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This seminar is not legal advice. 

Always consult professional and local guidance in difficult situations.

The law and ethical standards are always evolving—get current 
information.

There may be newer or contradictory information available which is not 
mentioned here.

Possible risks related to the information presented herein will be provided 
where appropriate. 

Cautionary Note

6
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A. Enduring pattern of inner experience and behavior;
deviates from person’s culture. Manifested in 2 or more of:

1.  Cognition (ways of perceiving self, others, events)
2.  Affectivity (intensity, inappropriate emotional response)
3.  Interpersonal functioning
4.  Impulse control

B. Inflexible and pervasive in range of personal & social settings. 
C. Leads to clinically significant distress or impairment in social functioning.
D. Pattern is stable and of long duration. 
E & F. Not caused by something else           (DSM-5-TR, pp. 734-735)

General Criteria for 
All Personality Disorders – DSM-5-TR

6

“[A] growing body of empirical research has also considered associations 
between personality disorders and the quality of functioning in specific 
interpersonal relationships, such as with one’s children, parents and 
siblings, peers, and romantic partners.” (Emphasis added)

Wilson S., Stroud, C. and Durbin, C. Interpersonal Dysfunction in Personality 
Disorders: A Meta-Analytic Review, Psychology Bulletin, July 2017; 143(7): 677-

734. doi: 10.1037/bul0000101.

Personality Disorders are 
Interpersonal Disorders

6
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“Antisocial, borderline, histrionic, and narcissistic personality 
disorders, historically classified as Cluster B (dramatic-emotional-
erratic) personality disorders, all showed moderate-to-large and 
significant associations with domineeringness, vindictiveness, 
and intrusiveness.” (Emphasis added)

Wilson, et al (2017), supra.

Personality Disorders are 
Interpersonal Disorders

7

“Personality-disordered patients will often see the difficulties that 
they encounter in dealing with other people or tasks as external to 
them, and generally independent of their behavior or input. They 
often describe being victimized by others or, more globally, by 
‘the system.’ Such patients often have little idea about how they … 
contribute to their own problems….” (Emphasis added)

Beck, et al, Cognitive Therapy of Personality Disorders. 1990. 
pp. 5-6. 

Personality Disorders Can Be Blamers

8
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“For the first time, subclinical levels [short of the diagnosis] of Borderline, 
Antisocial, and Narcissistic PD symptoms in parents have been documented to 
predict behavioral and emotional difficulties in their children as early as the 
preschool age. When parents were not cohabiting, the variance of the children’s 
emotional problems explained by parental symptoms increased more than six 
times. Child services providers need to have knowledge of those deviant 
personality traits in parents that may represent a possible peril to their children’s 
mental health, even when parental PD is not diagnosable.”

Berg-Nielsen, T.S. and Wichstrom, L. “The mental health of preschoolers in a Norwegian population-based study
when their parents have symptoms of borderline, antisocial, and narcissistic personality disorders: at the mercy of 

unpredictability.” Child & Adolescent Psychiatry & Mental Health. 2012; 6:19, p. 19.

Traits of Personality Disorders 
Impact Mental Health of Children

9

Key Issues of 
Personality Disorders
#1 LACK OF SELF-AWARENESS

People with personality disorders lack 
awareness of:

• Why they are the way they are

• How they contribute to own problems

• How to change
-Aaron Beck (1990)

Cognitive Therapy of Personality Disorders

• Why they feel upset right now
• How they affect other people
• What skills they have that do 

work

So they don’t gain insights from feedback. 

8
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Key Issues of 
Personality Disorders
#2 LACK OF CHANGE

When person loses “flexible 
adaptation” & takes a “non-reflective 
stance” in social interactions:

1. Behavior becomes rigidly patterned.

2. This causes significant social 
impairment.

3. Which causes significant internal 
distress.

4. This rigid behavior “evokes” 
responses in others which “validate” 
their inflexible beliefs.

-Efrain Bleiberg (2001)
Treating Personality Disorders in Children and Adolescents

9

Key Issues of 
Personality Disorders
#3 EXTERNALIZING RESPONSIBILITY

People with personality disorders truly 
believe that forces outside themselves 
are responsible for all of their problems.

“It’s the system that’s caused me all 
these problems.”

“Life is just out to get me.  There’s 
nothing I can do”

“The universe is so unfair to me.  Why 
me?”

10
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Key Issues of 
Personality Disorders
#3 EXTERNALIZING RESPONSIBILITY

“High Conflict People” (HCPs) 
externalize by focusing on a specific 
person or group – their “Target of 
Blame”

This leads them into intense conflict & 
sometimes litigation against that 
Target:

“He’s the cause of all of my problems.  
Once he’s out of my life, everything will 
be fine.”

“I had to hit her, after what she said to 
me.”

“The children would be better off if my 
ex was dead.” 11

12

High Conflict Personalities
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Overlap with Personality Disorders 

Personality
Disorders

Social Impairment

Long-standing pattern 
of dysfunctional 

behavior

Lack of self-reflection

Rarely changes 
behavior

HCPs
Preoccupied with 

Target(s) of Blame

All-or-Nothing Thinking

Unmanaged Emotions

Extreme Behavior

www.HighConflictInstitute.com                        
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED                         

(c) 2023 by High Conflict Institute LLC

Clusters of Personality Disorders

Tend to avoid people• Paranoid
• Schizoid
• Schizotypal

Cluster A

Tend to be high-conflict• Borderline
• Narcissistic
• Antisocial
• Histrionic

Cluster B

Tend to avoid conflict• Avoidant
• Dependent
• Obsessive-

Compulsive

Cluster C
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15

Disclaimer
• This seminar does not train you to 

diagnose personalities.

• It may be harmful to tell someone that 
you believe that they have personality 
problems or a high conflict personality.

• Just recognize potential patterns and 
adapt your approach accordingly.

• Just develop your Private Working 
Theory.

Borderline – DSM-5-TR, 752-53
“Love-You, Hate-You” Conflict Pattern

16

1. Fear of abandonment: clinging & manipulation
2. Unstable relationships: idealization & devaluation
3. Unstable self-image
4. Impulsive, risk-taking, self-destructive behaviors
5. Recurrent suicidal behavior, threats, self-mutilation 
6. Dramatic mood swings, irritability, anxiety
7. Chronic feelings of emptiness
8. Sudden and intense anger, out of proportion
9. Stress-related paranoia or dissociative symptoms
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Specific Tips for “Love You – Hate You” Types

17

• Listen with empathy. Stay calm and matter-of-fact when 
they get angry (and they will). 

• Keep an arms-length relationship: not too rejecting and 
not too close

• Have clear boundaries—when you’re available and 
when you’re not, etc. 

• Be consistent and predictable.

Narcissistic – DSM-5-TR, 760
“I’m Very Superior” Conflict Pattern

18

1. Grandiose sense of self-importance
2. Preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty or 

ideal love 
3. Believes is special; seeks high-status people
4. Requires excessive admiration
5. Sense of entitlement; special treatment
6. Interpersonally exploitative
7. Lacks empathy
8. Envious of others; and others of him/her
9. Shows arrogant behaviors or attitudes
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Specific Tips for I’m Very Superior Types 

19

• Be respectful and resist insulting them (even though you 
will be tempted because of their arrogance and 
insensitivity to others).

• Resist their efforts to receive special treatment. Reassure 
them they are important, but that you must follow the rules 
and policies.

• Praise them for some positive effort/skill.

Antisocial (Sociopath) – p. 748
“Con Artist” Conflict Pattern

20

1. Failure to conform to social norms, laws, rules
2. Deceitfulness (repeated lying and conning)
3. Impulsivity, failure to plan ahead
4. Irritability and aggressiveness; hx of fighting 
5. Reckless disregard for safety of self or others
6. Irresponsibility, especially work, $ and kids
7. Lack of remorse

Also: Evidence of conduct disorder before age 15
(In half of cases, by age 10; 95% by age 12; De Brito and Sheilagh, Antisocial 
Personality Disorder, 2015)
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Specific Tips for “Con Artist” Types

21

• Avoid trusting people who say “trust me” a lot. Maintain a 
healthy skepticism. Ask for documentation.

• Pay attention to your gut feelings—they often are the first to 
tell you to be wary. 

• Sometimes they are dangerous. Don’t accept being bullied—
get assistance.

Histrionic – DSM-5-TR, 757
“Always Dramatic” Types

22

1. Uncomfortable unless center of attention

2. Interactions inappropriately seductive or provocative

3. Rapidly shifting and shallow expression of emotions

4. Uses physical appearance to draw attention to self

5. Style of speech is impressionistic and lacks detail

6. Dramatization, theatricality, exaggerated emotions

7. Suggestible (easily influenced by others…)

8. Considers relationships more intimate than they are
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Specific tips for “Always Dramatic” Types

23

• Don’t get hooked by their stories. You can always 
interrupt the drama by moving on to another important 
tasks.

• Plan to spend more time getting ordinary work done with 
them.

• Emphasize how they can help themselves. Give them a 
sense of empowerment.

CAUSES

24

1.Biological factors, such as genetic tendencies and 
temperament at birth.

2.Early childhood factors, such as early parenting 
“attachment” disruptions, child abuse or other trauma before 
age 5.

3.Social learning/Larger Culture: Attention and rewards for 
Drama, Mood Swings, Narcissism & Violence
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Prevalence of Personality Disorders
(NIH Study 2001-05)

25

National Institutes of Health study of over 35,000 people 
had following results for 5 “high conflict” personalities:

Narcissistic = 6.2% 
Borderline = 5.9% 
Paranoid = 4.4% 
Antisocial = 3.6% 
Histrionic = 1.8% 

All have substantial overlap with other personality disorders, 
substance abuse, depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder and suicide

----Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 7/2004, 4/2008 & 7/2008 

Prevalence of Personality Disorders
(NIH Study by Age Groups)

26

Narcissistic =  6.2% 
65+=3.2 45-64=5.6 30-44=7.1 20-29 = 9.4

Borderline =  5.9% 
65+=2.0 45-64=5.5 30-44=7.0 20-29 = 9.3 

Paranoid =  4.4% 
65+=1.8 45-64=3.6 30-44=5.0 18-29 = 6.8

Antisocial =   3.6% 
65+=0.6 45-64=2.8 30-44=4.2 18-29 = 6.2

Histrionic =   1.8% 
65+=0.6 45-64=1.2 30-44=1.8 18-29 = 3.8
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Gender of Personality Disorders

27

Narcissistic   =

Borderline    = 

Paranoid      = 

Antisocial     = 

Histrionic      = 

___% Male to __% Female

___% Male to __% Female

___% Male to __% Female

___% Male to __% Female

___% Male to __% Female

Gender of Personality Disorders

28

Narcissistic = 

Borderline = 

Paranoid = 

Antisocial = 

Histrionic =

62% Male to 38% Female

47% Male to 53% Female

43% Male to 57% Female

74% Male to 26% Female

51% Male to 49% Female
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How can you identify
when you’re dealing with an HCP?

The WEB Method®

• all-or-nothing

• targets of blame

• unmanaged emotions

• listen and look for dominating 
words

THEIR
WORDS

• Do you feel danger, anger; 
extreme like/dislike?

• Seem extremely friendly, 
reasonable, cooperative?

YOUR
EMOTIONS

• Do they do things 90% of people 
would never do?

• Do they give lots of excuses for 
bad behaviors?

• Extremely charming until they get 
what they want?

THEIR 
BEHAVIORS

Develop your own Private Working Theory

Example 
During your first meeting:

“My husband is such a jerk. 
There’s no way he’s getting half 
the time with the children. 
(Pounding the table.) He’s 
irresponsible, self-centered and 
ignores them most of the time. He 
should be punished for hooking 
up with that harlot! He should be 
banned from ever being around 
the children. What do I have to do 
to accomplish that? Maybe if he 
suffers and feels as bad as I do, 
he’ll change his mind!” 
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Example During your first meeting:

“My husband is such a jerk. I 
was really caught by surprise 
when he said he wanted a 
divorce. (Momentarily tearful.) 
You know, looking back I can 
see several warning signs that 
he wasn’t the one for me. I 
think I really shouldn’t have 
married the guy. I’m going to 
be a lot more careful next 
time—if there is a next time.”

2 Hemispheres of Brain
(Flexible)

Left Hemisphere

• “Logical Brain”
• Generally Conscious
• Language
• Thinks in words
• Planning
• Examines Details
• Rational analysis
• Systematic Solutions
• Positive Emotions: 

Calm, contentment, etc.

Right Hemisphere

• “Relationship Brain”
• Generally Unconscious
• Observes relationships
• Thinks in pictures
• Creativity, Art, Intuition
• Non-verbal Skills
• Facial recognition/cues
• Gut feelings
• Negative Emotions:

Hurt, anger, fear, etc.
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Corpus Callosum

33

• The “bridge” wiring between the hemispheres.
• Aids in the flow of information back and forth. More flow is 

better.
• It’s smaller in repeatedly abused children.
• It’s smaller in adults with borderline personality disorder 

(possibly the result of abuse in childhood).
• Some people get stuck in rt. brain upset emotions;  can’t 

access their left brain problem-solving skills. 

MALPRACTICE=NEGLIGENCE 

34

Duty (Standard of Care)

Breach of Duty

Causation 

Damages
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Sources of Rules & Standards
(Your “Standard of Care”)

35

Federal Laws

State Statutes

State Case Law 

Codes of Ethics 

Agency Rules and Regulations 

Common Ethical Risks with HCPs

36

1. Being too supportive of thoughts, feelings, behaviors.

2. Letting client talk (vent) about the past and feelings 
about it too much.

3. Talking too much about HCP’s Targets of Blame.

4. Not establishing and clarifying goals of therapy.

5. Not staying attuned to client’s level of satisfaction
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Today’s Meeting?

37

Debrief with your client (to stay attuned):

How helpful was todays meeting we just had?
Not helpful.   
Somewhat helpful. 
Very helpful.

What could we do to make it even better next time?

Common Ethical Risks with HCPs

38

1. Directing interpersonal decisions (divorce, quit job)

2. Blurred boundaries, dual relationships, working too hard 

3. Writing letters, declarations, testifying about people you 
haven’t met.

4. Writing letters, declarations, talking about former clients in 
couples or family therapy who didn’t sign a release for 
themselves. 

5. Writing letters, declarations, talking re deceased client
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Ethically responding to sexually seductive client

39

Expect this to be an issue (especially with BPD).

Prepare client for feelings of love or lust toward you.
It’s common in therapy to have the same thoughts and feelings toward the therapist 
that you would have in another close relationship. Let’s not be surprised by that 
and instead talk about it and learn how this can help you in your life outside of this 
office. (It’s called transference.)

Watch for little boundary violations that can escalate. 

Don’t panic if client expresses love or lust for you.

Have supervisor or consultant available to discuss with. 

Limitations on consensual sex after termination.

Ethically responding to sexually seductive client

40

All therapists are vulnerable to “fall in love” with their patients.14 In St. Paul Fire and 
Marine Insurance Company v Love, the Minnesota Supreme Court stated that 
sexual misconduct is an occupational hazard of therapists: “Psychotherapy purports 
to concern itself with emotional and sexual dysfunction, and the insurance company 
agrees to provide coverage for the risks inherent in the services provided by 
therapists. The occupational hazards attendant on transference are such a risk.”

Early boundary violations tend to occur between the chair and the door. 

(R. Simon, THERAPIST–PATIENT SEX: From Boundary Violations to Sexual 
Misconduct)
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Ethically responding to financially entangling client

41

Expect this to be an issue (especially with NPD and ASPD).

Some clients have or want to do business deals with their therapist. This 
can be appealing. Don’t!

Limitations on dual relationships.

Burden on therapist to protect clients from harm from dual relationships.

Limitations on insider information re investments.

Ethically responding to disclosure of illegal behavior

42

Expect this to be an issue (especially with ASPD).

Some clients want to discuss past illegal behavior. Confidentiality generally 
allows that.

Some clients want to discuss future illegal behavior.
Confidentiality has many exceptions regarding that.
Tarasoff, etc.

Protecting yourself from possible harm from antisocial client.
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Case Example

43

• New Therapist in training                

• Patient threatens to Kill 
Person in Another Country                     

• Is there a duty to Warn?

TARASOFF v. REGENTS OF U.C.

44

• Supreme Court of California, 1976  

• 17 Cal. 3d 425, 131 Cal. Rptr.14

• Created a new Doctrine of a duty to warn third parties 
outside of the patient-therapist special relationship. 

• Long line of cases that have followed from this. Always get 
legal advice for your profession and state when facing a 
questionable situation.
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Ethically Terminating with Possible HCPs

45

Spend more time on termination issues with HCPs, to avoid triggering too much 
abandonment or other fears.

Be prepared for the possibility of early or abrupt terminations.

Avoid impulsive terminations - abrupt end triggers all of HCP’s bad endings & 
potentially uncontrollable emotions and bad behavior (stalking, malpractice suits, 
etc.)

Clarify whether or not you will be social media “friends.” (Just say “No.”) It’s awkward 
afterwards if you haven’t addressed this.

Don’t blame yourself or the client if you need to terminate early because of a 
problem. Blame different goals, etc.

Be careful about seeking restraining orders against client: pros and cons.

1. CONNECTING WITH E.A.R.

2. ANALYZING Options

3. RESPONDING to 
Misinformation

4. SETTING LIMITS on 
Misbehavior

C.A.R.S. Method®

4 Key Skills
for Managing Potentially 
High Conflict Clients

46
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Connecting with 
statements that 
show:

Empathy
Attention
Respect

Skill 1: Connect

EXAMPLE of an EAR Statement™:

“I can understand your frustration 
– this is a very impactful thing in 
your life.  Don’t worry, I will pay full 
attention to your concerns about 
this issue. I have a lot of respect
for your commitment to solving this 
problem, and I look forward to 
solving it too.”

47

THEIR FEAR

Fears and EARS for HCPs

For any of these:
Being ignored
Being inferior
Being dominated
Being abandoned
Being betrayed

YOUR EAR RESPONSE
Use any of these:
• I want to help you
• I respect your efforts
• I’ll pay attention
• I’ll listen
• Its just rules we all have to follow
• I understand this can be frustrating
• I’ll work with you on this
• I know this can be confusing
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Cautions 
about EAR

• Avoid believing or agreeing with content.

• Avoid volunteering to “fix it” for them (in an 
effort to calm down their emotions).

• Be honest about EAR (find something you 
truly believe)

• Maintain healthy boundaries.

• Don’t do special favors or bend the rules 
when pressured to do so.

• You don’t have to listen forever.

• You don’t have to use words or these 
words. Use the EAR Statements that work 
for you.

Cautions:
Skill 1: Connect

49

1. CONNECTING with E.A.R.
2. ANALYZING options and 

dilemmas
3. RESPONDING to 

misinformation
4. SETTING LIMITS on behavior

4 Key Skills
for Managing HCPs

C.A.R.S. Method®
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Analyzing options
Give them a choice

Skill 2: Analyzing

51

In high-conflict situations, don’t focus on 
feelings. You won’t resolve their 
emotional issues. Just acknowledge their 
frustrations. Talk to the right brain.

Instead, focus upset person on a choice.

• The goal is to get the upset person 
focused on problem-solving, away 
from his or her emotions.

• This puts responsibility on the person 
to help solve the problem; puts 
responsibility on the person for making 
the choice.

• It gives them some power, when they 
feel powerless.

Analyzing options
Writing a list 

Skill 2: Analyzing

52

Don’t focus on feelings. You won’t resolve 
their emotional issues. Just acknowledge 
frustrations.

Instead, focus upset person on writing a list 
of problems and/or options.

• If possible, have the client write the list.

• The list can include any silly idea, realistic 
or not.

• The goal is to get the client focused on 
problem-solving, away from his or her 
emotions.

• This activates the brain’s rational thinking 
skills
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Analyzing Options 
Making Proposals

Teach clients to Make Proposals:

Any concern about the past can be 
turned into a proposal about the 
future.

Proposals usually contain:  

WHO does 
WHAT, 
WHEN, and 
WHERE.

When they get stuck or go back to the 
past or come up with new complaint, 
just ask:

“So, what’s your proposal?”

53

Skill 2: Analyzing

3 Steps for 
Making Proposals

1. Propose: WHO will do WHAT, WHEN, HOW and 
WHERE.

2. Ask questions: The other person then asks 
questions about the proposal,  such as: 

• “What’s your picture of what this would look like/how 
it would play out?” 

• “What do you see me doing in more detail?” 
• “When would that start, in your proposal?”
• “How many weeks seems reasonable to you?”

3. Structured response:
o Yes
o No
o I’ll think about it

If it’s a “No,” just make a new proposal.

54

Skill 2: Analyzing 
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1. CONNECTING WITH E.A.R.

2. ANALYZING Options

3. RESPONDING to 
Misinformation

4. SETTING LIMITS on 
Misbehavior

C.A.R.S. Method®

4 Key Skills
for Managing HCPs

55

• Remain skeptical of the accuracy of 
the person’s information. There may 
be many cognitive distortions.

• Let them know that you will never 
know the full story.  It is possible the 
extreme statements they are making 
are true.

• “You might be right!” And possibly
not true. 

• But next steps can still be taken and 
decisions can still be made about the 
future. 

56

Skill 3: Responding 

Responding to 
misinformation
Maintain a healthy 
skepticism
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It’s Their Dilemma

57

• Keep the burden of solving problems on the client. No matter 
how badly they want you to do it.

• Tell them “You have a dilemma. How do YOU want to 
resolve it?”

• Then, if they can’t think of options, you could suggest 
several, based on your knowledge.

• Be a role model of comfort with ambivalence.

Teach BIFF Responses®

58

Brief: Keep it brief. Long explanations and arguments trigger 
upsets for HCPs.

Informative: Focus on straight information, not arguments, 
opinions, emotions or defending yourself (you don’t need to)

Friendly: Have a friendly greeting (such as “Thanks for 
responding to my request”); close with a friendly comment (such 
as “Have a good weekend”).

Firm: Have your response end the conversation. Or give two 
choices on an issue and ask for a reply by a certain date. 
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Coaching Clients for BIFF Responses®
10 Questions

59

1. Is it Brief?
2. Is it Informative?
3. Is it Friendly?
4. Is it Firm?  
5. Does it contain any Advice?
6. Does it contain any Admonishments?
7. Does it contain any Apologies? 
8. How do you think the other person will respond?
9. Is there anything you would take out, add or change?
10. Would you like to hear my thoughts about it? 

(Don’t give your thoughts until they have answered all 9 
questions.)

1. CONNECTING WITH E.A.R.

2. ANALYZING Options

3. RESPONDING to 
Misinformation

4. SETTING LIMITS on 
Misbehavior

C.A.R.S. Method®

4 Key Skills
for Managing HCPs

60
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● HCPs need limits because they can’t stop 
themselves

● With HCPs, focus on external reasons for 
new behavior (rather than focusing on 
negative feedback about past behavior):

o “Our policies require us to …”

o “The law requires me to …”  

o “It might appear better to _____________ 
if you…”  

o “I understand, but someone else might 
misunderstand your intentions with 
that action…” 

o “Let’s take the high road…”

o “Choose your battles…”

Setting limits
on High Conflict 
Behavior

Skill 4: Setting limits

Summary of Key HCP Skills

62

1. CONNECTING: Listen closely (briefly), then respond with 
Empathy, Attention and/or Respect (EAR statement)

2. ANALYZING: Talk about choices, options, make a proposal

3. RESPONDING: Be Brief, Informative, Friendly and Firm (BIFF 
Response ®)

4. SETTING LIMITS: Don’t make it personal. Use “Indirect 
Confrontations” by helping client deal with policies and 
procedures.
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10 Tips to Avoid Getting Sued

63

1. Excessive or Inappropriate Self Disclosure
2. Using Techniques Without Proper Training
3. Using Incorrect Diagnosis Deliberately
4. Avoiding the Medical Model
5. Inadequate Notes
6. Failure to Obtain an Adequate History
7. Uncritically Accepting What a Patient Says
8. Use of Inappropriate Syndrome Testimony
9. Out of the Office Contact
10.Failure to Obtain Peer Consultation

Always Have 
3 Theories of the 
High-Conflict Case
(you’ll never know for sure)

Person A says Person B is acting 
badly, abusive

3 theories that always must be considered:

● It’s true: Person B is acting badly, 
maybe HCP.

● It’s not true: Person B is not acting 
badly and Person A is acting badly, 
abusive, maybe HCP.

● Both are acting badly, maybe both 
are HCPs

64
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Expect and Manage
Negative Advocates

65

Because of weak problem-solving skills
and inability to adapt, HCPs seek Family, Friends, 
Professionals and others to help

They often become “Negative Advocates”
For HCP’s extreme thinking
For HCP’s extreme emotions
For HCP’s extreme behaviors

Negative Advocates
They just want to help

66

Misled by HCP’s charm, hurt, fear, anger

Believe cognitive distortions of upset HCP

Advocate against perceived enemies

Protect HCP from natural consequences

Escalate conflicts inadvertently 

May have high conflict personality (but 
most don’t)

● They’re “emotionally hooked” but uninformed. 

● Treat them same as HCPs. Inform them if 
possible.
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Dealing with Lawyers:  Pro and Con

67

Pro: Get consultation when needed. 
Get expert in subject matter.                           
Have one you can access quickly.
Get one hour consultation from time to time.

Con: Some like to humiliate therapists.
If headed to court, practice dealing with jerks.
Be prepared for negative advocate attorneys.
Get consultation on how to deal with lawyer.

Subpoenas: Assert privilege with lawyer subpoenas.

“Professional Splitting”

68

High-Conflict People view those around them as “all-good” or 
“all-bad.” (Known as “splitting”)

Splitting is contagious – those around high-conflict person start 
viewing each other as all-good or all-bad 

Half of team view person as needing more supportive 
approach; other half see person as needing to be more 
responsible
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Professional 
Splitting

69

A high level of hostility evolves:

• It’s personal
• It’s hostile
• It’s about personal competence, 

morals, intelligence, ethics, etc.
• For prolonged period of time
• Extreme opposite positions
• Facts seriously in dispute
• Emotions dominate discussions 
• May be one or more high-conflict 

team members who are “splitting”

7 Ways to Collaborate Instead of Splitting

70

1. Recognize it as projection of an HCP’s problem

2. Don’t automatically believe what you hear; check out allegations directly 
with others

3. Anticipate and avoid getting emotionally “hooked”

4. Avoid extreme solutions: anger at HCP or anger at other team members

5. Remain open-minded at all times

6. Collaborate to help person integrate both sides (be supportive AND expect 
more responsibility)

7. Treat all HCPs and team members with Empathy, Attention and Respect 
(E.A.R.) at all times
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Closing Points about HCPs

71

• HCPs often have personality disorders or traits
• HCPs’ behavior is mostly unconscious
• HCPs want relief from their constant distress
• HCPs push professional boundaries out of desperation, not 

out of intent to be difficult
• Direct confrontation brings resistance and escalation of 

blame, not insight for HCPs
• Most HCPs have problem-solving skills, which you can 

access if you calm their emotions
• Many HCPs can be helped

Managing Your Own Stress with High-Conflict 
Situations

72

Remind Yourself, when dealing with HCPs:
“It’s not about you!”  Its about other’s lack of skills

“The issue’s not the issue.” The other’s lack of skills is the issue, so your 
communication is what matters.

“You’re not responsible for the outcome – just doing your job.”  HCPs 
will blame others regardless.

It’s their dilemma, not yours. Help look at choices.
Change how they think? “Forgedaboudit!”

Get lots support & consultation from colleagues

Don’t let it run your life (Have fun in your free time)
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CONTACT US

info@highconflictinstitute.com
HighConflictInstitute.com

530 B Street
San Diego, CA 92101

FOLLOW US

facebook.com/highconflictinstitute
twitter.com/highconflict
instagram.com/highconflictinstitute
linkedin.com/company/high-conflict-institute



CALMING UPSET PEOPLE
WITH EAR

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

An EAR Statement™ shows Empathy, Attention, and Respect. This is especially helpful
when you are dealing with someone who is really upset – possibly they are angry with you or
someone else or they are sad, feeling helpless, or frightened.

EAR Statements touch people where they need to be touched when they are extremely
emotional. These are especially effective with people who have high-conflict personalities
because they are often terribly afraid or terribly angry. They can help you connect with such a
person, so that you can then shift to problem-solving.

What’s An EAR Statement?

Essentially, an EAR Statement includes words and body language that show empathy, attention
and/or respect for the listener. Ideally, these are done in-person or over the phone, but they can
be put in writing as well. Here’s an example. Let’s pretend you’re talking to Cathy, who could be
a family member, a friend, a co-worker, a client, or a customer:

“I can see how frustrated you are by this situation, Cathy, and I want to help. Let’s talk about it
so that I can really understand what’s happening. I have a lot of respect for the efforts you have
made to deal with this problem.”

Let’s break this down:

Empathy

“I can see how frustrated you are by this situation, Cathy, and I want to help.” This shows
that you are connecting with the feeling that the person might be having, and also that you
want to help. This shows empathy: caring and support, which high-conflict people
especially are looking for. With high-conflict people, you need to go beyond reflective
listening (repeating back the essence of what you heard) and give them something of
yourself, such as your interest in helping them. You want to create a sense of “us” working
together on a problem, rather than seeming to dispassionately distance yourself from the
other person.

Attention

“Let’s talk about it, so that I can really understand what’s happening.” By indicating that
you are willing to pay attention to them and the problem, most people immediately calm
down because they don’t need to persuade you to pay attention. This may be the
opposite of what you feel like doing, but the more interested you are, the less amount of
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time this usually takes. Of course, this is where your body language comes in. You need
to look interested, perhaps leaning in, nodding your head slightly while you listen, keeping
good eye contact and having relaxed (rather than tense or angry) arms and body. When
we do this in our training for High Conflict Institute, the feedback we get is that the
listener’s full attention is felt more because of their body language and tone of voice, than
by the actual words they say.

Respect

“I have a lot of respect for the efforts you have made to deal with this problem.” For a lot
of people, this is what they really want: to be respected as a person and to be taken
seriously when they have a problem. Whether you are a customer service representative,
a friend or a stranger in a tough situation with an upset person, communicating your
respect is often the key to moving forward to solve the problem. This can be really
powerful if the person is upset with you, such as with high-conflict people who often attack
those closest to them.

Any of these Three

A good EAR Statement doesn’t even need to communicate all three of these. Just empathy is
enough sometimes. Just paying attention often calms people down. Sometimes just giving a
statement that shows respect is sufficient. Mostly, try one or more of these three types of
statements (Empathy, Attention and/or Respect) and see how it comes across. From our
experience, 90 percent of people calm down within 30 seconds of hearing an EAR Statement.
Of course, this often takes some practice, but for many people, it works right away.

Some Words of Caution

Of course, this doesn’t work for everyone. Some people just want to stay angry and others are
so overwhelmed it takes them several minutes of empathetic statements, concentrated listening
and lots of respect to calm down. You can move on to using other methods if this one doesn’t
work.

EAR Statements also don’t mean that you believe the person or agree with them. Some
high-conflict people won’t let go until you say you believe them or agree with them. Don’t say
that unless you really do. Otherwise, you will forever be held accountable for once saying you
believed them or agreed with them. And they will tell the world that you are on their side, when
this may be totally untrue. So, just say something like this: “I wasn’t there, so I’ll never know
what exactly happened. What I do know is that I want to help you, so let’s see what we can do
now.”

If you are in a dangerous situation, such as domestic violence or workplace bullying or sexual
harassment, it may be best for you to just walk away and not even try an EAR Statement. Just
get away! Safety first!

Conclusion

From parenting, to coaching, to leadership, using a simple EAR Statement can usually calm an
upset person enough to talk about solving a problem or help an upset person feel better. You
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can use it when setting limits on misbehavior or a difficult conversation. You may have to use
these statements more than once in a difficult conversation, but they can become quick and
easy. They make your life easier. We have had success with EAR Statements for over a dozen
years in several different countries and cultures. It’s a very human way of connecting.

An EAR Statement™ can be very brief and doesn’t cost you anything. It can help you connect
with almost anyone. It’s even helpful when delivering bad news, such as a parent, a manager or
a judge. You can use one in a business meeting, while managing a difficult relative, or when
ending a relationship. It can be used to keep situations from escalating in the workplace or in
the neighborhood. If more people would regularly use EAR Statements—even in response to
hostility—it might just make the world a better place for all of us.

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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Coaching for BIFF ResponseⓇ

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

A BIFF Response® is designed to calm a hostile conversation. They can be written (or said) by
anyone, although it takes practice and it helps to have someone review your BIFF Response
before you send it. BIFF stands for Brief, Informative, Friendly and Firm. This method is
described in depth in our books, BIFF: Quick Responses to High Conflict People, Their Personal
Attacks, Hostile Email and Social Media Meltdowns; BIFF at Work; BIFF for Co-Parent
Communication; and BIFF for Lawyers and Law Firms.

Many people today are trained Coaches who are assisting individuals who are working on
improving their interpersonal skills and/or dealing with a high conflict situation. This article is
designed for professionals serving as Coaches, but it can be applied by anyone helping anyone
write an effective BIFF Response.

Since High Conflict Institute was established in 2008, we have coached business partners,
human resource professionals, neighbors, parents of adult children, spouses going through a
divorce, and many others. We have learned that coaching others to do a BIFF Response can be
highly effective if the Coach asks the following ten questions of the individual who has written a
draft of a BIFF Response (who I’ll call the “Client” – whether it’s a business client, friend or
family member).

1. Is it Brief?

2. Is it Informative?

3. Is it Friendly?

4. Is it Firm?

5. Does it contain any Advice?

6. Does it contain any Admonishments?

7. Does it contain any Apologies?

8. How do you think the other person will respond?

9. Is there anything you would take out, add or change?

10. Would you like to hear my thoughts about it?

The Goal of Coaching for a BIFF Response

To be the most helpful as a Coach for a BIFF Response, it helps to remember that there is no
single “right” way to write a BIFF Response. In many ways it’s like cooking. What works for one
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person is almost always different from what works for another person. The BIFF Response
always belongs to the person writing it. It is very important for the BIFF Response Coach to
avoid “correcting” the Client’s BIFF Response as soon as it has been written. The goal is to help
the Client learn to write a BIFF Response, so they can do them on their own, if necessary. The
only way to effectively do that is to help the Client analyze his or her own BIFF Response.
These questions keep the focus on helping the Client do just that.

You will notice that the last question is “Would you like to hear my thoughts about it?” You might
wonder why that isn’t the first question. You might really, really want to give suggestions right
away. But by keeping this question for last, you put the focus on having the client really think
about what he or she has written. This means that when you ask the first question, “Is it Brief?”
you are careful not to start suggesting how it could be longer or shorter. Let the person think
about it for a moment and decide for him or herself.

It helps to introduce these ten questions with an explanation like this:

“Whenever we write a BIFF Response – and I’ve written many myself – it helps to
discuss it with someone else before we send it. When I’ve given my BIFF Response
drafts to someone else, they have usually suggested that I trim them down – sometimes
even cutting them in half! And I’ve usually agreed! It’s hard to see in our own comments
what might trigger more anger or misbehavior from the other person. It’s often easier for
someone else to spot those trigger words or sentences. But I want to start out by letting
you analyze your BIFF Response, as this will help you get better and better at writing a
BIFF Response that accomplishes what you want.

“So I would like you to read your BIFF Response out loud. Then, I’m going to help you by
asking you 10 questions, so you can think about your BIFF Response. And remember,
there’s no one right way of writing a BIFF Response. My goal is to help you think about
whether it will accomplish what you want with the person you are dealing with at this
time.”

BIFF Response Writers Feel Vulnerable

One thing we have learned about coaching BIFF Response clients is that they often feel very
vulnerable, because they are usually dealing with a high conflict person (an HCP) who is
criticizing them mercilessly or making the Client’s life miserable in some other way. When they
write a BIFF Response, they are trying to regain a sense of balance and peace, so it is a time
when they are very vulnerable to the feedback of others. Therefore, it is very important that they
feel safe with you, rather than even a hint of criticism, as you help them decide whether they
believe it’s going to be an effective BIFF Response.

With this in mind, it helps to be supportive and encouraging during the first nine questions,
rather than exact. Your response to their answers can be positive, while leaving room for you to
make suggestions at the end with question #10. So when your Client says: “I think it’s Brief,” you
can say “It looks like that to me too” and move on. Then, when you get to say your thoughts at
the end (but only if the person says “Yes, I want to hear your thoughts”), you can say something
like this: “While it looks Brief, you might want to take out the third sentence, and make it even
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briefer. That sentence seems like it might trigger an emotional response because of … But of
course, it’s up to you. It’s your BIFF Response. What do you think about that?”

You can use a similar response when the person thinks about whether it’s Informative. This
questioning process does not need a big response. Most often the person will simply say: “Yes, I
think it’s Informative.” Then you can say: “Ok. And do you think that it’s Friendly?” You can go
through this questioning process quickly or slowly, depending on what the Client wants to say
about it.

Sometimes, the Client will spontaneously decide to change something. In this situation, you can
ask the Client what he or she thinks about it now. You might ask your Client to read it out loud
again and see what they think. Remember to keep the focus on the Client’s analysis of the BIFF
– not yours.

The Triple A’s

The Triple A’s are: Advice, Admonishments and Apologies. These are less obvious than the
first four questions about a BIFF Response and are a whole chapter in the BIFF Response
book. If your Client is not familiar with the Triple A’s or has forgotten them, you can briefly
explain these when you ask the questions:

● Does it contain any Advice? By this, I mean are you telling the other person how to
deal with a particular problem a particular way? This almost always triggers a defensive
and often attacking response back at you. Unless the person you’re dealing with
specifically asked for your advice, it’s usually better not to give it especially in a BIFF
Response that’s intended to end the conversation or give two limited choices. So do you
see any advice in your BIFF as it's currently written?”

● Does it contain any Admonishments? In other words, are you speaking to the person
like a parent telling a child how to behave? This never works in a BIFF Response. When
people are feeling defensive, the last thing they want is for you to tell them they are
doing something wrong. The whole point of a BIFF Response is to calm down and end
the conversation, without triggering a defensive response. Do you see any hint of that in
your BIFF Response as it is currently written?”

● Does it contain any Apologies? This can be confusing. In general, apologies are a
good thing. However, if you are dealing with a high conflict person, they tend to use your
apologies against you, like ammunition. Avoid apologizing for anything of substance,
like: “I shouldn’t have done such-and-such.” Or: “I’m sorry I hurt you by doing xyz.” Or: “I
guess my strategy failed.” Or: “I know I haven’t been sensitive to your needs.” These
types of apologizes blame you and HCPs are preoccupied with blame, and will use it to
prove that it really is: All YOUR Fault! Of course, social apologies are okay, like “I’m
sorry I’m a few minutes late.” Or: “I’m sorry to see that you’re in this difficult situation.”
With this in mind, do you see any apologies in what you have written?”
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Your Thoughts

When you finally get to your thoughts – if you have been asked to give them – it is important to
make them tentative. Remember, there’s no one right answer and it’s up to the Client to decide
how it is written. For example, “You might want to think about that third sentence. I think it might
trigger an intense response from the person you’re dealing with, because he or she already said
such-and-such. What do you think?”

Suppose the Client says: “I agree it should be changed. How should I say it?” Ideally, you will
respond by saying: “Why don’t you give it a try first, and see how it sounds. You’ve been doing
great so far.” This keeps the emphasis on your goal, which is to help the Client do his or her
own analysis of the BIFF Response. It also helps boost the Client’s confidence, at a time when
he or she may be feeling extremely vulnerable about writing anything, because of so much
criticism from the person they’re dealing with.

If you decide to give a suggestion, try to give two or three: “You might try saying ‘…” or you
might try saying it this other way “….” What do you think?” This helps them continue to think
about it and make it their own writing, rather than simply doing what you said. The best
coaching is when the Client feels smart, rather than feeling that the Coach is brilliant. When
you’re coaching, it’s not about you.

An Example:

Suppose the client has written the following:

“Yolanda, thank you for your email. I thought about it a lot. I agree we should stop doing
our math homework together. It will help us each try harder to learn it ourselves. But I
disagree that I was just “using” you and not helping you at all. I’m still glad that we’re
friends and will talk about other things when we’re together. Sam.”

After you’ve gone through all your questions, Sam asks you for your thoughts. It could go like
this:

Coach: “Overall, I really like it. However, I’m concerned that the phrase ‘using you’ might
backfire. Yolanda might focus on that and attack you back, such as: ‘Well, you WERE
using me. I’M the one who figured out how to really do the assignment.’ Then, Sam,
you’ll feel even more defensive. What do you think about leaving out that phrase? Or
even that whole sentence?”

Sam: “But I can’t just let her think I was using her, because I wasn’t!”

Coach: “Well, it’s up to you, of course. But from what you’ve told me, I don’t think you
will prove anything to her on this subject. If YOU are confident that you weren’t using her,
then do you really need her to even discuss it with her? Especially in this BIFF
Response? Perhaps you could tell just her that sometime when you are being friends
talking about something else.”

Sam: “I’ll have to think about it.”
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Coach: “Why don’t you try reading it without that third sentence, and then decide.”

Sam: “Yolanda, thank you for your email. I thought about it a lot. I agree we should stop
doing our math homework together. It will help us each try harder to learn it ourselves.
I’m still glad that we’re friends and will talk about other things when we’re together. Sam.’
You’re right. It does sound better that way.”

Coach: “Great! Let me know how it works out after you send it.” And then you can tell
yourself (privately): “Way to go, Coach!”

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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HOW TO WRITE A
BIFF RESPONSE®

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

Hostile email, texts and other electronic communications have become much more
common over the past decade. Most of this is just “venting,” and has little real significance.
However, when people are involved in a formal conflict (a divorce, a workplace grievance, a
homeowners’ association complaint, etc.) there may be more frequent hostile email. There may
be more people involved and it may be exposed to others or in court. Therefore, how you
respond to hostile communications may impact your relationships or the outcome of a case.

Do you need to respond?

Much of hostile e-communication does not need a response. Letters from (ex-) spouses, angry
neighbors, irritating co-workers, or attorneys do not usually have legal significance. The letter
itself has no power, unless you give it power. Often, it is emotional venting aimed at relieving the
writer’s anxiety. If you respond with similar emotions and hostility, you will simply escalate things
without satisfaction, and just get a new piece of hostile mail back. In most cases, you are better
off not responding. However, some letters and emails develop power when copies are filed in a
court or complaint process – or simply get sent to other people. In these cases, it may be
important to respond to inaccurate statements with accurate statements of fact. If you need to
respond, I recommend a BIFF Response: Brief, Informative, Friendly and Firm

BRIEF

Keep your response brief. This will reduce the chances of a prolonged and angry back
and forth. The more you write, the more material the other person has to criticize.
Keeping it brief signals that you don’t wish to get into a dialogue. Just make your
response and end your letter. Don’t take their statements personally and don’t respond
with a personal attack. Avoid focusing on comments about the person’s character, such
as saying he or she is rude, insensitive or stupid. It just escalates the conflict and keeps
it going. You don’t have to defend yourself to someone you disagree with. If your friends
still like you, you don’t have to prove anything to those who don’t.

INFORMATIVE

The main reason to respond to hostile mail is to correct inaccurate statements which
might be seen by others. “Just the facts” is a good idea. Focus on the accurate
statements you want to make, not on the inaccurate statements the other person made.
For example: “Just to clear things up, I was out of town on February 12th, so I would not
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have been the person who was making loud noises that day.” Avoid negative comments.
Avoid sarcasm. Avoid threats. Avoid personal remarks about the other’s intelligence,
ethics or moral behavior. If the other person has a “high conflict personality,” you will
have no success in reducing the conflict with personal attacks. While most people can
ignore personal attacks or might think harder about what you are saying, high conflict
people feel they have no choice but to respond in anger – and keep the conflict going.
Personal attacks rarely lead to insight or positive change.

FRIENDLY

While you may be tempted to write in anger, you are more likely to achieve your goals by
writing in a friendly manner. Consciously thinking about a friendly response will increase
your chances of getting a friendly – or neutral – response in return. If your goal is to end
the conflict, then being friendly has the greatest likelihood of success. Don’t give the
other person a reason to get defensive and keep responding.

This does not mean that you have to be overly friendly. Just make it sound a little relaxed
and non-antagonistic. If appropriate, say you recognize their concerns. Brief comments
that show your empathy and respect will generally calm the other person down, even if
only for a short time.

FIRM

In a non-threatening way, clearly tell the other person your information or position on an
issue. (For example: “That’s all I’m going to say on this issue.”) Be careful not to make
comments that invite more discussion, unless you are negotiating an issue or want to
keep a dialogue going back and forth. Avoid comments that leave an opening, such as:
“I hope you will agree with me that …” This invites the other person to tell you “I don’t
agree.”

Sound confident and don’t ask for more information if you want to end the
back-and-forth. A confident-sounding person is less likely to be challenged with further
emails. If you get further emails, you can ignore them, if you have already sufficiently
addressed the inaccurate information. If you need to respond again, keep it even briefer
and do not emotionally engage. In fact, it often helps to just repeat the key information
using the same words.

Example

Joe's email: “Jane, I can’t believe you are so stupid as to think that I’m going to let you
take the children to your boss’ birthday party during my parenting time. Have you no
memory of the last six conflicts we’ve had about my parenting time? Or are you having
an affair with him? I always knew you would do anything to get ahead! In fact, I
remember coming to your office party witnessing you making a total fool of yourself –
including flirting with everyone from the CEO down to the mailroom kid! Are you high on
something? Haven’t you gotten your finances together enough to support yourself yet,
without flinging yourself at every Tom, Dick and Harry? ...” [And on and on and on.]
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Jane: “Thank you for responding to my request to take the children to my office party.
Just to clarify, the party will be from 3-5 on Friday at the office and there will be
approximately 30 people there – including several other parents bringing school-age
children. There will be no alcohol, as it is a family-oriented firm and there will be
family-oriented activities. I think it will be a good experience for them to see me at my
workplace. Since you do not agree, then of course I will respect that and withdraw my
request, as I recognize it is your parenting time.” [And that’s the end of her email.]

Comment: Jane kept it brief, and did not engage in defending herself. Since this was just
between them, she didn’t need to respond. If he sent this email to friends, co-workers or family
members (which high conflict people often do), then she would need to respond to the larger
group with more information, such as the following:

Jane: “Dear friends and family: As you know, Joe and I had a difficult divorce. He has
sent you a private email showing correspondence between us about a parenting
schedule matter. I hope you will see this as a private matter and understand that you do
not need to respond or get involved in any way. Almost everything he has said is in
anger and not at all accurate. If you have any questions for me personally, please feel
free to contact me and I will clarify anything I can. I appreciate your friendship and
support.” [And that’s it]

Comment: Again, Jane has kept it brief, informative, friendly and firm. With other people
involved, it is important to keep a door open for communication and show a willingness to
correct any misconceptions, if necessary. There is no need to address all of Joe’s allegations in
this group email, as it will just escalate the dispute and other people will feel they have to get
involved.

Conclusion

Whether you are at work, at home or elsewhere, a BIFF Response can save you time and
emotional anguish. The more people who handle hostile mail in such a manner, the less hostile
mail there will be.

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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Key Times of High Risk

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

[The following is an excerpt from the book: SPLITTING: Protecting Yourself While Divorcing
Someone with Borderline or Narcissistic Personality Disorder (New Harbinger Press, 2011)]

Key Times of Risk of Extreme Behavior

● You say you want to separate.

● You separate.

● You make requests (no matter how reasonable) that represent loss to your partner.

● You serve papers on your partner that request court orders he won’t like.

● You attend a court hearing to get orders your partner won’t like.

● The court makes orders against your partner.

● Your partner loses more time with the child than she expected.

● Your partner has less contact with you than he expected.

● Your legal case ends.

● You start a new relationship, get married, or have a child.

● Your former partner experiences a major setback in his own life later on.

You or your partner seek to modify custody, support, or both later on.

You may view each of these events with a sense of hope and relief. Finally, you are bringing an
end to the chaos, fear, and emotional and financial drain on your life! But first, you must protect
yourself from physical danger and prepare for the court process (even while making efforts to
resolve your case out of court).

Physical Safety

The news features more and more stories about people who are undergoing a divorce seriously
harming a partner, the children, or both. While such stories are still very rare, they are a warning
to consider physical danger at the key times just described. Since people with BP and NP (and
antisocial) traits have predictable patterns of behavior, think about your partner’s past behavior.

● Has your partner made threats of violence toward you or your children? • Does your
partner have a history of violent or impulsive behavior?

● Does your partner have a substance-abuse problem?
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● Does your partner have easy access to weapons?

All of these items are potential risks for physical harm when you’re involved with someone with
BPD, NPD, or ASPD, and all must be taken seriously.

In most family murder cases, there were warning signs of serious danger—but not always.
Sometimes you will have a gut feeling that tells you physical protection may be necessary. In
many cases, there was a series of recent losses, such as:

● A job loss
● Loss of a house
● Separation from a partner
● Significantly reduced contact with a child
● A change of custody
● The loss of a pet or other property partner was very attached to

Some people with BPD, NPD, and ASPD can’t handle this growing series of losses when they
sense no hope for their future.

With “coercive controlling” domestic violence perpetrators (who, in Bill’s observation, are mostly
people with BPD, NPD, and ASPD), the risk of violence can be highest at the time of separation,
because the partner with the PD tries to stop the losses of control, attachment, and inflated
self-image. Repeated losses at court may add up to an increased risk of danger later in the
case. Many cases in the news refer to the violent actions of a distraught partner who expects to
lose contact with, or custody of, a child at an upcoming hearing. In some cases, the risk is
highest when the battle finally ends and the fantasies of continued contact and control of you
through the court process are over.

If you’re concerned about your physical safety, find out about resources in your area, and
consult a therapist or lawyer as soon as possible to evaluate your risk. Ideally, you should do
this before even discussing a separation or divorce. But consider physical safety throughout
your case, especially at each of the key times previously described.

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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Making Proposals

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

Any problem in the past can be turned into a proposal about the future. Proposals don’t
have to be complicated. You can just blurt one out during a conversation with anyone or during
a meeting with any group. Proposals get attention, because they are solutions to past problems
by focusing on the future. Most of us are relieved to talk about the future, rather than what we’ve
done wrong in the past. On the other hand, most of us easily slip into talking about the past – or
even get stuck talking about the past – including what everyone else has done wrong. This
article focuses on how to make proposals in a way that is easy and can be done at any time.

WHAT’S IN A PROPOSAL?

Ideally, proposals will include: Who does
What
When and
Where

For example: “I propose that you be the one who picks up Johnny after school and takes him to
his soccer practice. Then, you can keep him overnight and bring him back to school the next
morning.”

This is much better than saying: “You never took Johnny to any of his soccer practices. You
always left it up to me. Then you showed up on Saturday at his games and made it look like you
were such an involved parent. I want some respect here for all that I’ve done!” And then the
other parent attacks back: “You never gave me a chance….” And on and on.

Can you see how it would have been so much simpler to just ask for what you wanted in the
future by making a proposal? It saves all of the blame and defensiveness that people get stuck
in talking about the past.

So proposals are always about the future. They are not about the past or about the other
person’s intentions or Why they made the proposal. Why questions easily turn into a criticism of
the other person’s proposal. “Why did you say that?” It really means: “I think that’s a bad idea.”
And of course, if you think a proposal is a bad idea, then the best thing to do is to make another
proposal – until you can both agree on something.
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PROPOSING SOLUTIONS TO PROBLEMS

Most problems have many solutions. For example, here are some:

In a divorce dispute: “If you’re going to be late after work all the time to pick up the kids on
Fridays, then I propose we just change the pickup time to a more realistic time. Instead of 5pm,
let’s make it 6:30pm.”

And the other person might propose: “I’m going to talk to my boss and see if I can get out
earlier on Fridays. I’ll let you know in a week. If not, then I’ll agree to your proposal. If I can, then
let’s just leave it the way it’s scheduled now.”

Or in a workplace dispute: “I propose that we talk to our manager about finding a better cubicle
for you, since you have so many phone calls that need to be made and I often hear them.”

And the other person might propose: “I can try to make my phone calls when you’re away from
your cubicle. I know you’re in and out. Are there any regular times that you’re away each day?”

These people can keep making proposals back and forth until they can agree on something. If
each proposal takes into account what the other person was concerned about, then there is a
good chance for success. It’s just a matter of time before they can fit their concerns together.

ASK QUESTIONS ABOUT A PROPOSAL

After one person has made a proposal, the other person may not be sure whether they can
agree or not. Therefore, it often helps to ask questions. One of the best questions is to ask
“What would your proposal look like in action?” This way you can get clearer on the Who, What,
Where and When of the proposal. You might even ask: “What’s your picture of how this would
work? What would you do? What would I do, if you could picture your proposal actually
happening?”

But of course, you don’t want to ask “Why” questions, because that usually starts up the
defensiveness. And if someone’s defensiveness is triggered, then it makes it hard for them to
think of solutions to problems. Why questions are usually really criticisms, not questions.

Responding with YES, NO, or I’LL THINK ABOUT IT

Once you’ve heard a proposal and asked any questions about it, all you have to do to respond
to such a proposal is say: “Yes.” “No.” or “I’ll think about it.” You always have the right to say:
“Yes.” “No.” or “I’ll think about it.” Of course, there are consequences to each choice, but you
always have these three choices at least. Here’s some examples of each:

YES: “Yes, I agree. Let’s do that.” And then stop! No need to save face, evaluate the other
person’s proposal, or give the other person some negative feedback. Just let it go. After all, if
you have been personally criticized or attacked, it’s not about you. Personal attacks are not
problem-solving. They are about the person making the hostile attack. You are better off to
ignore everything else.
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NO: “No, I don’t want to change the pickup time. I’ll try to make other arrangements to get there
on time. Let’s keep it as is.” Just keep it simple. Avoid the urge to defend your decision or
criticize the other person’s idea. You said no. You’re done. Let it drop.

I’LL THINK ABOUT IT: “I don’t know about your proposal, but I’ll think about it. I’ll get back to
you tomorrow about your idea. Right now I have to get back to work. Thanks for making a
proposal.” Once again, just stop the discussion there. Avoid the temptation to discuss it at
length, or question the validity of the other person’s point of view. It is what it is.

When you say “I’ll think about it,” you are respecting the other person. It calms people down to
know you are taking them seriously enough to think about what they said. This doesn’t mean
you will agree. It just means you’ll think about it.

MAKE A NEW PROPOSAL: After you think about it, you can always make a new proposal.
Perhaps you’ll think of a new approach that neither of you thought of before. Try it out. You can
always propose anything. (But remember there are consequences to each proposal.) And you
can always respond: “Yes.” “No.” or “I’ll think about it.” (And there are consequences to each of
those choices, too.)

AN EXAMPLE

William and Natasha have a four-year-old daughter, Halle. They recently separated and have a
hard time talking to each other right now, because they usually argue. However, they both love
Halle and want the best for her. They need to decide how they will share parenting time with
Halle. They are going to meet with a Family Mediator to help them reach an agreement. They
are each to prepare a proposal and have each read articles that say different things about the
best parenting plan.

Natasha has read that young children should have the stability of one primary parent, with the
active involvement of the other parent. The article said this is especially true with children up to
age 3 or older. William has read an article that recommended sharing parenting 50-50. It
seemed to suggest that this works best after children are at least 5 years old.

They were both told by their Family Mediator that the best plan is always one that both parents
can agree upon. The children should feel that their schedule is normal and routine, and that
their parents aren’t always stressed out or fighting over the schedule. Neither William or
Natasha want to keep fighting about this.

Here are their initial proposals:

Natasha’s First Proposal: “I read an article that says its best for young children to have one
primary household, but that the other parent is involved every week. So I propose that Halle live
with me most of the time, but that she spend one day and overnight each week with you. In my
proposal you would also have half of the major holidays each year, then we could alternate the
following year.”
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William’s Question: “I have a question about your proposal. What day and overnight were you
picturing that I would have each week?”

Natasha: “I was thinking you’d have Friday nights and all day Saturdays each week.”

William’s Response: “Ok, I think I understand your proposal. I would say No to that, as I read
an article that says that it’s best for children to have approximately equal time with each parent.”

William’s First Proposal: “I propose that Halle spend 6 days and nights with me in a two-week
period, so you would have 8 nights in the same period, as I recognize she’s been with you more
of the time up to now. After she’s five, I’d like a 50-50 schedule, so this would be a transition.”

Natasha’s Question: “Which nights would you be thinking of having with her?”

William: “I’d like a weekday overnight every week – like Wednesdays – and I would alternate
weekends Friday at 5pm through Monday morning back to daycare one weekend and Friday
overnight the other weekend.”

Natasha’s Response: “Well, my answer to that would be No. I think she’s way too young to be
spending that much time away from me, as I’ve been her primary caregiver for all these years.
And that just seems like too much back and forth for a girl that young. However, I might be
willing to consider that she spend a little more time with you, especially as she gets older.

William: “But I want to be fully involved in her growing up – weekdays with her schoolwork as
well as weekends. So here’s another proposal:

These are at least 3 possible proposals for William to make now. No one proposal is right for
everyone’s situation, and there is usually more than one solution to a problem:

Option 1: 3 nights/11 nights in two weeks

William’s New Proposal: “I would agree to have three nights every two weeks. I would have
Wednesdays overnight every week and Friday night and all day Saturday every other week.”

Option 2: 4 nights/10 nights in two weeks

William’s New Proposal: “I would agree to have four nights every two weeks. I would have
Wednesdays overnight every week and alternate weekends from Friday at 5pm to Sunday at
5pm.”

Option 3: 5 nights/9 nights in two weeks

William’s New Proposal: “I would agree to have five nights every two weeks. I would have
Wednesdays overnight every week and alternate weekends from Friday at 5pm to Monday back
to school.”

Some parents would agree on Option 1, some on Option 2 and others on Option 3. The reality is
that there is not a huge difference between these options. William and Natasha could go back
and forth asking questions of each other and making proposals until they reach an agreement –

© 2013 Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.
Copying of this article is permitted in its original form only.



with the assistance of a mediator, a therapist or lawyers. The idea is that the process of making
proposals helps build an agreement that can end up working the best for the people involved.
Be patient and creative, and you can probably come up with a good solution.

CONCLUSION: AVOID MAKING IT PERSONAL

In the heat of the conflict, it’s easy to react and criticize the other person’s proposals—or even to
criticize the other person personally, such as saying that he or she is arrogant, ignorant, stupid,
crazy or evil. It’s easy and natural to want to say: “You’re so stupid it makes me sick.” Or: “What
are you, crazy?” “Your proposal is the worst idea I have ever heard.” But if you want to end the
dispute and move on, just ask for a proposal and respond with “Yes” “No” or “I’ll think about it.”

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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VIOLENCE AND
MENTAL HEALTH

By Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq.

We live in an age of overlap between legal and mental health problems. It is frequently said
that there are more people with mental health needs in our legal systems than in our mental
health systems. Recent news events have emphasized mass shootings by those with mental
health problems, workplace conflicts which become violent and police encounters with the
mentally ill – which sometimes end in the death of the mentally ill person or the police. In family
court cases, workplace disputes and community conflicts, mental illness is frequently cited as a
major factor in incidents of violence.

Yet despite all of this talk about mental health problems, there seems to be little discussion of
what mental illness really is. In reality, there are many different types of mental illness, some
more dangerous than others, and some more identifiable than others. This article attempts to
give a brief overview of some of the basic mental disorders in terms of general violence risk and
why everyone needs to understand these problems better – and to support efforts for more
professional training and more services for those with mental health needs.

The following information is drawn from my general knowledge as a therapist and family lawyer,
and from the manual of mental disorders used by mental health professionals: Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition, text revised (2022), published by the
American Psychiatric Association – commonly known as the DSM-5-TR. You should not
attempt to diagnose someone based on this information, but rather seek the assistance
of a licensed mental health professional for evaluation and treatment.

Depression

Depression has a wide range, from situational temporary depression such as over the loss of a
close friend or relative, to mild chronic depression, to major depression. The DSM-5-TR says
that approximately 7% of the population will suffer from major depressive disorder in any given
year, which means that they have depressed mood most of the day, almost every day. This
includes feeling sad, hopeless and discouraged. Fatigue and insomnia are common. In children
and men, this may take the form of irritability rather than sadness – yet still be depression.

Some people have suicidal thoughts with depression, while others do not. Depression mostly
drains the energy from the person, but some become energized as they are coming out of a
depression and take action to harm themselves. Men, more than women, have agitated
depressions which may give them energy for self-destructive acts. In rare cases, they will harm
others while ending their lives, such as in a murder-suicide. However, I personally believe that
the people who do this also have a personality disorder (see below). In general, depression
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alone appears to make one less likely to hurt others, rather than more likely. Depression is a
fairly treatable disorder, with medications, counseling or both.

Anxiety

Anxiety is generally characterized by extra caution or avoidance of perceived threatening
situations. Anxiety also has a wide range of intensity. More severe forms include social anxiety
disorder, which the DSM-5-TR says occurs in any given year for about 7% of the adult
population, generalized anxiety disorder for about 3% of the population and panic disorder for
2-3% of adults. These tend to cause an overall decreased sense of well-being, sometimes to
the point of dropping out of school, losing a job, avoiding dating and over-compensating with
drugs and alcohol. Generally, they are more afraid of confronting others rather than acting out
aggressively. Anxiety disorders are also fairly treatable with therapy, medications or both.

Bipolar Disorder

Bipolar disorders take several forms, which are each described in the DSM-5-TR and add up to
about 2% of adults. They appear to be more genetic - a biologically-based chemical imbalance
– and cause the person to have manic episodes (for a week or longer) when they are extra
energized most of the day, don’t sleep much, are extra talkative, distractible and enthusiastically
engaged in activities that may hurt them in long run (sexual indiscretions, over-spending, etc.);
followed by depressive episodes (two weeks or more after a manic episode), when they
demonstrate the sadness, hopelessness and reduced energy described above for people who
suffer depression.

While people with bipolar disorder are sometimes known for their wild behavior, during the
manic episode there is also an increased risk for violence. On the other hand, their suicide risk
to themselves is much higher than the general population and the DSM-5-TR states “bipolar
disorder may account for one-quarter of all completed suicides.” Medications are the basic
treatment approach for the bipolar disorders, because they appear to be primarily a
bio-chemical problem.

Schizophrenia

This disorder is poorly understood by most people, because it is so rare. Only about 1% of the
population has this disorder, which is marked by psychotic symptoms, such as hallucinations
(hearing voices that aren’t there) and delusions (seeing people or having beliefs that are not
based in reality). While this disorder is often mentioned with mass shootings, people with
schizophrenia are generally no more violent than the average population and that was my
experience working with them in psychiatric hospitals. When we hear about someone with
schizophrenia being involved in a mass shooting, I believe that it is because they also had a
personality disorder (see below), not because of the schizophrenia. However, in very rare cases
they may have “command hallucinations” which order them to kill someone. Schizophrenia is
often what people think of when they think of mental illness.
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Substance Use Disorders

Alcoholism and other chemical addictions are a common problem in the United States. They are
characterized by denial that there is a problem and continued use even when the substance
causes increasing problems in relationships, employment, finances, health and other areas of
one’s life. The DSM-5-TR states that alcohol use disorder occurs in about 8.5% of the adult
population in any given year. Adding in all the other substance use disorders, including addiction
to prescribed medications, there may be as many as 15% of adults meeting the criteria for a
substance use disorder of one kind or another. Various substances can have a significant effect
on someone’s behavior, from putting them to sleep (heroin, sleeping pills, etc.) to making them
extremely aggressive (methamphetamine, cocaine, PCP, etc.). As most people know, substance
abuse can potentially make anyone dangerous, including suicidal and/or homicidal behavior.
While illegal drugs get the most attention, alcohol is by far the most common cause of death of
any substance in our society – especially drunk driving – which far exceeds gun violence in
America.

Personality Disorders

This is the category of hidden mental illness. While the other mental disorders may be generally
obvious (people look depressed or anxious; act bipolar; look/smell under the influence; talk to
their voices; etc.), personality disorders are generally not obvious. They look like everyone else
and they are not obviously uncomfortable with themselves. They’re more upset about how they
are treated by other people and may be preoccupied with blaming others for various problems in
their lives. In essence, personality disorders are interpersonal disorders.

Unlike the other disorders, people with personality disorders don’t think they have a problem. In
fact, that’s one of their key characteristics: 1) They lack self-awareness of how they create many
of their own life problems. 2) They don’t change their own behavior, because they don’t think
they need to. 3) They think that others cause their problems and some of them are intensely
preoccupied with blaming specific others – their targets of blame. I believe their tendency to
intensely blame certain people is what leads some of them to commit violence against others
without empathy or remorse.

The criteria for one personality disorder in particular – antisocial (sociopathic) personality
disorder – includes “lack of remorse, as indicated by being indifferent to or rationalizing having
hurt, mistreated, or stolen from another.” Also, they may be arrogant, “excessively opinionated,
self-assured or cocky.” (DSM-5-TR, p. 748-749.) From my observations, they often appear to
enjoy hurting others and are driven to dominate others – especially those in much weaker
positions. They also enjoy risk taking and conning others.

The role antisocials play in the workplace, communities and terrorism seems to be significant,
as they will say anything and play the role of victim in order to seduce people into their
schemes. They can be the most charming personality of all – as well as the most dangerous.
They should not be underestimated. I believe they play a substantial part in the public violence
we are seeing these days around the world.

Borderline, narcissistic and paranoid personality disorders also include an increased incidence
of violence for some (but not for many others) when they feel abandoned, humiliated or
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betrayed. Their dynamics are more likely to appear in domestic or workplace violence than in
public violence, which appears to be primarily the domain of antisocial personalities.

The DSM-5-TR says that approximately 10% of the U.S. population meets the criteria for a
personality disorder. Antisocial personality disorder is considered to be up to 3-4% of the
population according to the DSM-5-TR, and much more common in men. Narcissistic
personality disorder is present in about 6% of the population, borderline personality disorder is
present in about 6% and paranoid personality disorder is present in 4-5%, with some overlap
among these and other personality disorders.

Other Mental Disorders

There are several other disorders in the DSM-5-TR, but they are less likely to be associated with
violence. For example, there are eating disorders, autism spectrum disorders,
obsessive-compulsive disorders, sexual dysfunctions and neurocognitive disorders (like
dementia).

Summary

This is just a brief look at various mental health problems and their general relationship to
violence. Many with one disorder may have another disorder as well, such as a personality
disorder and depression or anxiety and substance abuse. Professionals, friends and family
members need to become more educated about these as they appear to be present in more
and more conflict situations in modern life. It is very important to be aware of those who are
more dangerous, but also important not to judge or stigmatize people with other mental
disorders who may be no more dangerous than the average person.

Bill Eddy, LCSW, Esq. is a lawyer, therapist, mediator, and the co-founder and Chief Innovation Officer of
the High Conflict Institute, a training and consulting company focused on helping professionals and
individuals learn better ways of handling high conflict disputes. For more, www.HighConflictInstitute.com.
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