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Coaching lawyers 
 

By Rachel Brushfield, 'Trouble-Shooter Coach' Just one of the professional coaches on 

our team 

 
By nature, lawyers tend to have sharp and analytical minds.  They also generally take a challenging 
and competitive approach to work, especially litigation lawyers. This 'picking holes' style is a great 
asset when applied to case work, but if you are personally on the receiving end of what can be very 
extreme, dogmatic, argumentative and even self-righteous behaviour, this fighting mentality can be 
downright difficult to deal with. You can end up feeling uneasy and on edge all the time. Or stressed 
and even ill. It may reach the point where you dread going to work. 

 

So what causes ‘difficult’ behaviour?  
 
It can simply be because someone has different values and beliefs from your own, such as very 

direct communication rather than subtle, as these drive both behaviour and attitudes. More 

problematic behaviour - for example manipulative, two-faced, cutting, condescending, sarcastic or 

aggressive - feels personal and undermining. 

 
Sometimes you can minimise your interaction with a difficult colleague, but when they are your boss 

or a managing partner it is not so easy. Indeed, it can become all-consuming and you can become 

stressed just by thinking about them. You may find yourself talking about the problem constantly and 

even consider leaving, despite all your hard work and love for your job. 

 

So how should you deal with a ‘difficult’ person?  

 
First, remember that often they are experiencing emotions that they do not know how to deal with 

and hence you become the unwilling recipient. This is called projection or transference. It is not 

personal to you, you just happen to be on the receiving end. Neither our upbringing nor law school 

teaches us how to deal with uncomfortable emotions, so we do what is easiest and project them onto 

someone else so they are not burdening us anymore. 

 
Second, it is key to separate the behaviour from the person, as people usually try to do the best they 

can in life. Often, beneath a difficult person's behaviour is insecurity and low self- esteem. 

 
Third, remember that people always do things for a reason, so even if a behaviour feels widely 

irrational or inappropriate to you, there may be a reason for their behaviour, such as attention-

seeking or protecting their position as they feel vulnerable. 

 
Dealing with a difficult colleague can give you a real headache and be very challenging, but 

even small breakthroughs can be one of the most empowering things that you can experience. 

 
Rachel Brushfield MICF, MCIM and Master Practitioner in NLP, has a specialism in 'trouble-shooter 

coaching', working with difficult/challenging individuals who are causing headaches at work, 

making the lives and jobs difficult for others, through bullying, inappropriate behaviours or tactless 

communication. 


