
Roadside Reflection - Working with Difficult Clientele
Tips & Action Steps for Effective Communication

"All behavior is a form of communication."
 When clients become difficult, it’s usually a sign of unmet needs, frustrations,

or misunderstandings—on their part, or possibly your own. This sheet is
designed to help you respond with empathy, clarity, and professionalism.

Understand the Roots of Behavior
Recognize that behavior is communication. A raised voice might
signal fear. Withdrawal could signal confusion. Look beyond the
behavior to the message.
Identify precipitating factors. What might have happened before this
interaction that shaped the person’s mood or tone?

For them: Long wait, past negative experience, external stress.
For you: Fatigue, workload, previous tense encounters.

Check In With Yourself First
You can’t de-escalate others if you’re already escalated.
Action Steps:

Do a quick self-scan: “Am I tense? Hungry? Irritated? Rushed?”
Pause and take a breath before responding.
Use grounding techniques (e.g., plant feet on floor, deep inhale).

Meet People Where They Are
Show empathy: “I can tell this is frustrating,” or “It sounds like this
has been a tough experience.”
Use their words when possible to validate their concern.
Mirror their energy calmly—if they’re upset, don’t match tone, match
concern.



Tools for Diffusing Tension
Try These Phrases:

“Let’s work through this together.”
“Help me understand what’s most important to you right now.”
“Here’s what I can do right now, and what will come next.”
“I want to get this right—thank you for your patience.”

 Avoid Common Traps
Don’t argue facts when emotions are high. Focus first on connection.
Don’t take it personally. This is about the situation, not you.
Don’t make promises you can’t keep—be honest and clear.

Action Steps for Everyday Encounters
Practice patience. Not every issue can be solved immediately, but
how people feel heard matters most.
Create calm through structure. Clearly outline next steps, timelines,
or how to follow up.
Stay aware of your impact. Your tone, posture, and pace all
communicate intention.
Document interactions. For future clarity and to protect yourself or
others, take brief notes as needed.

Prevent Future Conflict
Know your policies and procedures—it builds your confidence and
helps guide clients calmly.
Build rapport over time. Regular positive experiences increase client
trust and grace during tough moments.
Advocate for systemic improvements. If a recurring issue causes
distress, be part of the solution.

Final Reminders
You are not responsible for someone else’s behavior, but you are
responsible for how you respond.
Being “kind” is not the same as being “a pushover.” Firm, clear, and
respectful communication is key.
Small efforts in empathy can have big ripple effects.


