
Wrestling with Difficult Stakeholders offers practical, validated 
techniques that all employees, from recent graduates to 
experienced managers, can apply to their interactions with a 
range of difficult people in their businesses and lives. 

The ability to deal with difficult stakeholders is essential when 
interacting with others in the workplace. It’s important to 
identify the reasons why we find them difficult and explore our 
response to them. 

Written by Australian psychologists Christopher Shen and 
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and those demonstrating emotional distress. In it, you will 
learn practical strategies including communication techniques, 
empathy, and body language. This will help you to be assured 
and effective whenever you face them and will give you more 
confidence in any situation.
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Unit 1
Introduction

Welcome
Hello, and welcome to this handbook to develop your 
ability to deal with difficult stakeholders. It offers practical, 
validated techniques and insights that all employees—
from recent graduates to experienced managers—can 
apply to master their interactions with a range of difficult 
stakeholders in their workplaces, and in their lives. 

The importance of dealing with difficult 
stakeholders
Everyone needs to interact with difficult stakeholders 
occasionally. 
The ability to deal with difficult stakeholders is essential in 
interacting with others in our work. Sometimes, we need to 
deal with difficult people in the workplace. It is important to 
identify the reasons why we experience these stakeholders 
to be difficult. It is also very important to explore how 
we felt and behaved during these challenging times. By 
developing an understanding of what happened, and how 
we responded, we are able to develop helpful strategies to 
successfully communicate with the difficult stakeholder, 
manage ourselves, and recover our performance—building 
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our resilience, and maintaining a successful relationship 
with the stakeholder.
In this interactive handbook, you will learn practical 
strategies for dealing with difficult stakeholders, outraged 
people, and people demonstrating emotional distress. 
You can then adjust and improve your approach and 
responses when faced with difficult stakeholders.

Our approach to dealing with difficult 
stakeholders
In this handbook, we will follow the approach below 
to effectively develop your ability to deal with difficult 
stakeholders:
1.  First, we will focus on understanding ourselves and others. 
2.  Next, we will aim to understand difficult stakeholders: 

Why do we experience them as difficult?
3.  Then, we will examine and enshrine practical strategies 

for dealing with difficult stakeholders: How to prepare; 
how to respond; and how to review.

4.  We will also examine the phenomenon of outrage, and 
how to demonstrate empathy to outraged stakeholders.

5.  Finally, we will explore the importance of looking after 
yourself when dealing with difficult stakeholders.
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Following this approach will help you be assured and 
effective whenever you face difficult stakeholders, outraged 
people, and people demonstrating emotional distress. 
Individuals who can manage difficult stakeholders progress 
more rapidly in their work objectives, and are also more 
appreciably likely to enjoy their work, and lead enriching 
family lives.

Christopher Shen MAPS  
Psychologist
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Unit 2
Understanding yourself 

and others

Understanding human behaviour

Dealing with difficult stakeholders requires self-awareness, 
and an understanding of others. It is important to:

• Know yourself – personal mastery
 –  Practise critical self-reflection to better understand 
yourself, your motivations, preferences, goals, and impact 
on others.

• Know others
 – ‘Be a detective’ and seek to understand others.
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Activity 1 –  Understanding human 
behaviour

Why is it important to have an understanding of human 
behaviour to deal with difficult stakeholders?

Whose human behaviour is it important to understand? 
Why?
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‘Be a detective’
A useful question to ask when 
dealing with a difficult stakeholder is, 
“What is going on that I don’t understand?”
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Unit 3
Understanding difficult 

stakeholders

1. Difficult stakeholders

Activity 2 – Difficult people

Please recall instances when you have found yourself 
dealing with difficult people at work, and in your 
personal life.
What happened?
How did you feel and behave when others were difficult?
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2. Why can stakeholders be difficult?

Activity 3 – Why can stakeholders 
be difficult?
Why do you think stakeholders can be difficult?

Activity 4 – When are we difficult?
When are you difficult?
How do you behave when you are difficult and what 
causes this behaviour in you?
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Understanding difficult stakeholders

There are many possible reasons why people become 
difficult. These may include: 

• Personality-based factors, such as:
 – learned behaviour
 – expectations
 – poor communication skills
 – dependency needs
 – personality and temperament
 – a single-minded focus on their own end objectives.

• Cognitive factors, such as:
 – distorted thinking
 – inability to respond to logical reasoning
 – actual and displaced emotional activation
 – confusion and memory loss
 – unpredictable reactions
 – learning difficulties. 

• Environmental factors, such as:
 – unfamiliarity with the language used
 – unfamiliarity with processes used
 – literacy problems
 – cultural differences
 – time pressures
 – financial pressures
 – difficult stakeholders.
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Did you know?

After people remember occasions in which they 
helped another person, they actually tend to behave 
more cooperatively (Grant & Dutton, 2012). It is therefore 
sometimes helpful to ask questions that prompt hostile 
individuals to reminisce about times in which they 
helped another person, such as, “Do you think of 
yourself as a helpful person? If so, can you give me an 
example?”

  
Cooperation Tip

During conversations at work or with 
stakeholders, you should occasionally describe other 
people as very cooperative, helpful, supportive, and 
understanding. In addition, you could sometimes 

allude to the importance of such cooperation, with 
remarks like, “I think we should help these guys; 

they are struggling a bit”.  These incidental remarks 
tend to remind other people that cooperation 
is expected—that support is a prevailing and 

ubiquitous norm to fulfill. Indeed, these reminders 
have been shown to foster more cooperative 

behaviour. (Shank, Kashima, Peters, Li, Robins, & Kirley, 2019)
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Did you know?

After people consider how they might feel in the future 
about some immediate conflict or concern, they tend to 
become more forgiving (Huynh, Yang, & Grossmann, 2016). 
Their resentment tends to subside.  Indeed, after people 
contemplate a typical day in the future, they tend to 
become more helpful and collaborative; they become 
more attuned to their future needs instead of their 
immediate impulses. 
It is therefore, sometimes helpful to pose questions that 
encourage outraged individuals to contemplate how 
some conflict or concern now might affect their life ten 
or so years from now.  
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Unit 4
Practical strategies for dealing 

with difficult stakeholders

1.  Preparation for dealing with difficult 
stakeholders

‘Be a detective’. Ask yourself the following questions:
1. What are the procedures, and policies?
2. Can I pre-brief and plan with others?
3.  How can I mentally prepare for predictable, and 

unexpected, difficult stakeholders?

  
Preparation Tip 1

Before an arrangement to meet a challenging 
stakeholder, perhaps telephone a supportive friend 

or imagine a past or hypothetical conversation 
with a supportive friend—a person who is always 

understanding rather than judgmental.  As studies 
indicate, after you imagine or consider a supportive 
friend, you actually become more empathic, helpful, 

and sensitive to individuals you do not know well 
or at all.  You feel more attuned to the interaction 
rather than worried and vigilant, enhancing your 

concentration and sensitivity. (Cassidy, Stern, Mikulincer, 
Martin, & Shaver, 2018)
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Preparation Tip 2

Arrange difficult conservations in casual, 
friendly locations—away from boardrooms, 
brief cases, and other reminders of business.  
These symbols of business actually tend to 
diminish trust, as individuals become more 

inclined to feel they might be exploited.
 (Kay, Wheeler, Bargh, & Ross, 2004)

2.  A mental exercise before dealing with 
difficult stakeholders – Anchoring

Individuals can invoke and anchor a nostalgic and positive 
experience—an event in the past that is regarded as 
meaningful, helpful, and powerful—to enhance confidence 
and alleviate anxiety before dealing with a difficult 
stakeholder. 
This activity is practised in a relaxing, unthreatening 
environment and then the anchor is strengthened in 
progressively more challenging circumstances.
Combined with positive self-talk, this activity helps 
circumvent and control intrusive anxiety-provoking 
thoughts, feelings, and images.
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Activity 5 – Anchoring
Before dealing with a difficult stakeholder, find a 
relaxing, unthreatening environment and invoke a 
nostalgic and positive experience.
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3. Responding to difficult stakeholders
‘Be a detective’. Ask yourself the following questions:
• Why am I finding this stakeholder to be difficult?
•  Can I cognitively reframe my view of this difficult 

stakeholder? 
• How can I draw upon technical expertise?
•  What exceptional communication skills and tools can 

I apply?
•  Can I change my level of assertiveness, and set 

appropriate boundaries?
•  How is my emotional response and composure with this 

difficult stakeholder? 
• Should I escalate the difficult stakeholder to others?

4. Cognitive reframing
Sometimes the way we conceptualise a difficult stakeholder 
may reduce the likelihood he, she, or they are perceived as 
demanding or taxing.
If we conceptualise and reframe a difficult stakeholder 
as a positive challenge to face and master —and not as a 
threat—we can tolerate and withstand difficult behaviour. 
When we orient our attention to expertise we could acquire, 
the people we can help, the control and influence we have, 
or that challenges with these difficult stakeholders will end 
in the future, difficult stakeholders are not perceived as 
a threat.
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Activity 6 – Cognitive reframing
Please recall a difficult stakeholder.
 How can you conceptualise this stakeholder as a 
positive challenge, and not as a threat? 

What expertise could you acquire by facing this 
stakeholder?

How is facing this stakeholder beneficial?

What shortfalls or ability can you develop?

 How is facing this stakeholder helping you and others?
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What challenges can you embrace by facing this 
stakeholder?

 How can you explore growth and exploration by 
facing this stakeholder?

 How can you interpret this stakeholder as temporary, 
localised, and changeable?

 How will you feel after you have successfully faced 
this stakeholder?

  
Cognitive Reframing Tip 1

Sometimes, you might need to converse with 
people who seem furious with someone else—someone 

not in the room.  They might, for example, yell about 
someone who offended them in some way. To diminish 

this fury, you should highlight the possibility this 
person who offended them had experienced their own 

distress, either now or in the past. People are more 
inclined to forgive someone after this offender has been 

punished in some way. Their fury will tend to subside 
over time. (Strelan & Van Prooijen, 2013)
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Cognitive Reframing Tip 2

If someone is furious, prompt this person to delay 
their response or anger for a few days or so.  

You might say, “I know you are angry.  But, can 
we revisit this issue next week?”.  Individuals can 
override impulses better—such as the impulse to 

yell—if they attempt to delay rather than override 
this impulse. (Patrick & Mead, 2016)

 
Did you know?

Research shows that people who describe how the 
situation could have been better—called an upward 
counterfactual—tend to be perceived as assuming 
responsibility and thus trustworthy. (Wong, 2010)

So, while speaking to frustrated or angry stakeholders, 
such as customers, describe as precisely as possible how 
you feel the circumstances could have been better. You 
might say something like, “Yes, I think the situation 
would have been better had we first emailed you about 
this possible change and then asked you whether you 
need more information”. 
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5.  Exceptional communication skills 
and tools

An exceptional communicator:
• Builds rapport,
• Listens actively,
• Uses empathy, and
• Asserts him or herself respectfully.

6. Building rapport
An exceptional communicator builds rapport by 
demonstrating two key qualities:
• Attending
• Active listening 
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Did you know?

People who are wary, rather than trusting, can feel 
somewhat threatened or uncomfortable in response to 
compliments or other comments that are intended as 
supportive. They perceive these comments as manipulative. 
But, for some reason, the simple question, “How was your 
day?” does not elicit these feelings of threat and instead 
tends to foster trust. (Cortes & Wood, 2019)

  
Building Rapport Tip 1

Ask several questions that prompt other individuals to 
answer with the word, “Yes”.  For example, you might 
ask, “Would you like me to listen to your concerns?” 
or “Would you like me to think about how we could 
solve this problem” and so forth. After individuals 
answer,“Yes” to a few questions, they become more 

inclined to comply with subsequent requests,  
called the four wall technique.

 (Gueguen, Joule, Courbet, Halimi-Falkowicz, & Marchand, 2013)
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Building Rapport Tip 2

When interacting with a challenging stakeholder, 
occasionally use words that are synonyms of trust, 
such as accept, approve, or agree. You might say, “I 

certainly accept your perspective”, “I trust that we can 
discuss this issue”, or “I definitely agree to consider 

this problem”.  Research has shown that people, after 
they hear words that are synonymous with trust, tend 

to be more inclined to trust other individuals. 
(Legal, Chappe, Coiffard, & Villard-Forest, 2012)

Also, after people are subliminally exposed to such 
synonyms, they are more likely to be influenced. 

For example, in one study, some participants were 
exposed to synonyms of trust that were presented too 
briefly to be recognised consciously. They next read a 
message that highlights the benefits of drinking tap 

water. If participants had been exposed to synonyms 
of trust subliminally, they were more likely to 

evaluate the message favourably as well as more 
inclined to drink tap water in the future. 

(Legal et al., 2012)
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Did you know?

To develop trust and rapport with other people, 
you should occasionally express, in appropriate 
circumstances, your attitudes towards various debates 
in society, such as levels of welfare or punishments to 
crime. Interestingly, after you express your attitudes, 
people are more likely to trust you—even if they 
disagree with your positions. (Zlatev, 2019)

7. Attending
Effective attending is the way we orient ourselves 
physically and psychologically to others.

Microskills of attending – SOLER
S – Face the other person Squarely. Adopt a posture 
that indicates involvement.
O – Adopt an Open posture. Ask yourself, “How can 
my posture communicate openness and availability?”
L – Lean toward the other person as a natural sign of 
your involvement.
E – Maintain good Eye contact.
R – Try to be Relaxed and natural in these behaviours.

(Legal et al., 2012)
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8. Active listening
An exceptional communicator makes it his or her goal to 
listen and understand first before attempting to be heard 
and understood, through:
1.  Attending/acknowledging to show interest (verbally 

and nonverbally).
2. Paraphrasing.
3.  Questioning: Open-ended questions usually begin with 

what, which, why, or who.
4. Summarising.
5. Note-taking.
6. Sharing thoughts, feelings, and rationale.

  
Active Listening Tip

During a challenging interaction, set your 
phone to silent and conceal your phone in a bag.  

As research indicates, when your phone is silent and 
not visible to you, you become more likely to enjoy 

the conversations and respond appropriately.
 (Dwyer, Kushlev, & Dunn, 2018)
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9. Your body language
Our body language sends non verbal messages to others. 
What does your body say?

  
Body Language Tip

To develop a trusting relationship, you should 
occasionally meet someone in a café or store in 

which music is playing in the background. For a 
moment, if the other taps to the rhythm of a song, 
you could tap as well.  If two people tap or move in 
time to the same music, they become more likely to 
trust one another. (Stupacher, Maes, Witte, & Wood, 2017)
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Did you know?

According to some research, people seem more 
intelligent and informed when they pause occasionally 
while speaking, but otherwise speak at a natural rate, 
and use an expressive voice (Murphy, 2007). They also 
seem more intelligent and informed if they sit upright 
and nod while the other person is speaking as well 
as gaze into the eyes of this person (Murphy, 2007). 
Of course, these mannerisms need to be natural rather 
than contrived. Therefore, every few days, you should 
monitor these mannerisms—such as the extent to 
which your voice is expressive rather than monotone. 
After a few weeks, these mannerisms may become 
more effortless.
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10. Being empathetic
Empathy is an important factor when developing rapport 
with stakeholders because it conveys the impression that 
you care about their experiences and feelings.
You can empathise with someone’s experiences and 
feelings without agreeing with them.
It is understandable and reasonable for stakeholders to 
get upset about matters that are important to them— 
especially when they are told what to do, and they feel they 
are disempowered and have no control over their lives.

  
Empathy Tip

To help decipher the emotions and needs of another 
person—a key determinant of empathy—you do not 
need to watch their facial expressions closely. Indeed, 

people who closely monitor the facial expressions 
of someone often misconstrue the feelings or 
intentions of this person. Instead, you should 

attempt to imagine yourself in their circumstances 
as vividly as possible. After you complete this simple 

exercise, you can appreciate the emotions and 
feelings of someone else more accurately.

(Zhou, Majka, & Epley, 2017)
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11. Assertiveness
Choosing to say, “No” and express a competing point 
of view
There are times when we have to say, “No” to a stakeholder, 
and express a competing point of view. 
Many of us feel guilty, or worry that we will upset others or 
antagonise them. 
There are many different ways to say, “No” respectfully and 
express a competing point of view assertively. These include 
the validation sandwich, and broken record techniques.
When choosing to assert your competing point of view, it 
is important to remember to communicate respectfully and 
authentically.

  
Assertiveness Tip

Minutes before a meeting in which you might need 
to behave assertively, contemplate one to three 
of your unique qualities—a strength, attribute, 

or opportunity that distinguishes you from many 
of your friends and colleagues. After people 

contemplate their unique characteristics, they tend 
to become more assertive; they do not yield to the 

demands of other people as readily.
(Zhang, Feick, & Price, 2006)
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Assertiveness – 
The validation sandwich technique

Here is an assertive approach to say, “No” respectfully, 
and express a competing point of view:
1. Show appreciation and acknowledgement.
2.  Say, “No” and the specific reason, and express your 

competing point of view.
3.  Offer a solution or tip. Thank them and show 

appreciation or  acknowledgment again.

Activity 7 – Using the validation 
sandwich technique
Please practise saying, “No” and express a competing 
point of view using the validation sandwich technique.
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Assertiveness – 
The broken record technique

Here is a further assertive approach to say, “No” and 
express a competing point of view:
1. Be specific, and calmly repeat your point of view. 
2.  The key to this technique is not to allow yourself to 

become sidetracked or derailed.

Activity 8 – Using the broken record 
technique
Please practise saying, “No” and express a competing 
point of view using the broken record technique.
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Did you know?

People are more inclined to respect someone who 
expresses uncertainty, but with conviction, than someone 
who expresses certainty. (Gaertig & Simmons, 2018)

So, during conversations with consumers or other 
stakeholders, do not feign certainty about some outcome. 
Instead, describe your uncertainty with confidence, 
epitomised by statements like, “The likelihood that we 
can achieve this goal is close to 80%”. 

12.  Review after dealing with the 
difficult stakeholder

• Can I debrief with others?
•  Have I done everything practical with this difficult 

stakeholder?
•  What lessons and learnings can I accrue from this difficult 

person?
•  How is my emotional response, and my physical and 

mental state? Do I need support? You and your partner/ 
family members may be eligible for free counselling 
sessions through your employer’s employee assistance 
program.

• What restorative tools and strategies can I use?
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Unit 5
Outrage

1. Outrage
Outraged stakeholders are outraged and upset for a reason. 
It is helpful to seek to identify and understand the reasons 
for the outrage. If we can identify what is causing the 
outrage, we validate their needs and concerns, and then can 
endeavour to diminish the outrage.

Activity 9 – Why do stakeholders become 
outraged?
Why do stakeholders become outraged and upset?
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2.  Demonstrating empathy to outraged 
stakeholders

Gestures of respect, and offers to cooperate, help demonstrate 
empathy to outraged stakeholders. If you are respectful and 
cooperative in the face of outrage, you may validate their 
needs and concerns.
Common mistakes of empathic communication include:
• Being oblivious to others’ feelings.
• Intruding on others’ feelings.
Therefore, it is important to convey empathy respectfully 
and gently to outraged stakeholders, without intruding on 
their feelings.

  
Empathy with Outraged 

Stakeholder Tip
If possible, refrain from the temptation to avoid 
people you do not like.  Instead, approach these 
individuals more often than usual. For example, 

you might seek their opinion or share information. 
After people form the intention to approach some 

person or event, they become more inclined to 
like this person or event later.

(Sussman & Gifford, 2019)
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Activity 10 – Demonstrating empathy
How can we demonstrate empathy respectfully and 
cooperatively to outraged stakeholder? Please identify 
ways we can provide provide gestures of respect, and 
offers to cooperate to upset stakeholders. 
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Did you know?

After individuals are granted an opportunity to offer 
some advice to a company, they feel more loyal to the 
organisation (Liu & Gal, 2011). So try to seek the advice of 
challenging stakeholders, especially difficult customers. 
Occasionally, indicate how their advice guided some of 
your choices and changes.
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Looking after yourself

1.  Review after dealing with difficult 
stakeholders

It is important for you to look after your mental health and 
wellbeing after dealing with difficult stakeholders. Seek 
assistance and support from each other, your manager, and 
your employer’s employee assistance program.

2. Positive psychology
A variety of interventions have been developed to 
facilitate positive emotions, wellbeing, growth, creativity, 
relationships, fulfilment, and other desirable consequences.  
These interventions are, collectively, called positive 
psychology.
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Activity 11 – Gratitude
Please write a message to someone important in your 
life, expressing gratitude.
Please send this message now, or deliver this message 
after you have completed this handbook.
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Activity 12 – Three good things in life
Each night with beloved people in your life, please 
identify three positive events that transpired during the 
day, as well as the causes of these events.
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Savouring
Savouring refers to strategies that people use to create, 
maintain, and augment their positive experiences. 
Examples include:
•  Mannerisms and gestures, such as smiling or 

pumping the air with their fist. 
• Celebrating positive events with other people. 
•  Writing affirmations, and positive words and 

quotations.
•  Compiling and playing inspiring playlists of music, 

podcasts, or sounds.

Activity 13 – Savouring
Please identify how you can use savouring techniques to 
create, maintain, and improve your positive experiences.
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         Did you know?
After people express gratitude to other individuals or 
features of their life, they become more disciplined. They 
do not yield to temptations as rapidly and, therefore, 
tend to behave more responsibly and productively. 
(Deichert, Chicken, & Hodgman, 2019)

Specifically, individuals who appreciate the support 
and assistance of other people become more resilient in 
response to stressful circumstances.  That is, even when 
exposed to many challenges or obstacles, their mood 
tends to be intact. (DeSteno, Duong, Lim, & Kates, 2019)
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Unit 7
Next steps

Applying principles

Activity 14 – Action Steps
How can you apply some of the ‘Dealing with Difficult 
Stakeholders’ techniques we have covered in this 
handbook back in your workplace, and in your life?
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