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In this guide, you’ll discover 

• The difference between the person their behaviour
• The common types of difficult behaviours
• Why it’s important to address it
• A 5-step plan

The difference between the person and their behaviour
‘Difficult people’ is, in some ways, an unfair term. It’s their behaviour that’s difficult to manage, not the person. 
You could have an employee that is generally a decent human being, but for some reason, their behaviour at 
work is hard to manage.

The trick is finding out why they behave the way they do. Then you can work out the best way to be a positive 
influence on them going forward. We’ll talk about this more in the 5-step plan.

6 common types of difficult behaviours

The negative Nelly

Rarely has anything positive to say 
Takes an opposing or negative view on everything
Doesn’t smile very often 
Shakes their head a lot
Gets the job done but that’s about all

The no show

Rings in sick a lot 
Misses meetings or remains silent 
Doesn’t attend or participate in team activities or events 
Unexplained disappearances during the day 
Misses deadlines

The victim

Blames everyone or everything else 
Takes little to no accountability for their work or actions
Uses language like “It’s not my fault”
Makes excuses

The loose cannon

Volatile outbursts 
Lacks tact so gets people offside easily 
Speaks/acts before they think

The blocker

The first response to any request is “No”
Uses language like “that won’t work” or “that’s been done before” 
Resists doing work they don’t agree with or simply don’t want to do

The centre of the universe

Constantly looking for recognition 
Plays power games 
Takes credit for work/ideas that aren’t theirs
Makes decisions without engaging the right stakeholders (cowboys/girls) 
Driven by personal success, not the greater good
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Support the person to develop their own action plan

Find out what’s causing it

Call out the behaviour

Why is it important to address the behaviour?
Addressing problematic behaviour pushes even the most seasoned leaders out of their comfort zones, especially 
if it’s a situation they haven’t dealt with before. It’s human nature because no one likes confrontation. But what 
happens if you don’t address it?

The consequences can be significant

• The problematic behaviour disrupts the team and holds them back from reaching their  
maximum potential 

• Your high performers become increasingly frustrated and refuse to work with the difficult person, or 
worse, decide to leave your team or the organisation

• Your reputation as a leader deteriorates because you’re ignoring the problem 

• Dealing with the impacts of the behaviour sucks up a lot of your time and energy which could be used 
more productively.

Nothing great comes from comfort zones, but you don’t have to do this alone. The 5-step framework below is a 
good starting point, and if you have an HR department/adviser, reach out to them for some support.

The 5-step plan
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Observe their behaviour
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If no change,instigate a formal management plan
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Find out what’s causing it

Call out the behaviour

Several underlying factors can drive the way people behave. It’s essential to try and get to the 
bottom of why this person is acting the way they are. They may not even be aware of it themselves.

Here are some common causes but everyone’s 
situation is different so ask lots of 
nonjudgemental questions (questions that start 
with “what” not “why”) and see if you can find the 
root cause of the behaviour.

They have become disengaged because they

• don’t believe in what the team or company 
is trying to achieve

• have lost confidence

• don’t like your leadership style, or the 
leadership style of the bosses above you

• the behaviour of others, or the company, 
goes against their core values

• are bored and frustrated with a lack of 
progress (for themselves, the team or  
the company)

They have become distracted by

• a change in their personal circumstances, 
e.g. family member has become ill or they 
have become a parent

• financial difficulties

• relationship issues at work or in their 
personal lives

• the possibility of a career change

They are losing motivation because

• the work has become repetitive  
and mundane

• there is a lack of challenging work for 
them to do

• the workload is high and relentless

• they are starting to burn out

They have lost confidence in themselves

They are suffering from a physical or mental  
health issue

Start with a conversation with the person about their behaviour. Make sure you have specific 
examples and can clearly explain the effects the behaviour has on the team. Avoid beating around 
the bush and try to stay calm and objective.
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Support the person to develop their own action plan

Here’s a critical thing to remember: the behaviour comes from them, and it is their problem to fix. 
Showing empathy for the underlying causes of the behaviour is important because it builds trust.

You can point them in the right direction to get support, but you need to draw an abundantly clear 
line in the sand between their behaviour at work and any personal issues they need to address.

Step 3 requires the difficult person to develop, and take ownership of, their action plan to change 
how they react to the situations that drive their behaviour.

You can help them by asking some open-ended 
questions. Adjust them based on the  
underlying cause.

For example:

• What could you do to react differently next 
time the situation occurs?

• What steps could you take to improve/
change the behaviour?

• What steps could you take to leave the 
personal stuff at the door when you come 
to work?

• What could you do differently to manage 
your time better/prioritise your work?

• What types of projects are you interested 
in getting involved in to challenge you?

If they are struggling to come up with ideas, 
throw a few in to help them out.

Suggest some actions you could support them 
with but only where it makes sense to do so, and 
keeping the line drawn between personal and 
work issues.

For example, if they’re feeling overloaded with 
work, could you give them some clear guidelines 
on what to prioritise and how to keep you 
informed so they can be confident they are 
focused on the right things.

Could you offer to give them a signal when you 
notice the behaviour? This can be a great help for 
people who are unaware of what they are doing.  
It could be a hand signal in a meeting, or a quick 
follow up chat after you’ve witnessed the behaviour.

Once an action plan’s done, ask the person to 
follow up by sending you an email with the 
agreed actions. Don’t let them off the hook - 
make sure they send you the email.

Document the outcomes for your own records.

Clearly and concisely document the meeting’s 
time & date, who was present, the behaviour you 
called out, the root cause and the agreed actions. 
You may need this later.
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Let’s take an example.
Sam is usually a positive person, a great team player and works hard. Recently, Sam has become 
disengaged - shows up late to work, looks tired, has gone quiet in team meetings and doesn’t 
seem to care about what the team is trying to achieve.

After having a conversation with Sam, you discover a relationship issue at home is affecting 
Sam’s behaviour at work.

It’s important to show that you care but avoid getting involved in the issue or the solution. You 
could say something like “I’m so sorry to hear that. It’s clearly upsetting you and thank you for 
trusting me enough to tell me what’s going on. I’m not a relationship expert, and it might be 
worth talking to a professional.”



If no change, instigate a formal management plan

Observe their behaviour

Some people do not have the willingness or ability to change, and that’s OK. What’s not OK is letting 
them continue to disrupt the team. Chances are, you’ll need to manage them out which will require 
a formal performance management plan.

The process will be a lot easier if you have kept notes of the previous discussions and situations 
where the behaviour continued. You are going to need the facts.

Speak to your HR department/adviser to ensure you follow a fair and legal process.

Now it’s time to watch and listen to see if the behaviour changes. If you see positive changes 
happening, acknowledge them and give praise.

If the behaviour continues, call them out on it in real-time and take a note of it for your records. 
Decide how many chances you’re going to give them (no more than 3) and if you still don’t see a 
change, move on to Step 5.
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Discover more tools
To access more tools just like this one, buy the Better Bosses Toolkit today at 
www.betterbosses.com.au/toolkit

Here are just a few examples of what the toolkit will help you do.

• Provide direction for your team

• Develop a plan-on-a-page

• Evaluate your team’s culture

• Ignite change in your team’s culture

• Set objectives

• Manage up and across

• Understand the individuals in your 
team and how to coach them

• Understand the dynamics of your 
team and how to improve them

• Empower others

• Delegate

• Have difficult conversations

• Give feedback

• Have effective one-on-one meetings

• Have effective team meetings

• Understand your leadership style

• Understand your ‘why’

• Learn how to be authentic  
and vulnerable

And much more …


