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Handling Difficult Personalities: 
A Survival Guide
When working with seniors and their families, you’re often meeting them 
during a time of major life changes, or impending changes. Change 
almost always creates stress, and stress can bring out the best—and 
the worst—in people. As an SRES® designee, learning how to cope 
with different personalities and soothe stressful reactions will be 
paramount to your professional success. 

Most of your clients will be a joy, but a select few have the potential 
to prompt nightmares. The old adage, “10 percent of your clients will 
cause 90 percent of your headaches,” is true, especially when you are 
working with families as a unit. The good news is that 90 percent of 
your clients will be wonderful!

You May Be Seen as an Outsider

Even if the decision-makers have requested assistance, and want  
and need your services, others who are involved may not be as  
enthusiastic about your presence as an “outsider” in this very personal 
situation. Family dynamics are complex mechanisms that seldom 
invite outside input.

If you encounter difficulties, excellent communication skills will  
help calm the familial waters. Emotional or confrontational  
situations will only make your clients more stressed and your job 
harder—or even impossible. 

Doing your part to keep things calm from the beginning will make 
progress possible and will help you effectively serve your clients.
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Scenario:
Dad’s live-in caregiver is much younger than him. He is showering her with 
gifts and providing financial assistance on top of her professional fees. His 
adult children are suspicious of this woman’s motives and concerned that Dad’s 
relationship with her could negatively impact his long-term financial security. 
They want to know if they can pursue any legal steps. What do you tell them?

Recommendations:
This situation is fraught with potential hazards,  
all hinging upon one central issue—competency.  
Is Dad of sound mind and able to manage his 
affairs? If so, there are no legal reasons for him  
to be denied the freedom to spend his assets as  
he desires.

While his children may find such a conclusion 
hard to accept—and may have legitimate concerns 
about how Dad’s decisions could impact them 
in the future—his emotions and actions may be 
no more or less rational than a teenager’s first 
crush. That said, the elderly do tend to be more 
vulnerable, since they often live in isolation and 
crave companionship.

Competency is a tricky matter that can change over 
time, or under the influence of medications. Some 
competency screenings are more effective than 
others, in terms of detecting a decline in abstract 
thinking, so it’s a good idea to research options. 
Ideally, the family will retain more than one 
independent expert to get a more complete  
and reliable picture.

Engaging a good elder law attorney may also be 
advisable, especially if the family is concerned that 
Dad is at risk for undue influence—that his live-in 
companion is taking advantage of the situation  
and intends to manipulate him for her own  
personal gain.

SRES® Challenge:  
Dad’s Younger “Girlfriend” 

Gaining Dad’s cooperation is key. For this reason, 
it’s a good idea for families to discuss potential 
possibilities with Dad before actual competency-
related issues arise. If everyone can agree on a 
game plan ahead of time, and commit to future 
steps to protect Dad, it will reduce the likelihood  
of a family battle once specific scenarios, like a 
young live-in companion, become a concern.

For real estate professionals, the best course of 
action is to express sympathy towards everyone 
involved, but never take sides or become  
enmeshed in a family matter. For example, it’s 
fine (if asked) to refer an adult child to a highly-
regarded geriatrician, but step away from any 
requests to encourage (or discourage) Dad to 
submit to an examination.  

Ultimately, this is a decision the family must 
work through on their own. By treating everyone 
with respect and courtesy, you’ll enhance your 
professional reputation and improve the odds of 
being called upon to provide real estate services 
after the dust has settled.

Special thanks to John D. “Skip” Frenzel, CRS, 
GRI, SRES®, of Agape Real Estate for assisting in 
the development of this advice column. He can be 
contacted at info@AgapeLTC.com.
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Even if a consensus was initially achieved, 
difficulties could erupt later with one or more 
family members. In these cases, you can often 
manage difficult clients (or a difficult family 
member) by being aware of early warning signs 
and remaining professional throughout.

Difficult clients come in all varieties. Since the 
services you offer are so personal, the line 
between client and friend can often blur. In most 
cases, that’s fine, but in some situations an overly 
enthusiastic beginning may be a red flag for a 
potentially difficult client.

The “I Love You, I Hate You” Client
Some clients think you are wonderful and amazing 
and put you on a pedestal so high that the tiniest 
blip will knock you off. They have inflated 
expectations from the get-go and become overly 
moody when things don’t go exactly as expected. 
Try these steps to prevent conflict:

1. Keep it real
For these clients, you need to help them “keep it 
real” from day one. Even if your skills are amazing 
and your resources nearly endless, you should 
remain modest. When discussing their situation, 
alert them, matter-of-factly, to various  
challenges they may face so they can prepare 
for those potential inevitabilities. Let them know 
problems will arise, but you will be there to help 
navigate them.

2. Manage disappointment
This personality doesn’t deal well with 
disappointment on any scale, often becoming 

Handling Difficult Personalities: 
A Survival Guide

Continued from page 1 

SRES® • September/October 2016   3

Continued on page 4   

agitated, unreasonable, overly emotional, and/or 
petty when normal difficulties arises. Do not react 
personally to any emotionally-intense situations. 
Listen, avoid feeling defensive yourself, and 
simply work with the client on their elevated 
expectations without language that can be 
construed as critical.

Be polite, but keep the conversation about the tasks 
at hand. Listen, but do not become involved in 
irrelevant personal information/conversations. 
If they go astray, gently, but firmly, pull the 
conversation back to the options available and the 
decisions that need to be made. 

3. Think “client” not “friend”
You are not building a friendship; you are serving  
a client. Do not ignore this type of client, as they 
may already have abandonment issues. Do not 
be abrupt, but provide solid professional support 
throughout the process. Change is particularly 
difficult and unsettling for this personality.

Initially, these individuals can be quite charming 
and likable and can encourage you to leave 
yourself open to a personal relationship that 
negates your ability to keep your interactions with 
them professional. Listen to your gut if someone 
likes you too much, too quickly.

The “Victim” Client
Sadly, you may encounter older clients who are 
actually being victimized. That, however, is quite 
different from people who prefer “playing” the 
victim. These individuals will exaggerate situations 
and weave elaborate (often fictitious) tales to 

Most of your clients (and their families) will be on the same page. Hiring you will be a mutual decision to 
make their lives easier, to help them achieve their goals, and to tap into your knowledge and resources to 
smooth the transition. 
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1. Recognize the enabler
You can recognize an enabler as someone who 
chooses denial over accepting the reality of 
the conflict-lover’s actions. Enablers are often 
“helpful” individuals who try to mediate 
situations, while ultimately encouraging the 
continued negative, harmful, or selfish behavior 
of the difficult individual. They help the conflict-
lover avoid responsibility, often by supporting 
their claims that situations are due to someone 
else’s actions.

You won’t be able to change this behavior; it’s 
probably a longstanding part of the relationship 
dynamic and even the identity of those involved—
and is here to stay. 

2. Manage enabling behavior
In these situations, be supportive of the enabler 
as an individual, but not of their position to defend 
or deflect on behalf of the difficult member of the 
family. These individuals will need more  
emotional support than other clients you may 
have (as do their conflict-loving charges), but be 
sure you get verification of things they tell you 
before acting on them. 

3. Proceed with caution
Enablers will usually be present during meetings 
with the conflict-lover, making your job exponentially 
more difficult. Enablers often sacrifice everything 
to “keep the peace” so a single member of the 
family won’t get upset—to the detriment of 
everyone else involved. 

Realize that the need for emotional support for 
both of these individuals is strong and pulling 
away that support from this dynamic duo will, 
most likely, be seen as a betrayal. Support the 
person, not the actions (or unverified claims). 
Keep things professional and refuse to get “drawn 
in” to the inherent drama of this situation. 
Remember the phrase: Not your circus, not your 
monkeys. 

Continued from page 3 

prove they are being victimized. They live lives of 
constant conflict and drama—usually imagined or 
intentionally created.

Emotional (and good at triggering emotional 
reactions in others), these individuals seek 
attention in all situations. It’s always about them, 
but nothing is ever their fault. To avoid conflicts:

1. Check first
With this type of client (or close family  
member), your best bet is to verify before acting 
on anything. Give this individual the attention 
they crave by listening without interruption and 
providing eye contact. 

2. Provide detached empathy
As always, be empathetic but do not get tangled in 
the webs they weave. They are innately insecure 
and you need to avoid doing anything that will 
trigger their doubts.

3. Don’t challenge them
Keep the conversation and decision-making on track 
without calling their honesty into question. If they 
do feel threatened by you, you may have a starring 
role in their next tall tale, which won’t be good for 
your reputation or your peace of mind.

Handling “Enablers” of Difficult Clients
Often, it’s not just the conflict-makers that cause 
issues. Those calm, soothing “enablers” in the 
family can add fuel to a difficult situation by 
making excuses for the unacceptable behavior 
of the conflict-lover in the family, by allowing 
them to avoid accountability for their behavior, 
decisions, or the inherent consequences. The 
enabler may be your client, an adult child, a 
grandchild, an in-law, or even a close family 
friend. How to deal with them:

Handling Difficult Personalities: A Survival Guide



How to Protect Yourself  
from Potential Litigation

Develop a system that puts all your records in 
writing. If you use email to communicate, ask for 
them to reply so you have a digital “paper trail.” 

For instance, if you write:

“At our meeting on June 10, 2016, we 
decided to hire Acme Auction company to hold 
an estate sale for you, and the children have 
agreed to remove all their personal belongings 
(and the items you have given them) prior to 
that event. 

So, my understanding is they will have their 
items offsite no later than June 25th, and I 
will schedule the auction company to hold the 
sale on the 30th. Is this correct?”

Once the client responds, you have written 
confirmation that they agreed to the terms, to the 
dates for the property removal, and to the auction. 
Family members can’t come back later and say 
that you “took it upon yourself” to schedule the 
auction or that the sale of their personal items 
(that remained past that date) were your fault.

Once they respond, your client can never say 
they didn’t receive your emailed message. (You 
may also want to use a “read receipt” on such 
messages.) If they don’t respond by email (or 
don’t open the message to read it), you can 
deliver an agreement to them in written form in 
24-48 hours and have them (literally) sign off 
that they approve the plan.

At each client meeting (or phone call) document 
when and what was discussed. When decisions 
are made, write them down, review them, sign 
them and have those notes signed by the client 
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as a matter of course at the conclusion of each 
meeting. Then make a copy for the client’s  
own records.

This is a good practice—even with clients who 
aren’t difficult. 

Organizing Your Notes, and Theirs!
If you purchase a slim, three-ring binder for each 
client (branded with your information on the 
front cover and spine) and hole-punch a copy 
of each set of meeting notes, you can help your 
client stay organized while maintaining your own 
records. Simply bring their copy of the last set of 
notes the next time you meet with them and place 
it in their notebook.

This record means the client won’t have to 
remember every detail and family members who 
want to stay “in the know” will have a single 
location to keep abreast of all details, plans 
and decisions regarding the transition. Creating, 
signing and documenting your efforts will help 
keep you out of court and will be viewed by your 
client as providing excellent, above-and-beyond 
customer service. Win-win!

Keep your own binder at the office with all these 
notes, along with printouts of communications 
with vendors, family members and other related 
information for each client you serve. 

Once your work for a client is complete, you 
can take everything out of the binder, scan the 
documents as PDF files into a digital archive, 
then clip the binder contents together and place 
them in a folder in a banker’s box for future 
reference, in case they are ever needed. Handling 

It’s always a good idea to keep excellent records of your meetings and 
any decisions made or approved by your clients. You should also follow 
up by sending them an email or a dated paper copy of those decisions. 
This practice becomes imperative, however, when you are dealing with 
difficult clients. 

Continued on page 6   



  6   SRES® • September/October 2016

Continued from page 5 

your records in this way means you’ll have a 
searchable digital file for quickly locating any 
information you may need and the originals as a 
paper backup.

For additional protection, you may want to 
investigate purchasing an “errors and omissions” 
insurance policy from your insurance agent, if 
you don’t already have one.

When All Else Fails:  
Ending the Relationship
Should the relationship become untenable, 
despite your best efforts, you may have to 
withdraw your services. Before making a decision 
to “fire” a client, ensure that you continue to  
avoid any emotional reactions yourself, 
regardless of the particulars of the situation.  

From a legal and practical perspective, it may 
be best if the client decides to release you from 
your duties. If so, don’t let your ego come into 
play; it’s okay if a difficult client decides to sever 
your relationship.

Other appropriate steps may include: 

• Suggest family counseling to help resolve 
issues arising from the stress of the current 
situation, before the transition is made. 
(Never suggest anyone is a problem, or that 
they need counseling individually—just that 
stressful situations, common in life changes 
like this, often benefit from family counseling 
or mediation services.)

• Suggest they find a different agent with a 
more specialized knowledge of some aspect 
of their situation. (It’s better to be humble, 
even if you understand the situation inside 
out, than to continue dealing with a difficult 
and possibly litigious dynamic that is 
draining you emotionally and professionally.)

• Limit an overly demanding client’s access 
to you by establishing parameters on when 
you can be called (such as no weekends 
or evenings), how you can be called (office 
phone only), or how often you can be called 
(no more than twice a day). If a client is 
pelting you with emails, you may want to 
establish limits here too. Ditto for meetings, 
if those are problematic.

• If a client is non-responsive, you may want to 
set up a framework of minimum acceptable 
communication and meeting requirements. 
For instance, they must be willing to meet 
with you once a week, must return your calls 
within six hours, must reply to emails within 
24 hours, etc.

Regardless of the situation’s particulars,  
keep records of the contacts made between  
you, the client and other members of the  
family including: any failures to provide the 
information you need, missed appointments, 
missed deadlines, ignored advice, ignored 
warnings on issues that prevent processes  
from moving forward in a timely fashion,  
and similar difficulties. 

Should you decide to cut ties with a client, 
confer with your broker and your attorney to 
be sure you are not leaving yourself open to 
litigation. Ask your attorney to review  
(or compose) a letter that severs the  
relationship, even if you are the one who  
signs it, using your own letterhead. 

How to Protect Yourself from Potential Litigation



You can count on an SRES® to guide you through 

the process of buying or selling your home, making 

the transaction less stressful and more successful.

The Seniors Real Estate Specialist® (SRES®) designation is awarded by the 
SRES® Council, a subsidiary of the National Association of REALTORS® (NAR).

To learn more about SRES® and access various consumer resources,  
please visit SRES.org.

10 Tips for Smoothing 
Family Discord

1. It’s Their Life: Your mother and/or father’s 
decisions belong to them (so long as they 
remain mentally competent). Your role is helping 
them achieve their goals.

2. Don’t Assume the Worst: Family members 
usually have good intentions, even if you don’t 
agree with their position. Just like you, they 
are trying to do what they feel is right for the 
individual in question.

3. Be Kind and True: Speak to each other honestly 
and respectfully, even when you have to agree 
to disagree. Don’t interrupt. Be attentive and 
listen to others—you may be closer to agreeing 
than you realize, and you may be able to open a 
productive dialog.

4. Reactions to Stress Are Unique: Some people 
withdraw, some become angry, others become 
sad, while others try to take charge and 
“fix” the situation by force. Recognize these 
differences and agree to work together.

5. It’s Not Your Way or the Highway: Compromise 
and discuss the pros and cons calmly. 
Remember, you may not get everything you 
want exactly the way you want it, but everyone 
is trying to do their best. 

6. Don’t Gossip: If you have an issue, address 
it with that person in person. Respect them 
(and yourself) enough to be mature about your 
concerns and search for a solution, rather than 
creating additional stress and family drama.

7. Respect Roles: Someone will be (or should be) 
in charge of decisions if Mom and Dad aren’t 
capable of making their own. This person, once 
designated, has the final say. You can express 
your opinion, but realize this is an incredibly 
difficult role and respect their willingness to 
accept it.

8. The In-Laws’ Place: If you are a family member 
by marriage, realize your primary role is (usually) 
to support and comfort your spouse and other 
family members, not to participate in decisions. 

9. Don’t Vie for the Spotlight: If you have come 
late to the party, due to personal circumstances, 
geographical distance or other family 
dynamics—don’t try to be the hero and trump 
those who have seen the situation unfold. If  
you feel guilty for your lack of participation,  
own it and work out those issues on your own 
time, privately.

10. Pick Your Battles: Determine what’s really 
important to you and support your family 
members’ decisions on those things that aren’t 
extremely important to you. 

Major family transitions, such as supporting aging parents in their changing housing needs, 
can challenge the closest of families. Following these tips can help make families stronger 
and avoid additional drama or stress.
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To help every member achieve success 
with the 50+ market, the SRES® 
Council has developed a series of 
themed postcards, flyers, brochures 
and posters that you can download and 
edit with your personal contact details.

NEW! Be sure to check out the new SRES® 
promotional video, which you can download and 
install on your website, along with a companion 
marketing flyer. These tools make it easy to explain 
the value SRES® designees deliver to consumers.

To Get Yours: After logging into the Members area of 
SeniorsRealEstate.com, go to Marketing Materials > 
Postcards/Fliers/Brochures/Posters, where you’ll 
find samples and instructions for downloading and 
customizing all marketing materials.

A Seniors Real Estate Specialist®, or 
SRES®, is a REALTOR® who has received 
extensive training in helping 50+  
homebuyers and sellers. 
Let me help you through the process of 
buying or selling your home, making the 
transaction less stressful and 
more successful.

Contact me today for more information!


