
 

 

White Paper: #10 

Dealing with Difficult People 
& Difficult Situations. 
A Salesperson’s Survival Guide 

Introduction: The Reality of Sales 
Sales is more than pushing products, hitting quotas, or following up leads. It’s a field of 
human interaction, of personalities, expectations, stress, and ambiguity. Difficult people 
and difficult situations aren’t outliers; they are core challenges. 

o You may face aggressive or dismissive clients, stakeholders who blame you, inner-
team politics, or situations when pressure makes rational thinking hard. 

o Your reaction doesn’t just affect the immediate outcome — it influences your 
credibility, reputation, relationship, and future success. 
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This White Paper offers: 

1. Psychological research and frameworks that explain why difficulties arise. 

2. Practical tools, mindsets, and tactics you can immediately use. 

3. How Validity Group’s ready-made Qstream Microlearning Content is designed to 
embed and practice these capabilities. 

Section 1: Understand the Source of the 
Difficulty 
Before reacting, it helps to diagnose what is actually happening beneath the surface. 
Helpful theories and findings: 

o Emotional Intelligence (EI / EQ): Research shows that salespeople with higher 
emotional self-awareness (a component of EQ) perform better in roles with high 
emotional labour. CustomerThink 

o Stress, Fear, Insecurity: Often, difficulty arises because someone is under pressure—
maybe external, maybe internal. They may be reacting from fear (of losing 
something), insecurity, or just overwhelmed. 

o Context Carry-over: Something outside the moment may be influencing behaviour. 
The person could have dealt with a bad experience earlier, have conflicting 
demands, or feel underappreciated. 

By stopping to consider these possibilities, you avoid reacting to just the surface behaviour 
and are more likely to guide the interaction toward resolution. 

Section 2: The Core Mindset — Control 
What You Can 
You can’t change the other person—but you can control yourself and how you set up the 
interaction. 

Key components of mindset & skills: 

o Emotional regulation / Self-control: Delaying response, breathing, ensuring calm 
tone. Research confirms self-regulation is essential in sales, both for managing 
objections and maintaining relationships. ScienceDirect 

o Preparation: Know what you want, what you’ll allow, what you won’t. Prepare "cool 
phrases" or structured responses ahead of time. 

o Frame & structure: You decide the setting of the conversation (time, place, 
medium), and set expectations (tone, goal). This gives you more control. 

https://customerthink.com/emotional-intelligence-the-secret-weapon-for-tackling-the-hard-stuff-in-sales/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850125000136
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Section 3: Difficult Customers — What 
to Do 
Clients can be demanding, dismissive, aggressive, or unreasonable. Here are tactics 
rooted in research and tested frameworks. 

Strategy What it Does / Why It Works 

Acknowledge & 
Empathise 

Empathy is strongly correlated with trust & customer loyalty. 
When people feel heard, their defensiveness drops. Plecto 

EAR Framework 
(Empathy, Attention, 
Respect) 

This combination ensures the customer’s concerns are validated 
— not ignored or minimised. Attention signals you are actively 
listening. Respect fosters dignity. 

Redirect with Facts Facts help shift from emotions to solution-centred discussion. 
But facts are only persuasive after someone feels heard. 

Set Boundaries 
Without healthy boundaries, difficult exchanges escalate. Clear, 
calm statements of what's acceptable protect both your 
integrity and the relationship. 

Example Framework: HEARD Method 

A de-escalation tool used in conflict and customer service situations. HEARD = Hear → 
Empathise → Assess → Respond → De-escalate. It gives you a stepwise process under 
pressure. De-Escalation Training 

Section 4: Internal Conflict — 
Colleagues and Management 
Often the friction that hurts you most is within your own team. 

A 3-Step Approach: 
1. Detach Emotionally 

o Recognise your own triggers. Don’t match aggression or defensiveness. 

o Use techniques like pausing, breathing, reframing internally. 

 

https://www.plecto.com/blog/sales-performance/emotional-intelligence-sales/
https://deescalation-training.com/2024/02/heard-method/
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2. Seek First to Understand 

o Use probing, open questions: “What’s the biggest concern here?” “Help me 
see your point of view.” 

o Active listening: restate, paraphrase, confirm. 

3. Clarify Shared Goals 

o Anchor to what matters: shared success, customer outcomes, business 
performance. 

o Sometimes disagreement is over how to reach the goal; focus on why you 
both care. 

Frameworks Underpinning This: 
o Nonviolent Communication (NVC) (Marshall Rosenberg) teaches observing without 

evaluation, expressing feelings & needs, and making requests. It’s helpful internally 
to reduce blame and increase collaboration. Wikipedia 

o Conflict style theories (e.g. assertiveness vs cooperativeness) help you judge when 
to push vs when to listen. Wikipedia 

Section 5: Power Phrases to Defuse 
Tension 
Words matter. Certain phrases can cool a heated moment; others inflame. 

Useful Power Phrases: 
o “Let’s take a step back for a moment.” 

o “I want to make sure I understand you correctly.” 

o “Here’s what I’m hearing—does that match your concern?” 

o “We’re both working toward the same outcome.” 

o “What would a successful resolution look like for you?” 

Phrases to Avoid: 

o “Calm down” (invalidates feelings) 

o “You’re wrong” / “That’s not my job” (shuts down conversation) 

The goal is to signal you want collaboration, not confrontation. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nonviolent_Communication
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Face_negotiation_theory
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Section 6: When Things Really Go 
South 
Some situations go beyond difficult—they become toxic or unproductive. 

Knowing When to Escalate or Disengage: 
o If verbal abuse, threats, or repeated boundary violations occur → involve your 

manager or HR. 

o Document what was said / asked / agreed, especially for reconstructing what 
happened later. 

o Disengage politely when needed: “I’d like to revisit this when we’re both in a 
position to have a productive conversation.” 

Maintaining professionalism and protecting your well-being is not weakness—it’s strategic. 

Section 7: Long-Term Skill Building 
Dealing with difficult people becomes easier the more resilient and emotionally intelligent 
you become. 

Skills to cultivate: 

o Self-awareness: Recognise your emotional patterns. 

o Impulse control: Avoid reacting reflexively. 

o Assertiveness: Speak up while respecting others. 

o Active listening: Deep attention to what others actually say. 

o Empathy: Seeing from their perspective, even if you disagree. 

Research shows that salespeople with higher EQ outperform in sales metrics, have lower 
burnout, and higher well-being. ScienceDirect 

Section 8: Adopt These Daily Habits 
These are practices you embed so that handling difficulty becomes second nature rather 
than stressful. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850125000136
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Habit Outcome 

Reflect after every tough 
conversation 

Continuous improvement: you spot patterns of what 
works/what doesn’t. 

Role-play tough scenarios with 
peers 

Builds “muscle memory” so in the moment you respond 
well. 

Keep a “Cool Phrases” 
notebook 

Ready-to-use responses reduce cognitive load during 
stress. 

Meditate or journal daily Improves emotional regulation and self-reflection. 

Section 9: Recommended Reading 
Here are books/frameworks that deepen your understanding and give you further tools: 

1. Crucial Conversations by Patterson, Grenny, McMillan & Switzler 

2. Difficult Conversations by Stone, Patton & Heen 

3. Never Split the Difference by Chris Voss 

4. The EQ Edge by Steven J. Stein & Howard E. Book 

5. Radical Candor by Kim Scott 

These are well-regarded and draw on psychology, negotiation, and conflict resolution. 

Section 10: How Validity Group’s 
Microlearning Qstreams Can Help 
Validity Group has developed a suite of Qstreams focused specifically on the challenges in 
this White Paper. These Qstreams: 

o Simulate difficult scenarios — customers, internal colleagues, high-pressure 
meetings. 

o Allow practice in using empathy, power phrases, boundary setting, and escalation 
decisions. 

o Offer feedback loops so salespeople can reflect, adjust, and build confidence. 

o Are bite-sized and can be integrated into regular workflows, making skill building 
realistic and sustainable. 

By engaging with these Qstreams, sales professionals at any level can develop the 
capability to respond rather than react. 
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Final Words: Choose Who You Want to 
Be 
You always have a choice: 

o React: Let emotion, impulse, defensiveness drive you. 

o Respond: Be intentional, measured, respectful, and assertive. 

The difference isn’t always obvious in the moment — but over time it builds trust, 
reputation, influence, and results. 

Handling difficult people well isn’t just a nice-to-have—it’s a career amplifier. Mastered 
well, it sets you apart in leadership, in sales, and as someone people trust to navigate the 
tough stuff. 

 


