
Negotiating with Difficult People

SCENARIOS



Difficult people: Scenario 1

You are facilitating a sub-committee meeting for a board 
you’re on. The sub-committee includes a “difficult” board 
member who tends to take over your meetings and 
doesn’t leave time for others to express their opinions. At 
the end of your past two meetings, other board members 
left frustrated and no resolutions had been made. 

How can you prepare to lead this upcoming meeting?



Difficult people: Scenario 1 (Solutions)
Send out the agenda prior to the meeting and request that 
everyone be prepared to discuss the primary topic(s).
At the start of the meeting, state the primary purpose of the 
meeting and what you’ll accomplish together by the end.
Set a time limit for comments on each topic. State that, due to 
time constraints, you are requesting that each person stay 
within those limits.  Then ask if everyone agrees.



Difficult people: Scenario 1 (Solutions…cont.)

If anyone begins to go over time, speak up to remind them of time 
agreements and politely request that the next person speak. 
If the “difficult” board member tries to keep talking, chime in to let 
them know they can offer more comments at the end of the 
meeting if there’s time. 
Conclude the meeting by going over meeting 
accomplishments/agreements and express gratitude for 
everyone’s commitment to listening and keeping time 
commitments.



Difficult people: Scenario 2

You and a fellow board member were asked to work 
together to plan an upcoming event. During your first 
meeting, you divided up tasks for each of you to work on. 
To-date, the board member has not completed any of the 
tasks or met any of the agreed upon deadlines. They’ve 
also missed your last two planning meetings.

How can you address this issue?



Difficult people: Scenario 2 (Solutions)
If there isn’t one scheduled, reach out directly and request to meet 
with the person. If sending an email meeting request, refrain from 
going into detail about your concerns in the email. 
If the board member shows up for the meeting…

Thank them for coming 

Express that you’d like to begin with a check-in to discuss the current status of the 
event.

Use examples to explain your position:
Rather than: “You never show up for meetings.”
Say: “We’ve had three meetings scheduled over the past month and you did not 
come to two of them. I’m wondering if you’re still interested in this project?” 



Difficult people: Scenario 2 (Solutions…cont.)
Use “I/We-statements” when possible to explain how you feel about 
their current behavior. 

Rather than: “You said you’d make phone calls and find a caterer. You haven’t 
done either!”
Say: “My notes from our last meeting show we agreed that you’d make phone 
calls and find a caterer. I’m disappointed that these things haven’t been 
completed yet.”

Pause and listen.
After you’ve stated your position, pause to allow the person to think about what 
you’ve said and respond. Perhaps they’ve been extremely busy at work or have 
some personal things to attend. No matter the reason, allowing the person to 
share will allow room to come to a resolution together and move forward.



Difficult people: Scenario 2 (Solutions…cont.)
If the person does not show up, or does not 
respond to your email…

Seek support from leadership/colleagues, whether on the board 
or within the organization. Share facts and focus on the overall 
goal (the event). Feelings can be addressed directly with the 
person when time permits. Work together to determine how to 
best address the issue and get the work done.



Difficult people: Scenario 3
You’ve served on a local advisory board for over two years. 
Bylaws require members to transition off after a 3-year term. The 
board recently appointed a new board chairperson. The new chair 
requires weekly reports from board members, monthly check-ins 
by phone, and a few other new responsibilities that you’ve never 
done before as a board member. You’re feeling overwhelmed and 
frustrated.

How can you address this issue?



Difficult people: Scenario 3 (Solutions)

First, list the advantages and disadvantages of addressing this issue. If 
it is truly affecting you negatively, move forward with a plan to confront 
the board chair or connect with others about it. On the other hand, 
since your term on the board will end in a few months, you may 
determine it’s not worth it to confront the chair and that you’ll manage 
the responsibilities a bit longer.
Consider getting advice from fellow board members (but don’t just 
complain) to get tips on how to manage these new responsibilities. If 
you find that you have similar concerns, consider how to support one 
another.



Difficult people: Scenario 3 (Solutions…cont.)

If you feel the best way to handle your concern is to 
confront the board chair, use meeting tips from scenario 2 
to prepare for a face-to-face meeting. 



Resources

For more tips on Conflict Resolution and Negotiating with 
Difficult People, check out the following resources:

(VIDEO): How to Deal with Difficult People | Jay Johnson

(Free Resources): Mediation Training Institute’s (MTI) Conflict 
Resolution Tool Box

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kARkOdRHaj8
https://www.mediationworks.com/toolbox/

