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Self-Reflection 

 

 

 

 

1. My knowledge about challenging behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. My beliefs or feelings about difficult behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Ideas I have for addressing challenging behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Needs or values to be honored by possible solutions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Reflection Exercise 
 

1. Think of a moderately challenging situation in your life – personal or professional. Write down 

one sentence that the other person said. (Could be the sentence that triggered a strong reaction 

in you, something that this person often says, or simply a sentence that you most remember.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2. Describe your feelings and needs at that moment. “At that moment I felt (or feel) 

________________________ because what I am really needing (or needed) is 

_________________________. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
3. In relationship to this situation, what are your core values? What’s most important here? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4. What is one “clear, positive and doable” request that you could ask of this person? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

-Ideas taken from The Nonviolent Communication Model and Center for Collaborative Communication 

 



 

What happens when we get defensive: 
1. Pull back and create an emotional barrier; usually in response to feeling judged 

2. See the other as an adversary 

3. Hide the thoughts, feelings and beliefs which make us feel vulnerable 

4. Engage in power struggle behaviors in order to regain control; in a power struggle we 

become both bound to and alienated from the other person; deep seated fears of loss (both 

tangible and intangible) rises and becomes more magnified by the power struggle; we 

focus on scarcity; begin avoidance behaviors. Power struggles actually have an addictive 

character. 

 

 

 

Eight Formats for Powerful Non-Defensive Communication 

Ask genuine questions from a place of curiosity. Ask about the content of the topic under 

discussion; ask about the process of the interaction, including attitudes or feelings that are 

affecting the discussion. 

 

State your own feelings directly, openly and with as much vulnerability as possible. Describe for 

the other person what you hear his or her conscious or overt message to be; share any 

contradictory covert messages or discrepancies you hear. 

 

Using “if-then” statements, tell the person what you see might be the problems for them in the 

future should they choose this particular route or how you may respond. (This is limit-setting and 

challenging their choices – helping them think farther into the future) 
 

Taken from “Taking the War Out of Our Words” by Sharon Strand Ellison 

 

 

 

 

High Conflict Institute – Bill Eddy 

 

E.A.R. Approach – empathize, attention, respect then logical problem solve 

“I can really empathize with you. I can see how important this problem is to you right now. 

Don’t worry. I will pay attention to your needs and concerns. And, I respect the efforts 

you have made to address these problems.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sample Agreements for Our Time Together 

 
 

1. We will speak for ourselves and from our own experience. 
2. We will use descriptive, not evaluative or inflammatory language and 

will refrain from using language which is blaming. 
3. We will allow others to speak for themselves with no pressure to 

represent or explain a whole group. 
4. We will listen with respect. 

5. We will listen with resilience (i.e. “hanging in there” when we hear 
something that is hard to hear). 

6. We will set aside the need to persuade others to agree with us. 
7. We will not criticize the views of others or attempt to persuade them. 

8. We will not interrupt except to indicate that we cannot hear a speaker. 
9. We will “pass” if we do not wish to speak. 

10.We will participate within the time frames suggested by the facilitator. 

11. If in our dialogue, we refer to other people by name – people 
     who are not present – we will show them the same respect that 

     we intend to show each other. We will also not speak for them. 
 

 
When we leave this place- 

-When we discuss our experience here with people outside the group, we 
will not attach names to particular comments unless we have permission 

to do so. 
-Or, we promise only to share what we have said in the group with others 

and not share the identities or identifying details of another’s story. 
-And/or, we will not speak in a derogatory or demeaning manner about 

anyone present when we leave. 
 
-these sample agreements were taken from several sources within the field of 
dialogue (primarily from PCP and Search for Common Ground) 

 
“Listen with attention, speak with intention and take care of the well-being of the group. 

Offer what you can; ask for what you need. Listen for what is happening in the middle 

that nobody brought into the room, but maybe we can all take out.” 

                         -Christina Baldwin and Ann Linnea 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Defusing a Personal Attack 
 

 

 

In a sentence write out what the other person said: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a sentence write out what you then said: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluate: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
-Ideas taken from the work of David Burns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dealing with Difficult Behaviors 

A Few Truisms by Susan Nienaber and others 
 

 Difficult behaviors are a common problem in many congregations and 

congregational leaders are faced with special challenges in dealing with 

them. 

 Noxious behaviors undermine the health of others and the mission of the 

congregation. 

 Not all difficult behaviors are the result of mental illness; some fairly well 

adjusted folks can become unglued in response to escalating dynamics in a 

congregation. 

 However, the majority of very toxic people are mentally ill and usually they 

don’t know that or claim that. 

 A crazy situation can begin to cause us to feel crazy. Pay attention if you are 

coming down with a case of the “crazies.” 

 The most effective strategy is to avoid toxic people but congregational 

systems often don’t allow that and in fact, can be the very systems that 

enable difficult behaviors to continue. 

 Empathy and compassion can be like blood in the water for a very toxic 

person. 

 A toxic person creates drama (usually taking on the role of victim, villain or 

hero) instead of solving the problem. 

 Healthy people get upset but tend to get down to problem solving quickly. 

 For most average folks our intuition is correct the vast majority of the time 

from age 40 and older. 

 If a toxic person cannot be avoided, the best strategy is not to personally 

attack them or label them but instead focus on the specific behaviors. 

 Managing yourself is key: Never let an opportunity pass to say a kind word 

to or about somebody. Do not waste time gossiping and talking about the 

vices of others. Be the same on the outside as you are on the inside – this is 

the core of integrity. 



The DESK Model 
-Originally created by Masters and Johnson and  

further adapted by others such as Dr. Joseph W. Shannon 

 

 

1. Describe the behavior, be specific about the pattern of behavior which is 

obnoxious. Give specific examples. 

 

2. Express your feelings using “I” statements. When I saw/heard __________, 

I felt _____________ because _____________. 

 

3. State your wants and needs. Be specific about how you want them to 

change. (This is actually effective about 80% of the time.) 

 

4. Know that, in the end, you might not get what you are asking for. Be 

prepared that this might not work. 

 

 

A couple of tips – Don’t escalate with a distressed person. If you lead with an 

empathic or affirming statement that usually makes it easier for this person to hear 

the more challenging statements but you must believe what you are saying. If the 

person later escalates you can say something like, “I want to help you but you will 

need to calm down.” Offer them a short break to collect themselves. 

 

There may come a time when you need to introduce consequences if the behavior 

does not stop. Do not do this lightly as you must be willing and capable of 

following through on these consequences. 

 

Do not use the DESK model with very severely ill persons, dangerous persons or 

when there is a power differential in the relationship (i.e. don’t go to your boss 

when you have concerns with this model). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Crossroads of Conflict 
 

1. Whether to participate in the conflict and behave badly, or calm down and 

try to discuss it; 

2. Whether to acknowledge the other person’s truth or deny it, remain rooted 

in our own story, and slip into biased or delusional thinking; 

3. Whether to experience intense negative emotions and feelings, or repress 

and sublimate them; 

4. Whether to aggressively assert and hold tight to our position, or search for 

solutions that satisfy both sides’ interests; 

5. Whether to experience our opponent as equal and entitled to respect, or 

demonize him or her and victimize ourselves; 

6. Whether to acknowledge and grieve our losses and let them go, or hold on 

to our pain as something precious and continue reliving it; 

7. Whether to learn from our opponent and the conflict in order to transcend 

it, or hold on to our grievances, leaving them bottled-up inside; 

8. Whether to correct the system in which we have both been operating, or 

leave it to create more conflicts; 

9. Whether to forgive and re-integrate with our opponent, or remain isolated 

and wounded deep inside; 

10. Whether to open our hearts to the other person and reach true 

reconciliation, or remain close-hearted. 
 

 

“Our conflicts connect us intimately with our opponents, and through them with parts of 

ourselves that we have silenced, suppressed or denied. They draw us along deep, subterranean 

channels that usher us into anger, pain, love and acceptance. Discovering where these channels 

are located, how they meander, and how to switch from anger and fear to heart-based 

communications that convey love and acceptance leads us to learn new skills that can resolve 

not just particular conflicts, but similar conflict, and conflict in general.” 

                 -Mediating on a Higher Order: Heart-Skills as a Practical Solution by Kenneth Cloke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
“If only it were all so simple! If only there were evil people somewhere else insidiously committing evil 

deeds, and it were simply necessary to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line 

dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece 

of his own heart? –Alexander Solzhenitsyn 

 
 

 

Save me, O God, 

For the waters have come up to my neck. 

I sink in deep mire, 

Where there is no foothold; 

I have come into deep waters,  

And the flood sweeps over me. 

I am weary with my crying; 

My throat is parched. 

My eyes grow dim  

With waiting for my God. Psalm 69:1-3 

 

 

 

Contend, O Lord, with those who contend with me; 

Fight against those who fight against me! 

Take hold of shield and buckler, 

And rise up to help me! 

Draw the spear and the javelin 

Against my pursuers; 

Say to my soul, 

“I am your salvation.” Palm 35:1-3                                                                                                      I Long to Be 

I long to be static free 

Confusion, chaos free 

I want to be around wash and wear folks 

Just leave me on the line to dry on breezy days folks 

I hate when people press me 

Depress me, oppress me, want to suppress me 

 

I don’t like drama, performances 

Requiring costumes, clown attire, masks 

Just leave me on the line to dry 

On breezy days with other wash and wear folks 

 

I long to be  

Static free, confusion, chaos free 

No need to press me 

No need to press me 
-Trapeta B. Mayson 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 



Is E-mail the New Parking Lot? 

by Susan Nienaber 
 

It is more than a little ironic that you are reading an e-mail message that is about to warn you of 

the dangers of e-mail, but here goes: 

You may be familiar with—perhaps even have participated in—"parking lot meetings."  Those 

unofficial conversations (often held in parking lots following official meetings) that tend to 

undermine decisions, complain about individuals, and stir up discontent.  They are extremely 

effective forms of communication, but they are not always helpful.  In some important ways, e-

mail has become the new "parking lot meeting.  It spreads information (accurate or not) quickly 

and widely, it is impossible to stop, and it can be very damaging. 

Many of us could not do our jobs without e-mail, certainly not me.  I depend on e-mail to 

schedule appointments, share documents and stay connected with various groups. The Internet, 

with its e-mail and blogging, is an important technological advance that helps us work more 

effectively and efficiently.  Many churches are making excellent use of these new electronic 

resources in very creative ways.  Indeed, Alban depends largely on e-mail to communicate with 

you. 

However, when a congregation is in the midst of conflict, the Internet, and particularly e-mail, 

can become a serious problem. Just about every church I consult with these days is dealing with 

the downside of computer technology as they struggle with conflict. 

Here are some situations I have recently encountered: 

 A pastor has a frustrating governing board meeting, goes back to her office and begins an 

e-mail addressed to the board and several members of the congregation.  She knows that 

she is venting her anger about what has just happened, and she doesn't really intend to 

send it.  She pours out her emotions, feels her energy building, and in a final burst of 

triumph and relief, hits the "send" button—out of habit, and by mistake. Her "vent" 

instantly lands in 50 parishioners’ inboxes. 

 A recently retired member of the congregation decides that he is unhappy with the 

direction the church is heading.  He has some time on his hands, so he begins to blog 

about the issues that distress him. Sometimes he writes from his own observation, but 

sometimes he passes on inaccurate, second-hand information and rumors.  Lay leaders 

from the governing board visit with him, listen to his concerns, and ask him to follow the 

church's behavioral covenant which outlines the agreed-upon ways of dealing with 

concerns.  He responds by firmly stating, "This is a free country and I have the right to 

freedom of speech." 

 A group of members feels unheard by the pastor and the governing board. The group has 

had several face-to-face visits with the pastor and with individual board members, but 

their requests for time at board meetings and at congregational meetings to ask questions 

and raise issues are turned down. They believe they have followed the accepted norms of 



the congregation for expressing their concerns, but they feel shut down and dismissed – 

sometimes in demeaning and disrespectful ways. They decide to start an e-mail campaign 

to gain support for their concerns from members of the church and the wider community.  

Your imagination has probably already created a picture of the escalating conflict in each of 

these scenarios. 

There are many things to be learned from these experiences, but one of the most important is:  E-

mail is not a conflict resolution tool.  

I base this statement on my observation of five characteristics of e-mail: 

1. E-mail makes it impossible to read the non-verbal body language of the persons 

with whom you are communicating.  Likewise, they can't read yours. I have 

occasionally made the mistake (perhaps you have, too) of trying to crack a joke through 

e-mail and having it fall flat. I can't read the body language to tell how the joke is being 

received, and others can't see the twinkle in my eyes when I am joking.  When a 

congregation is in conflict, folks are already very emotionally reactive.  Therefore, people 

in this situation are far more likely to misread or misinterpret what is being said under the 

best of conditions.  Eliminating visual cues and vocal inflection further cripples the 

communication process and opens the door to misinterpretation and misunderstanding. 

2. E-mail appears to be fast, almost immediate, communication, when in fact the 

length of time it takes to deliver a message depends largely on the recipient's 

personal habits.  Some people check their Blackberrys or iPhones for messages every 

few minutes, and some go for days without turning on their computer to look at their e-

mail.  The uncertainty around when a message is received often adds to the confusion of 

who knows what and when they heard it—often a central communication issue in 

conflicted situations. 

3. Because e-mail language is often less formal than traditional written language, it 

feels much more like talking on the telephone, except that it is a one-sided 

conversation.  Your e-mail message probably makes perfect sense to you.  But it may 

contain unspoken assumptions, or even a typo that can change the meaning of the 

message for your recipient, and complicate your effort to communicate.  It can actually 

take longer to sort out miscommunication than it would to relay information in face-to-

face conversations, one at a time.  I frequently have to tell pastors to stop using e-mail 

when trying to deal with a parishioner's difficult behavior, and simply go talk to them.   A 

face-to-face conversation, with give and take, can often serve to sort out a complicated 

situation when a one-sided e-mail message only makes it more complex. 

4. E-mail is not confidential. No matter what kind of disclaimer or warning about 

confidentiality you include in your e-mail, anyone can forward any e-mail at any time. 

When I am about to send out an e-mail message, I always ask myself, "Would I feel 

comfortable if this e-mail were forwarded to someone else—even if it was accidentally 

forwarded?"  If your answer to that question is "no," then don't send it.  And that is 

related to another practice you might want to develop: get in the habit of re-reading any 

e-mail message before sending it out.  Usually, you will just catch typos and the 



occasional omitted word, but sometimes, you will hear a very different message than the 

one you intended.  Train yourself to pause and re-read before you hit the send button. 

5. E-mail is not a constructive venue for important conversations.  One of the strengths 

of e-mail is its ability to communicate details quickly and efficiently.  Important 

conversations, and especially those that surround a conflicted situation, need and deserve 

richer and fuller interaction—one in which nuance and non-verbal communication is part 

of the communication process.   

Having said all of this, are there times when I actually encourage a pastor, lay leader, or member 

of a congregation to use e-mail or a letter to deal with an issue? Of course, I do. A letter or an e-

mail is very appropriate when you need clear documentation of a decision or action. It is also 

useful if someone is actively attempting to misrepresent you and your views, but think through 

this scenario carefully first. 

And, another word of encouragement:  Just as a well-placed challenge, or a word of optimism 

can turn a parking lot meeting into a productive, constructive conversation, used carefully, the 

Internet can be helpful in conflicted situations.  Let me close with a couple of positive stories—

real examples of ways in which computer technology actually prevented conflict: 

 A pastor learned that one of the church's staff members was interviewed on television at 

the local gay pride parade. This staff person said a lot of wonderful things about the 

church. Some churches might have viewed this as good advertising, but this congregation 

had not gone through a period of dialogue and discernment about their beliefs and values 

regarding the diversity of sexual orientations. When his inbox lit up, the pastor, with key 

lay leaders, correctly and quickly communicated to the members that "we are not going to 

deal with this via the Internet and e-mail." This gave leaders the opportunity to form a 

plan.  They were able to begin the dialogue and to work with the congregation to develop 

a broad-based, constructive process.  As a result, they were able to help bring clarity to 

this subject and to support members of the church who had many different views and 

experiences. 

 A middle judicatory group felt the need to harvest the collective wisdom of their 

congregations and leaders regarding a controversial initiative.  A team appointed to work 

with the bishop decided that they might get good feedback and encourage more creative 

thinking in the region if they were to create a blog on this topic. They spent time 

gathering information about the technological capacities and communication challenges 

involved in creating a blog.  They developed policies describing what would be posted, 

how they would publicize the blog, and who would manage it. This strategy not only 

garnered good information and creative thinking, it became a helpful way of reaching 

younger people who were more comfortable with this technology and this form of 

communication. 

 Effective communication during a conflicted situation requires an extra dose of care and 

attention, especially if you are using an electronic, computer-based system to communicate to 

hurting, angry, or suspicious people. 

 



Strategies for Dealing with Disruptive Behaviors in a Group Setting 
1) Engages in Side Conversations 

Ask participants to add their thoughts; assume they are talking about the content of the 

meeting 

Slowly move into the part of the room where the disrupters are; continue and don’t make eye 

contact 

Change the pace of the activity; shift to something interactive 

Re-format the small groups to mix people up 

At the start of the next session, revisit group norms 

 

2) Talks Too Much; Monopolizes 

Summarize what the person has said if it is on topic and then turn to others and invite their 

participation 

Avoid eye contact with the disrupter for awhile 

If they are off target, say, “Interesting idea, but it’s beyond the scope of this gathering. Let’s talk 

after we are finished.” 

Put the issue on a piece of newsprint for later discussion 

Change the pace of the activity and have participants do solo work for awhile 

 

3) Complains; Spreads Negativity 

Ask if others feel the same way. If they don’t then assist the speaker during a break 

If others do feel the same way, go on a productive tangent 

Acknowledge the complaint and then ask the group for ideas on how to solve 

Write the issue on newsprint for later discussion 

If it is a valid complaint incorporate it into the agenda 

 

4) Daydreams; Not Very Present 

Change to a more interactive activity 

Acknowledge it with the group if more than one person is doing it and allow a short discussion 

Talk to the person privately during the break 

 

5) Heckles the Leader 

Give the speaker your attention in a positive way if possible rather than in a way that 

encourages the heckling 

Change the activity to get folks talking to each other instead of to you 

If the heckling continues, talk privately with the person or ask someone else to step outside with 

the person to speak to them about what is going on 

 

6) Know-It-All 

Give the person the spotlight for a few minutes 

Ask for other opinions from the group 



Ask individuals to self-monitor and to speak a second time only after others have had the 

chance to speak for the first time 

 

7) Jokes or Clowns Inappropriately 

Give the speaker some attention by reengaging him or her in the content without 

acknowledging the joking behavior 

If the joke is intended to relieve tension, help the group by bringing up the discomfort directly or 

put them in small groups to talk about what is uncomfortable 

When a joke is funny and told at the right time, laugh! 

 

8) Makes an Offensive Remark 

Deal with it in front of the group – don’t ignore it 

Give the person the chance to retract - “I’m sure you didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” 

Or, “that view is not in keeping with the values of our congregation 

Speak with the person during a break 

Review ground rules and norms 

 

9) Does Other Work; Checking Cell Phone 

Speak to this person during the break and point out that this group may not be meeting their 

needs. Ask how their needs could be better met 

Acknowledge the pressure to respond to emails and text messages but negotiate with them so 

that this doesn’t affect the rest of the group 

Offer the opportunity to attend at another time when they would feel less pressured 

 

10) Silent or Withdrawn 

Create more safety by asking people to pair up or get in a smaller group 

Pace the activity so there is time for reflection before folks discuss and share options 

If the body language is such that they are engaged but just very quiet, leave it alone 

 

11) Goes on a Tangent; Misses the Point 

Talk with the person during a break 

Have groups rotate who is speaking 

Introduce the use of a circle to equalize the air time in the group 

                        -Adapted from the work of Deb Tobey 

 

 

 


