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Identifying the Difficult Parent:

In scouting, at work, or even at play; if more than half the people you 
interact with are 'difficult' it is definitely time to look inward. 

Yes, we would all like to think it is the other person causing the 
unpleasantness.  But since we probably aren't perfect we must at least 
consider the possibility that we are in some small way contributing a portion 
of the troubles.  Which is actually good news when you think about it.  After 
all, whose behavior and attitude do you have control over?  Hint: not theirs.

How can you tell if you are the 'difficult' one?  DO NOT ask your spouse or 
best friend.  

Identify three or more people whom you respect and admire but aren't 
emotionally involved with and ask them.  I would suggest using humor to 
protect your ego and to allow the other person honesty.  

Approach them and say, “I know I'm great at dealing with people but I've been 
thinking I need to get better.  What one area do you think I should devote my 
attention to?”  

Hopefully they will give you a brief answer.  You cannot argue with them even 
if they are way off-base.  That would be being difficult.  If all three 
people give similar responses you have hit the jackpot because you know 
without a doubt you need to work on this.  If you get three different answers 
then pick the one that makes you the most defensive!  (If you cannot think of 
three people that you respect and that you could learn from then you just 
might be a difficult person)

Most people don't want to be difficult, so why are they?  

First try to believe and then to remember that we are all more difficult to 
some people than others.  I have several engineer friends that I spend time 
with.  I think many of them lack basic social skills.  Likewise they think I 
take too long to communicate anything and that I take things waaaaay too 
personally.  Meanwhile my teacher and artist friends find me to be delightful 
and charming.  I think.  
So the difficult parents you are dealing with may not be extraordinarily 
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difficult; they may just be different. Which means you don't have to take it 
personally. . . which makes everything easier.  

Of course they may be genuinely difficult and not just different.  Many folks 
are.  After we examine and maybe fix just one more thing in ourselves we can 
learn a few techniques for minimizing the pain.

When I say “Get Happy or get gone” I am most sincerely serious! BSA tells 
us that every boy deserves a trained leader and I agree.  But the boys also 
deserve leaders who are happy to be a part of their lives.  If you do not 
find any joy in being in scouts you need to change something fast.  

You shouldn't necessarily quit scouting - if you are a leader you may find 
more joy in being treasurer or committee chair.  I know many people get 
involved in volunteer work because they can't say no or because they believe 
they have a duty to volunteer.  Imagine receiving a lovely present from your 
sister with a note that informs you she didn't really want to send you a gift 
but she felt she had to.  That's the exact message we send when we complain 
about our volunteer obligations.  Leaders tell me that they volunteer because 
if they don't no one will.  Which is certainly true; but one of the reasons 
people are hesitant to volunteer is because it doesn’t look like fun.  They 
hear the leaders complaining about the time commitment and the endless 
meetings and the silly uniform and they decide it's not for them.  You will 
never like every part of this job (or any other) but if you focus on the 
parts you do enjoy you will be happier.  Also if you make it a point to only 
talk about the good parts then you might find a willing replacement ~ just 
keep thinking about Tom Sawyer whitewashing that fence!

Delegate!

One way to find joy and to be able to focus on the parts you love is to stop 
doing the parts you hate.  Start with one task and pass it off to a parent or 
committee member (or husband).  I personally hate making phone calls.  In 
case of an emergency I will probably email 911.  My friend Jeannie is always 
on the phone.  She has no problem making phone calls that may technically be 
in my job description but aren't essential that they be made by me.  I write 
fund raising letters for her.  We both have fun  scouting!  (In fact, going 
back to my previous point, I first volunteered to be a scout leader because I 
liked Jeannie and another scout mom and I knew these were people I wanted to 
spend time with) After you get rid of that first hateful and energy sapping 
task you will feel so much lighter and enthusiastic.  Who knows – before long 
you may not even have to work at being happy!

Delegation can also work with difficult people.  We've all felt the guilt and 
frustration of avoiding someone because you just don't want to deal with 
them.  Is there anyone else in your pack that handles the difficult person 
well? Enlist that persons help.  We have a parent in our pack who is 
'difficult' but who seems to like me.  She will call me rather than her den 
leader with questions.  I'm okay with that because she is 'difficult'  in a 
way that does not drain my energy.  Her den leader seems to be okay with not 
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having to deal with her.  We're all happier than we would be if we followed 
the organizational chart like law.  Another time I had a scout dad who was 
giving excessive and inappropriate attention to some of our more attractive 
moms.  You can bet I quickly delegated this problem to our male Cubmaster.   

I know it feels irresponsible to have other people do 'our' work but it's 
much more irresponsible to do our work grudgingly.  By asking someone to do 
something that is unpleasant for us but not necessarily for them, we 
encourage them to ask for our help in return and then we get the joy of doing 
something we like and getting extra credit for it.  Everyone wins – 
especially the scouts who have happy and productive scout leaders.   

Now that we personally are in great shape lets fix those difficult parents!  

I have a lot of experience with groups – some more dysfunctional than others. 
One of the wisest things I've learned is that most times a complaining person 
just wants to be heard. Listening is simple but difficult.  You have to 
put  away the phone.  You have to refrain from interrupting.  You have to 
make the person believe you care.  (The easiest way to do that is to actually 
care)  Treat the parent the way you would like to be treated at a parent 
teacher conference. When we have a concern about our child we do not want to 
hear the teacher tell us she has 30 other students, so we would never tell 
one of our scout parents that we have 8 other boys so we don't have time for 
their specific needs.  

Which is not to say we have to be available for general kvetching at all 
times.  If the parent has a lengthy complaint, tell them you want to be able 
to give them your full attention.  Then arrange a specific time and place. 
Often the parent that has to talk to you about something as you are trying to 
leave a pack meeting and go home will decide the problem isn't that important 
when you offer to meet them for a half hour the next morning.  And if they do 
want to meet with you they will appreciate that you made time for them.  They 
will appreciate it in a way that they don't appreciate the half hour of your 
life that they ate up after a meeting when you just happened to be nearby and 
they had the time and inclination to say something.  

When you listen to your difficult parent you will want to correct them. 
Don't.  Even if they begin a statement with, “Correct me if I'm wrong 
but. . .”  They don't really want to be corrected.  They want to be heard and 
taken seriously.  (sometimes they really just want to feel superior or they 
want to impose their beliefs or they want to spread their own unhappiness – 
whatever it is, listening is still your best first step!)                  

One of the greatest techniques both for genuine listening and for buying time 
when you are caught off balance is something called paraphrasing.  I first 
learned this technique in a lecture class and thought the teacher said 
”Parrot phrasing” because what you do is basically parrot what the person 
just said.  
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When an angry mom tells you (in a hundred words or more)that she and 
unspecified other parents don't see where all the money they spend on scouts 
is going you will instantly think about all the money you spend out of your 
own pocket for incidentals related to being a scout leader.  You will think 
about the committee budget discussions where you and other leaders spend 
considerable unpaid time trying to figure out how best to spend pack money in 
a way that serves the boys well.  You will feel a bit petty as you notice 
that she is wearing a cute spangly shirt and that you are wearing a frumpy 
uniform shirt that you purchased for $35.00 out of your own pocket because 
that's part of being a leader.  And even if you hear my voice in your head 
reminding you to not take it personally; you will be angry and/or hurt and/or 
frustrated.  

So you say, “If I understand correctly you feel that the money you pay in 
registration and dues may not be being used properly?”  Because you responded 
civilly they now have to be polite or they feel foolish. (we hope)  Then they 
elaborate and you've had a moment to compose yourself and you can actually 
listen without just seeing red.  If their grievance makes a little bit of 
sense from their perspective you can thank them (yeah, I know) for bringing 
their concerns to you and invite them to a committee meeting, or offer to 
email them your pack budget report, or remind them that a copy of the budget 
is distributed with every monthly newsletter.  You may even tell them calmly 
that you resent the accusation.  If you always begin by being polite and by 
listening you will rarely make the mistake of over-reacting. 

While not actually paraphrasing, another good response is to say, “I'm not 
sure I'm following you.”  When a person has to reiterate what they said they 
are forced to pay attention to what they are saying.  

A nonverbal  technique for buying time when you seriously do not want to say 
the first thing that pops into your head is to nod your head and try to look 
thoughtful.  You should be truly listening but sometimes you will be hearing 
the same thing for the umpteenth time and all you can do is force a 
thoughtful look.  (Which also prevents an accidental yet still disrespectful 
rolling of your eyes)

When faced with a question or statement that is too outrageous to be taken 
seriously and yet the person seems serious my favorite is, “I beg your 
pardon?”  

All these listening/stalling techniques should be practiced.  If you are in 
the habit of nodding and pausing after people speak, it will be easier to do 
when it makes a difference.  (After all, everyone around you has a camera 
phone and the last thing you want is video of you and a difficult parent 
screaming at each other  -with you in your BSA uniform- to show up on 
Youtube) 
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I don't believe in being manipulative or playing games just to one-up or 
outsmart someone, but one of the parties will be setting the tone of the 
conversation so it might as well be you! 

I’m okay, you’re okay, and they’re probably okay: 
I believe  that most people are decent and reasonable.  I'm guessing if 
you are a scout volunteer you probably feel the same way; after all if 
most people are mean and nasty and bad – why bother being a positive 
force in the community?  

The tricky part is remembering this when dealing with people who for 
whatever reason sap your energy and darken your outlook.  By trying to 
always be polite and by not taking things personally you at least have 
the serenity of knowing you aren't going to say or do something that 
you will  be sorry for later.  Imagine finding yourself in a position 
where YOU have to apologize to THEM.         

When assertiveness fails you need to make hard decisions. I've 
been fortunate that I've never had to refuse to have a scout in my home 
or completely sever all communication with a parent; but I would do 
that before I quit scouting or allowed my self to be scared or 
consistently treated disrespectfully.  This is where you would really 
need the support of other parents and your pack leadership.  And 
because they have witnessed you being calm and polite in difficult 
situations they will support you.  

{{  }}
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The Bullet Point  Summary:

Do some honest introspection to make sure you aren't the 
difficult one.

Be Happy.  Happiness is contagious. (also, nobody really 
enjoys being around martyrs) 

Delegate.  Sometimes self sacrifice seems almost like a 
contest.  It isn't.  And if it is, Mother Teresa already won 
years ago

Listen.  For real.  Seriously.  No, you cannot text and 
listen at the same time.

Be the one who sets the tone.    

Take suggestions of what you should be doing as an offer to 
help. Take criticism as an offer to help. 

Take chronic tardiness or other bad behavior as a reminder to 
call your mom and thank her for raising you properly. 

Take unruly children to task, nicely.  

Take a deep breath.

Take two aspirin (chocolates) and email me if you have any 
questions or just want to share some piece of difficultness 
you are facing!
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