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Working Effectively with Especially
Challenging Behaviors, Part Eight
Why Most Communities Do Not—and Cannot

—Deal Directly with these Behaviors

(And What Your Community
Can Do Instead)

)

By Diana Leafe Christian

CC don’t want Mavis rgeted!” lan exclaimed. “I don’t want this to turn into a
I witch hune!”

I was sitting on the floor next to my friend Fiona in a small yurt in her and Mavis’s com-
munity. As Fiona’s guest, I was an observer at this impromptu yurt meeting which some had
called to figure out what to do about Mavis—ideally to organize a meeting to share how her
behaviors had affected them, and ask her to communicate more courteously in the future.

Ian had recently learned Nonviolent Communication (NVC) and advocated it passion-
ately. Hed been invited to facilitate the meeting and to encourage people to express their
concerns as feelings and needs, rather than blaming Mavis.

Instead of simply helping people speak more empathetically, however, Ian argued against
any suggestions to share with Mavis how her behaviors had affected people, because, he
said, she might feel upset and emotionally unsafe. She was doing the best she could, he
said, and people sharing with her how shed negatively affected them might hurt her feel-
ings; shed feel “ganged-up on.” Why couldn’t people just accept her as she is, he asked,
and not create more community conflict by trying to talk to her about her behaviors? “You
know how angry she gets,” he said.

All he wanted—all he wanted in the world—he said, pleading, was for people to just get
along. He shared how as a child hed been physically and verbally abused by family mem-
bers and how he was sick, just sick, of conflict and discord and strife in this world. “T just
want peace and kindness and understanding in our community,” he said. He began to cry
silently, his shoulders shaking.

Fiona and I glanced at each other in dismay. What about the lack of emotional safety
people felt when Mavis targeted zhem with hurtful behaviors? Shouldnt they be allowed to
give her feedback? As far as Fiona and I knew, NVC not only does not prohibit but encour-
ages people to tell others how what they've said or done has affected them, and the feelings
this wiggered in them and the unmet needs that gave rise to those feelings. Many in the
meeting had experienced unease and sometimes outright fear in Mavis’s presence; their en-
counters hadn’t met their basic needs for safety and respect. Why hadn't Ian addressed this?

This chaotic meeting eventually led to a later meeting, already described in the first ar-

Summer 2024 ¢ Number 203

When faced with these
behaviors, why are so

many communities apparently
so passive and helpless?

ticle in this series. I sat in on this later meet-
ing, where, sadly, Mavis first berated and
intimidated participants, many of whom
looked down at the floor and tore up their
lists of concerns. She received no useful

feedback at all that night.

“Especially Challenging
Behaviors”

Throughout this article series I've de-
scribed individuals with “especially chal-
lenging behaviors” in community, includ-
ing being disdainful and contemptuous,
lying, and behaving heartlessly towards
others; being overbearing, yet closed off to
feedback; being self-centered, lacking em-
pathy, and expressing rage, hostility, and
vengeance toward the community; being
resentful and holding a grudge for years; be-
ing aggressive and manipulative yet always
feeling victimized; grooming vulnerable,
socially unconfident community members
to become loyal followers or “minions.”

Psychotherapists identify these as “narcis-
sistic” attitudes and behaviors—not occa-
sional harsh or hurtful acting-out, as many
of us do sometimes, but chronic behaviors
that occur frequenty (see list, page 51).
However, I prefer not to use a label like this
for people, and I suggest others don't use it
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in a community setting. I prefer the Nonvi-
olent Communication approach of not see-
ing people as some kind of steady state, as a
particular something, like “narcissist,” but as
people who act in different ways at differ-
ent times, hence my term “especially chal-
lenging behaviors.” Most who exhibit these
behaviors do only some but not all them,
and usually only sometimes, and often only
with certain people—their “targets.” People
with these behaviors seem to have little to
no self-awareness or empathy, and appar-
ently do not respond to psychotherapy.

(Note: people with high-functioning au-
tism, sometimes called Asperger Syndrome,
may also seem to lack empathy and can
make inappropriate and/or insulting com-
ments. But this is considered a neurological
wiring condition and not the same thing as
narcissism at all. I recommend that com-
munity members learn about this neurolog-
ical condition, so they can be compassion-
ate and understanding—and know what to
expect and not get insulted—by what their
Asperger’s members might say and do.)

Most community members dont ex-
hibit especially challenging behaviors, so
it can be disorienting and confusing when
we see harsh behaviors in our own com-
munity. Nevertheless, these behaviors can
demoralize a group, as Mavis did in her
small community.

Protecting the Perpetrator

Once, years ago, a member of my com-
munity I'll call Herman consistently, and
seemingly compulsively, collected and
stored savaged building materials haphaz-
ardly on his homesite and started build-
ing small buildings he never finished. His

Her insistence
that we not hurt
Olive's feelings
stopped the
“Consensus
Mentor"” idea
dead in its tracks.
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homesite, clearly visible to everyone driving into the community, bristled with random
stacks of building materials and small half-constructed sheds. After years of trying to per-
suade Herman to comply with our agreements about community aesthetics, we got fed up
enough to propose ending Herman’s membership and asking him to leave.

But another member, whom I'll call Bill, felt so loyal to Herman he threatened to block
any such proposal, so we dropped it. Bill could stop us because back then we used classic,
traditional consensus, so anyone could block a proposal and we had no recourse for block-
ing. Bill’s loyalty to Herman and his desire to protect him eclipsed his loyalty to our group
and our agreements, so Bill single-handedly stopped us from taking action, and Herman’s
ramshackle homesite remained. In communities using classic, traditional consensus in-
stead of modified consensus or Sociocracy, it can take only one member like Bill protecting
someone from the consequences of their actions to stop the whole group from setting any
limits and boundaries on the actions.

Another time, Olive, a member of my community with especially challenging behaviors
(described in past articles), had been especially disruptive in recent business meetings. Our
community president that year, whom I'll call Arthur, suggested to his Advisory Team that
they create a special “Consensus Mentor” for Olive. Wed ask Olive to not speak in the
meetings herself, but to write down what she wanted to say, which the proposed Consen-
sus Mentor would read and translate into courteous, respectful language for the rest of us.
That way, Arthur suggested, wed still benefit from Olive’s views and opinions about the
issues but would no longer be subject to her harsh and often penetrating “poison darts” in
meetings.

“Noooo,” pleaded an Advisory Team member, whom T’ll call Stacey. “I love Olive. And
shed hate this. It would make her feel terrible!” Stacey’s capacity for empathy, kindness,
and love for Olive actually didn’t help. Her insistence that we not hurt Olive’s feelings by
creating a Consensus Mentor stopped Arthur’s innovative “limits and boundaries” idea
dead in its tracks.

Fed Up Enough-the “Two-Year Rule”

However...two years later and after Olive’s continued abusive behaviors in meetings,
when Stacey had become our community president herself, with her own Advisory Team,
a large group of members showed up at their meeting to protest Olive’s latest disruption.
Finally, as described in the sixth article, the community took action; Stacey and her team
sent Olive an official letter, stating that Olive could not attend our business meetings for
the next year and asking her to get therapy for her emotional issues.

These behaviors can

trigger con, fusio n,
demoralization,
and even fear in

community
members.
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Francisco de Goya, The Third of May, 1814

Some community members may believe that giving
people feedback about these behaviors is
“attacking” or ‘ganging up” on them.

Two years earlier Stacey had adamantly stopped that year’s president and his team from
creating a Consensus Mentor role which would have set limits and boundaries on Olive
(and in fact it probably would have enraged her). But the cumulative weight of community
pain had finally become too much even for Stacey. Now more realistic—and having had
10 distraught community members bear down on her—Stacey retired from her protector
role. She and her team gave Olive real and necessary feedback, setting real and necessary
limits and boundaries. A person taking on a fierce protector role like Ian, Bill, and Stacey
can get off it...but, it may take two or more years of community suffering before enough
people have the courage to extricate themselves from protecting the perpetrator and finally
take effective action.

While some communities, such as Heart-Culture Farm and others described in past ar-
ticles, do set limits and boundaries on members with challenging behaviors, I believe most
communities don’ address these behaviors—especially when one or more members, like
Ian, Bill, and Stacey, move into protector mode and insist their community do nothing,

What's Going on Here?

In my experience, in spite of the success stories of communities setting limits and bound-
aries described in the last two articles, m0st community members seem very reluctant to set
boundaries or give a fellow community member negative feedback. This is especially true
with an often frightening member like Mavis (or like Dwight, Olive, Griswald, Eldred,
Andraste, Hugo, or Umberto, described in previous articles).

Why wouldnt a community member want to give someone feedback and ask them to
change? And why do communities seem especially vulnerable to these behaviors? Why are
many community members the most likely to get hurt by these behaviors?

* They may believe such behaviors and dysfunctions couldn’t happen in a communizy,

Bill's loyalty

to Herman

and his desire
to protect him
stopped us from
taking action.
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and certainly not in #heir community. So
the idea of dealing directly these behaviors
is seen as disruptive, “creating conflict,” and
“not community.”

* And, related, many community mem-
bers may have never invested time and
energy learning about these kinds of espe-
cially challenging behaviors and so don
understand them and are baffled by them.
So when they encounter these behaviors
and feel put off or scared, they may believe
they are being “too sensitive,” and their dis-
comfort or fear is actually #heir fault.

* They may hold the common belief that
seeing behaviors like these in their commu-
nity doesn’t mean that the person who does
them has a serious emotional disturbance,
but rather that they themselves are having a
conflict with the person. And so they believe
they are partly responsible for “contributing
to the conflict,” partly responsible for how
badly they feel. And, according to their
community norms, they must now set up
a mediation with the person “to resolve our
conflict.” (But they don’t want to!)

* They may believe that giving feed-
back and asking for change is simply not
done in a well-functioning community, as
this might hurt the person’s feelings. Giv-
ing someone feedback and asking them
to change might cause other community
members to criticize shem for being “un-
cooperative”! They may believe that giving
feedback and asking for change implies
they are “a bad community.”

* They don’t want to call actention to
themselves. They don’t want to rock the
boat. Worse, theyre afraid the person
will retaliate and target them. (And they
probably will!)

* Because of childhood trauma trigger-
ing denial and avoidance, they may now be

Many community members
dowt want to deal

with these behaviors

or even acknowledge

that they happen

in their community.
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“Noooo,” wailed
Stacey. “l love
Olive. And | know
she'd hate this. It
would make her
feel terrible!”

conflict-averse. Therefore they may believe
that talking about these behaviors, offering
feedback, and/or requesting change from
people doing these behaviors izself creates
conflict. As we've seen, when someone with
these behaviors receives feedback or is asked
to change their behavior they usually do get
upset, if not furious, and other community
members can perceive giving feedback and
requesting change as “causing” more con-
flict. Conflict-averse folks absolutely dont
want to experience this! Its better to just
put up with it or avoid meetings and social
gatherings if the person will be present.

* Or perhaps they may be taking on the
“Rescuer” role (Tl save you!”) in the Karp-
man Drama Triangle (see following sec-
tions), or operating from the Green stage
in the Spiral Dynamics' model.

* Or maybe they simply have unrealistic
expectations about community and human
nature—no more than simple naiveté.

Childhood Trauma?

People who frequently try to protect oth-
ers from consequences to their behaviors
sometimes express the belief that placing
limits and boundaries on someone is “gang-
ing up” on them, as Jan put it in the yurt
meeting. When I heard him say this and
saw him cry, I wondered if he was actually
trying to protect some inner traumatized
part of himself. Did he experience people’s
frustrated complaints about Mavis as pain-
ful darts and arrows piercing his own vul-
nerable psyche? Was this why he seemed to
find it intolerable to hear people’s seemingly
legitimate upsets and concerns about her?

As I eventually learned, Ian, Stacey, and
Bill had each been bullied by family mem-
bers or at school. Was it the case that each
had wanted to prevent the person from
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RESCUER PERPETRATOR
"Oh, let me % "It's your
help you!" fault!"

A

VICTIM Community members who
ardently defend the

"Why me?" people with challenging
behaviors may be playing

the “Rescuer” role in
the Drama Triangle.

potentially feeling what zheyd once felt as a vulnerable child? Whatever the reason, be-
cause of their protective stance, their communities could set no limits and boundaries
on members behaviors when needed, sadly held hostage by their community members’
own unhealed traumas.

“We Can't Do That!"-The Rescuer in the Karpman Drama Triangle

Another possibility is from the Karpman Drama Triangle model. This is a model of
unhealthy interactions between people embroiled in conflicts. Proposed by psychiatrist
Stephen B. Karpman in the 1960s, the Drama Triangle model postulates that people en-
gaged in conflict often play one of three roles—Perpetrator, Victim, or Rescuer—each of
which expresses the person’s power-over or lack of power with others in a conflict. Those
assuming a Persecutor or Rescuer roles have power over the person in the Victim role. And
it helps them avoid feeling their own feelings. Karpman visually represented these roles in
an inverted triangle (see graphic, above).

Someone taking on the Persecutor role (“Its your fault!”), can be controlling, blaming,
critical, authoritarian, angry, and superior, and not feel their inner emptiness: the more
“overt” especially challenging behaviors of this series.

According to this model, people taking on a Victim role (“Poor me!”) may not necessar-
ily actually be victimized. However, they may feel as if they are being victimized and por-
tray themselves as unable to help themselves no matter how hard they try. Thus, Karpman
suggested, they avoid making any real changes in their circumstances and can successfully
avoid feeling their own inner anxiety. People in the Victim role experience themselves as
persecuted, oppressed, helpless, hopeless, and ashamed. They seem unable to make deci-
sions, solve problems, or achieve any self-awareness. They seek out people they imagine are
persecuting them or who actually are persecuting them. They then seek help from people
playing the role of Rescuer.

People taking on the Rescuer role (“Oh, let me Aelp you!”) feel compelled to try to help,
rescue, or enable people whom they see victims (even if they’re not), and they even feel
guilty if they don’ try to rescue them. Yet their rescuing attempts can actually keep some-
one in the Victim role dependent on them, and can prevent the person playing Victim
from experiencing and learning from their mistakes. The Rescuer feels good about them-
selves for having tried to help. And because theyre focusing on the Victim’s perceived
needs rather than on their own, they also successfully avoid their own feelings of inad-
equacy and anxiety.

The roles are malleable and shifting, according to the Drama model. People in the Per-
secutor role, when blamed by others, for example, can suddenly shift into defensive Victim
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mode. As we've seen, Mavis and others described in this series can seem like fierce Persecu-
tors who criticize and belittle others. Yet when encountering even the mildest of feedback
they are suddenly vulnerable Victims, like how sea anemones immediately retract their
tentacles when even lightly brushed by something larger than their usual tiny prey.

“That's just how community is.”

Sadly, many community members are too intimidated by the intensity of these behav-
iors or perhaps too idealistic to imagine their group taking any action to curb the behav-
iors, believing “This is just how community 7s.”

But community life doesnt Aave to be this way. Living in community doesn’t have to
include the suffering of individually targeted, abused members. Communities dont have
to put up with dysfunctional, go-nowhere meetings or endure community-wide demoral-
ization and people fleeing meetings or leaving the group. But communities often do suffer
this way until enough people have finally realized they have a serious problem. One time a
friend in a group experiencing dreadful conflict triggered by these behaviors asked me why,
since his community had become so painful and unsafe, did the community leaders refuse
to do anything, even though he and several others had repeatedly asked them to. “They
haven’ suffered enough yet,” I said. “They aren' fed up yet, or fed up enough.”

Communities Don't Have to Go Through This!

You and your community colleagues can understand, plan for, and prevent this kind of
community demoralization.

Educate Yourselves. Encourage your community to learn all it can not only about these
especially challenging behaviors so people will know what to expect, and will recognize the
fallacies that “with enough hugs” and “with enough community life” people with these
behaviors will change. Ideally, also learn about the Rescuer role in the Drama Triangle, and
the Green and Yellow stages in Spiral Dynamics (which can provide another helpful lens
on these phenomena). The more we know, the more empowered we'll be as a group, and
potentially more able to work effectively with these challenging behaviors.

Consider these Community Successes and Field-Tested Techniques:

* Hugo’s community creating the Two-Minute Rule.

* My community finally setting limits on Olive’s behaviors in meetings.

* My community eventually switching to a modified form of consensus.

* Heart-Culture Farm’s five-step process to address these behaviors.

* People in Umberto’s community organizing a mutual support group.

* Community members who organize alliances and petitions.

* Communities that set up a Graduated Series of Consequences method.

But the cumulative
weight of
community pain
had finally become
too much even

for Stacey. Now
more realistic, she
retired from her
protector role.
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* Communities that organize a Many
Raindrops Make a Flood method.

Stop Using Classic, Traditional Con-
sensus. If your group uses classic, tradition-
al consensus now, consider replacing it with
a modified form of consensus, like the N
St. Method, for example (sixth article), or
investing the time to learn Sociocracy self-
governance (seventh article). Classic, tra-
ditional consensus—as practiced in many
communities—allows anyone to block a
proposal any time for any reason “for the
good of the community.” So even just one
person can repeatedly stop proposals al-
most every community member wants.
This can not only result in the famous “tyr-
anny of the minority” but also demoralize
the group so badly that people stop going
to meetings or just up and leave the group.
Using classic, traditional consensus “be-
cause that’s the way communities always do it”
is like living in a vacuum-sealed container
of the classic, Green Meme paradigm (from
Spiral Dynamics) that blocking proposals is
a near-sacred right.

Learn and Practice Nonviolent Com-
munication. In my opinion, three of the
very best things a group can do to work
effectively with these behavior is to shift
from classic consensus to a modified form
or Sociocracy, set up limits and boundar-
ies (as individuals and as a community),
and learn and practice Nonviolent Com-
munication. A group can engage an NVC
trainer for a weekend workshop and then
organize a weekly study group so people
can learn it well (and get past the early “ro-

Whole communities can c/m‘“'_'e'
to-modified consensus aM
-Ci’zlture

polzczes lzke Heart-
step process

and a Gmduated Series of
Consequences to
eﬁzctzvely set limits

and boundaries on

these behaviors.

COMMUNITIES 50

Hannah Busing


https://www.gen-us.net/communities/

bot” stage). In my community our NVC
trainer member offered a series of free
eight-week NVC classes on Tuesday nights.
He offered them every few months for
several years. At first one of our “especially
challenging” members hated that many
of us were learning NVC, believing that
it suppressed emotions, instead of being a
non-confrontational way to express them.
Later this member joined the study group
and became a fan, even admonishing other
members for not using NVC.

Finally

I want to thank all of you who've read
these articles for kindly considering these
ideas about both the causes and typical ef-
fects of especially challenging behaviors in
community—and for considering what we
can do to work effectively with them, as
individuals (articles one through four), as
small groups of friends (fifth article), and
as whole communities (sixth and seventh
articles). I wish you and your community
all the best in educating yourselves further
about these behaviors, finding compassion
and understanding for the people who
do them, and setting effective limits and
boundaries for more peace and harmony
in your group. With this knowledge, and
drawing on the experiences of the commu-
nities described in these articles, I believe
your group, and all groups, can become
more healthy, successful, and thriving, bet-
ter achieve community goals, and experi-
ence the emotionally safe, warm, connect-
ed, and wonderful community life we long
for. Let’s make it happen! ~&

Diana Leafe Christian, author of Creating
a Life Together and Finding Community,
speaks ar conferences, offers consultations,
and leads workshops and online trainings
on creating successful new communities, and
on Sociocracy, an especially effective self-gov-
ernance and decision-making method. See
www. DianaLeafeChristian.org.

1.To learn more, | recommend the book Spiral
Dynamics by social psychologist Don Beck and
neuroscientist Christopher Cowan, the website
spiraldynamicsintegral.nl/en, and YouTube videos
on this topic by Max Saris and Actualized.org. Spiral
Dynamics was developed by Beck and Cowan based
on the work of developmental psychologist Clare
Graves and evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins.
Its concepts were later included in spiritual/New Age
philosopher Ken Wilber's Integral Theory.
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Especially Challenging Behaviors

Less Obvious, Covert, Introverted Behaviors:
(Insecurity on the outside, grandiosity on the inside)

More Obvious, Overt, Extroverted Behaviors

(Grandiosity on the outside, insecurity on the inside)
Delusions of superiority; self-centeredness Delusions of superiority; self-centeredness
Entitlement Impaired empathy
Impaired empathy Relishing vengeance
Lying; exaggerating accomplishments Manipulating others; using people

Rapidly escalating anger; sudden angry
outbursts

Hypersensitivity to criticism

Projecting their behaviors and attitudes

Grandiosity onto others

Craving attention “Gaslighting” others (telling someone what they

Crticizing others directly observed didn't actually happen)

Mocking or jeering at others Envying others; resenting others

Invalidating, demeaning, or belittling others Limited self-awareness

"Grooming" newer or less confident members to

Bullying oth - s ‘
uflying others be their allies and support their version of reality

Usually cannot change or benefit from

therapeutic help Usually cannot change or benefit from

therapeutic help

Can Community Consultants Help
with Especially Challenging Behaviors?

In my experience community consultants don't seem to understand and recognize that most people
with these behaviors cannot develop self-awareness or empathy and so cannot change their ways. Or
that they don't respond well to therapy, sharing circles, mediation, or NVC and other forms of empa-
thetic listening. Consultants don't usually suggest how the group can set firm, courteous limits and
boundaries with members with these behaviors. Usually consultants treat the conflict as if it were just
ordinary interpersonal conflict among community members. The idea that the source of some com-
munity conflict may be one or more members with especially challenging behaviors seems not only
unknown to them but probably also too “politically incorrect” to acknowledge.

The prevailing view among community professionals, as far as | know, is that with enough hours of
the conflict-resolution mediation method the consultant offers, or NVC or other special communication
methods, most community conflicts can be solved. (I call these the "With Enough Mediation” and “With
Enough NVC" fallacies.) So, no, sadly, | don't think calling in a community consultant or conflict and
mediation specialists can usually offer much help with these kinds of behaviors.

-DLC

Six Things We Can Do to Protect Ourselves as Individuals

Here's an overview of what we covered in articles #1-#5:

1. Learn as much as we can about narcissistic behaviors to be more realistic and know what to
expect (#1, #2).

2. Lower our expectations that the person will be empathetic and cooperative (#2).
3. Set limits and boundaries so these behaviors affect us far less (#3, #4).

4. Make all communications with the person “public”-in emails, phone calls, and
in-person meetings (#4).

5. Use the “Inner Ninja" technique for self-protection (#3, #4, #5; email me at diana@ic.org
fora handout.)

6. Get outside healing help to become more emotionally resilient and less vulnerable to
these behaviors (#4).
-DLC
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decision I've ever made in my life. CoMMUNITIES has been
there from the beginning,
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—Shen Pauley, reader and author, Barre, Massachusetts
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