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Opening Comments:
Thank you for coming to this workshop.
Hoping to make it practical and to discuss some of
the things and issues that usually don’t get discussed.
Some of those things sort of go against or are at
odds, with the general ethos of counselling and often
don’t fit with the way that a lot of counsellors wish
to betray themselves.
Two opposing examples.

Gibney: ACCSSQ 2018.

2

August 2018

Opening Comments:
Some “unpopular” ideas:
Some people are just difficult.
Some people seem committed to being difficult (cue
Robertiello, and Reich).
Some people seem committed to being insightless.

A surprising amount of people seem uninterested in
self reflection, and/or are entirely committed to
avoiding it (cue Albert Ellis).
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Opening Reflections:
With another person, please discuss:
1.

Describe an incident, or a general scenario, that
responds to this kind of question “What sort of
difficult person do you least like to find yourself
engaged with?”

2. What distresses you or irritates you the most in
having difficult conversations?
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Let’s be Straight-Forward
here:
Dealing with Difficult People involves:
Being utterly reasonable while the other party is being
completely unreasonable.
Being measured while the other party is disinhibited and
dis-regulated.
Being curious and compassionate while the other party is
attacking and being dismissive.
Demonstrating a high level of interpersonal, containing
and problem-solving skills while the other party is
behaving in a destructive manner.
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In this Workshop:
Opening Comments.
Opening Reflections.
Let’s be Straight-Forward here.

Format.
Three interesting pieces of theory (THE distinction, the
SCARF model, and Scaffolding).
Containment, of course.
Some, hopefully, helpful suggestions.
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A Key Point from
Psychoanalytic Theory:
Clearly, when all goes well in a conversation, the
participants are functioning at their ADULT best,
relating ADULT-TO-ADULT and keeping the issue and
the possibility of problem solving at the center of
their focus.
When dysfunctional communications occur, and
dysfunctional relating takes precedence over the
resolving the issues, other mechanisms are at play.
The defense mechanisms of individuals involved can
contribute to a problematic dynamic.
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A Key Point from
Psychoanalytic Theory:
Defense mechanisms exist in our psyche to perform
two essential functions.
1.

To maintain our self esteem.

2. To reduce the impact of disturbing emotional
content, typically anxiety, though also any other
disruptive feeling.
The problem is that defense mechanisms can often
defend a highly idiosyncratic sense of self that may
not correspond to how others perceive the person.
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A Key Point from
Psychoanalytic Theory:
Defense mechanisms come in two forms: primary (or
primitive) and secondary.
We all have both. We all have access to both; though
typically the more mature and differentiated the
personality, the more the person will utilize secondary
defenses.
Secondary defense mechanisms are such internal
procedures as repression, sublimation, displacement etc.
The three key primary defense mechanisms are: denial,
splitting and projection.
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The Key Distinction:
Secondary Defenses work at the boundary of the experiencing
ego and the observing ego.
Primary Defenses work at the boundary of the person and the
outside world.

In the use of Primary Defenses, there is little to no selfreflection, though often a projection of internal difficulties onto
others and is often accompanied by hostility.
The bizarre piece in this is that an individual who persistently
uses Primary Defenses in a group will have a clear and negative
effect on the interactional reality of that group and external
splitting between subsystems of the group will be observable.
This is a damaging process to the group as a functioning unit.

Gibney: ACCSSQ 2018.

10

August 2018

Understanding David Rock’s
SCARF Model
The SCARF model (Rock, 2008) is a summary of important discoveries from
neuroscience about the way people interact socially.

The model is built on three central ideas:

1.The brain treats many social threats and rewards with the same intensity as
physical threats and rewards (Lieberman, & Eisenberger, 2009).

2.The capacity to make decisions, solve problems and collaborate with others is
generally reduced by a threat response and increased under a reward response
(Elliot, 2008).

3.The threat response is more intense and more common and often needs to be
carefully minimized in social interactions (Baumeister et al, 2001).
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Five domains of the scarf
model:
Status is about relative importance to others.
Certainty concerns being able to predict the future.
Autonomy provides a sense of control over events.
Relatedness is a sense of safety with others of friend
rather than foe.
Fairness is a perception of fair exchanges between
people.
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Implications of the SCARF model
for communicating with difficult
others:
Do our best to make our communication as non-threatening as is possible and feasibly
useful.
Emphasize connection and commonality over sharp differences.
Develop connection and commonality through containing and re-framing.
When you have to discuss “differences”, do it, as best you can, once you have invoked
a broader co-operative context (or frame).

Think of the person with whom you are interacting- attachment theorists call it
“mentalizing”. What do they need to have confirmed or certainly not threatened :
their status, their need for certainty, their sense of control, their sense of safety
and/or their sense of fairness?
An important caveat: we are here to facilitate the clients’ wellbeing and at times, we
have to “contain” our own distress and keep that final outcome/goal in mind.
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Definition of Containment
“Containment is an emotional and therapeutic act in

which the caring individual in the dyad sits with both
the distressed other ’ s distress and emotional
responses, and their own responses, and by not overreacting nor under-reacting to the distressed person’s
response and situation creates a calmer, emotional
space in which the distressed person can begin to
regulate their own emotions and can begin to think
about and to eventually articulate their own process.
Containment as a concept is related to the concepts of
providing a holding environment, being a secure
emotional base, providing co-regulation of emotions
and performing the role of an enlightened witness”
(Gibney, 2014).
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Reflections:
Before we move on, with the conversational partner
with whom you discussed the opening questions, please
discuss:

What did you make of the concepts of secondary and
primary defenses, of the SCARF model, and of the
concept of containment?
Was there anything in those concepts that could help
you with difficult conversations with difficult
persons?
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Scaffolding:
“Scaffolding is a rhetorical and conversational strategy
in which the therapist takes the family (or client) from
familiar subjects with which they are comfortable, to
emotionally problematic subjects that need to be
discussed for the successful addressing and possible
resolution of the existing difficulties. Each
conversational frame builds on the previous frame, the
therapist utilizes “openings” in the conversation to
introduce new frames and the therapist contains the
family (or client) emotionally and cognitively within
each new frame”. (Gibney, 2016).
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Plan for the Conversation:
While scaffolding is a rhetorical activity and a
conversational skill (done seamlessly, it appears like
an art form), and hence it occurs as improvisation in
the moment, it can be planned for…
It is always best to be prepared, as best you can, for a
tough assignment.

A plan provides you with some containment and
confidence.
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Things to think about:
What makes her/him/them difficult?
What are the actual issues here?
Is there an agreement as to what the issues are?

What may I or we have done to confuse or obfuscate the issues
here?
What do the other persons seem reluctant to “understand”?
What would be a suitable outcome?
And how might I make them feel more understood?
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Scaffolding:
What are the others’ position or beliefs?
Where do they need to “get to”?
What might be the three to five steps or subtexts that
they might need to consider?
In what order?
Is there a reframe available? Think content/process, think
specifics/abstraction.
What would be the most compelling and yet, least
threatening start to this conversation?
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The Conversation:
Set the frame as best you can.
Outline your agenda, be as transparent as possible, aim to
understand.

Emphasize alliance; practice empathy and containment.
If appropriate, begin to move through that scaffolding
framework.
Stay open to the shifts made available through
understanding and transitional conceding.
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The Conversation:
Think SCARF model: respect status, provide some certainty,
offer opportunities for choice and activities, act as friend,
and aim to discuss/respect fairness.
Respond to primary defensive statements with
acknowledgement of position and emotions, and seek to
articulate the secondary emotion.
At the end of the conversation, provide content summary
and emotional summary. Remember positive connotation.
Emphasize progress made, or restate situation. Express
gratitude. Schedule follow up.
Gibney: ACCSSQ 2018.

21

August 2018

Conclusion:
Practice, anxiety and sparring.
On how to be a better therapist and presenter. (The
same answer as always).

And the same holds true for difficult conversations
with difficult people.
And the Taoists know a thing or two…
Kindness, rapport and a deep desire to understand
are almost always disarming.
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