High Conflict People in Legal Disputes and “It’s All Your Fault”

by Bill Eddy, Attorney, Mediator and Therapist

Bill Eddy is so helpful in identifying what’s going on with difficult people and how to work with them.  We are all difficult at times. It gives us hope that we can ultimately get along, with awareness and skill development.

Those Eddy calls High Conflict People (HCP) have a long-term problem of blaming others.  They appear to have personality disorders or traits (borderline, narcissistic, antisocial and histrionic) with chronic unconscious internal upsets.  They truly want to feel better, so they attack their Targets of Blame (TOB) in misguided efforts to change or eliminate the danger they feel.  You know you’re a TOB when you are personally and repeatedly blamed or criticized in an intensely negative way by an HCP.

Remind yourself:  It’s not all your fault.  The personal attack is not about you as a person. (Remember, they have chronic fears and unconscious internal upsets) Avoid blaming the HCP as a person.  Don’t give them negative feedback.  They have exaggerated fears (borderline, fear of abandonment; narcissist, fear of being inferior; histrionics, fear of being ignored; and antisocial, fear of being dominated.)
  Eddy summarizes the personalities and steps for managing each type.
1. Borderlines

a. Characteristics

i. Known for sudden mood swings and intense anger

ii. Preoccupied with fear of abandonment

iii. Often start relationships with charm and sudden urges for intimacy

iv. Idealize people they like, but then attack those same people for disappointing them

v. Have often experienced early childhood abuse, trauma or parenting disruptions

b. Managing

i. Have clear boundaries for your amount of contact and level of closeness

ii. Discourage an idealized picture of your talents or personal qualities

iii. Respond matter-of -factly to requests for reassurance

iv. Take threats of violence or spreading rumors seriously

v. Avoid taking responsibility for fixing his or her problems.

2. Narcissists

a. Characteristics

i. Unconscious fear of being seen as inferior.

ii. Self-centered and self-absorbed

iii. Expect special, superior treatment

iv. React extremely negatively to any negative feedback

v. Exhibit frequent disrespect and disdain for others.

b. Managing

i. Recognize real strengths and accomplishments

ii. Listen with empathy

iii. Keep an arm’s length relationship

iv. Use indirect, positive reasons for changing behavior

v. Explain the consequences of various courses of action

vi. If possible, take action to get into some form of treatment to change behavior

3. Histrionics

a. Characteristics

i. Fear of being ignored is a driving force.

ii. Very dramatic, theatrical and superficial

iii. Have high-intensity, shifting emotions with few facts and little focus

iv. Exaggerate and sometimes fabricate events

v. Have difficulty focusing on tasks or making decisions

b. Managing

i. Focus discussions on what is most essential, if anything.

ii. You can interrupt an intensely emotional person

iii. Empathize with their pain, but don’t buy into their stories

iv. Avoid trying to change them or tone down their responses

v. Suggest realistic small tasks to solve specific problems

vi. Avoid trying to protect the person or those around the person from reality

4. Antisocials

a. Characteristics

i. Routinely attempt to dominate others because they fear being dominated

ii. Show a strong disregard for social rules and laws

iii. Have lots of aggressive energy, high risk-taking and disregard for others

iv. Constantly lie and deceive, even when they’re easy to discover.

v. Extreme lack of remorse

b. Managing

i. Be alert for unusual stories that require you to do something

ii. Pay attention to your gut feelings

iii. Be skeptical when anybody tells you someone else is an evil monster

iv. HCP’s have distortions much of the time and lie some of the time
v. Remind yourself every day to maintain a healthy skepticism

5. Negative Advocates - Don’t be a negative advocate (co-dependent)

a. Characteristics

i. HCP’s constantly seek Negative Advocates to help fight their many battles. 

ii. They can be Persuasive Blamers and unconsciously persuade others to be their Negative Advocates against their perceived enemies – their TOB’s.

iii. Negative Advocates reinforce HCP’s negative behavior, emotions and thoughts.

iv. Negative Advocates often have more credibility and fight harder than the HCP.

b. Managing Negative Advocates

i. Can be anyone who is “emotionally hooked” by an HCP – family, friends, professionals

ii. Don’t attack Negative Advocates.  They may be skeptical already but feel pressured to go along until they become more full informed – possibly by you

iii. Calmly provide as much accurate info as you can to Negative Advocate

6. Handling HCP’s –
a.  Connect Using Your EAR (empathy, attention and respect)

i. HCP’s are desperate for empathy, attention and respect

ii. Think of something you can empathize with and honestly show it

iii. Pay full attention by listening without interrupting or thinking about something else.  Reflect back to them what you heard and that you’ll pay attention to their problems or concerns.

iv. Think of something that you respect about the person and let them know it

v. Focus on what you can do to connect with the person

vi. You still need to keep your boundaries.  EAR doesn’t mean that you agree with the content of what the person is saying, just that you want to help.

vii. If you are safe, try hard to find a way to show empathy, attention or respect.  This reduces many unmanageable conflicts to a manageable level.

b. Analyze Your Realistic Options

i. Write a list of 3-10 options for What to Do about the situation, realistic or not.

ii. Check each option for high-conflict thinking – the HCP’s and your own.  See if it is realistic.

iii. Check the most realistic option to try first

iv. 10 common types of High Conflict Thinking which is unrealistic and is to be avoided: 

1. All or nothing thinking (black and white thinking)

2. Jumping to conclusions

3. Personalization – taking something personally

4. Emotional reasoning

5. Mind reading

6. Wishful thinking

7. Tunnel vision

8. Exaggerated fears

9. Projecting

10. Splitting

c. Respond Quickly to Misinformation

d. Set Limits on Misbehavior

i. You establish rules

ii. You provide logical consequences if the rules are violated

iii. Use a highly assertive approach to setting limits

1. An aggressive approach backfires

2. A passive approach backfires

3. Match the HCP’s level of aggressive energy, but do it assertively

4. Call them on it, with empathy- attention- respect, but assertively

Eddy cautions:  We are not in a position to diagnose others or make judgments.  This information is given to attorneys, mediators and others to be able to understand and help people resolve conflict.  It needs to be used with compassion and respect.
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