding and empathy without 
promising anything is through active listening skills. 

23

24



13

5. Listening Skills

Poor Listening

• What did our actor(s) do that illustrated they were poor 
listeners? 
• Interrupting? 
• No eye contact?
• Repeated the wrong thing?
• Looked bored?
• Fidgeted?
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Good Listening

• What did our actor(s) do that illustrated they were good 
listeners? 
• Nodded? 
• Smiled?
• Made eye contact?
• Repeated or paraphrased? 

Groups! • We need one person at each table to volunteer to 
talk about a difficult person they have 
encountered for 1 minute. 

• We need another volunteer to “monitor” the 
listeners. 

• Everyone else will demonstrate active listening. 

• At the end of the activity, our monitor will note 
how the listeners demonstrated active listening. 
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Discuss What Happened

• Volunteer storyteller – Did you feel more heard than usual? 

• Listeners – Did you feel like you were working a little harder to 
listen? 

• Monitor – What did you notice? 

BUT…What if you can’t? 

• What if someone is going into ex parte communication or 
wanting legal advice? You can’t exactly do those things! 

• How can you practice active listening but stay within your ethics? 
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6. Use “I” 
Statements

• Use neutral language: Choose words that 
describe observable behaviors and effects 
vs. your interpretation of a person’s 
intentions and effects. 

• I statements
• There’s a lot of research that shows we 

feel insulted by you statements. Also, you 
are trying to read someone else, when 
what you can be sure of is your own 
feelings and opinions. 

• You are not paying attention to me! 
• I feel like I’m not able to keep your 

attention. 

Use “I” Statements

How can we make these “I” statements? 

• You are being very rude. 

• You aren’t making any sense. 

• You can’t ask for that. 

• You don’t understand. 
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7. Know when to let it go

• You cannot let the person become too much of a time suck

• By continuing to engage, you may be encouraging them 

Scenarios

• On each table is a type of difficult person. 

• What characteristics does this person display? 

• What do they want? 

• What strategies can you use to deal with them?
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Judges and Constables 
Listen Up! 

You have more freedom from this than your staff. They 
are on the phones and the front lines day in and day 

out. Don’t forget about them. 
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