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Dear Bonds, 

 

How do you deal with a jerk? It seems like there are so many out there right now—

male and female—whether it’s at the grocery store or online or just walking around 

the neighborhood. Everyone seems irritated and out for themselves. Today I went 

to Home Depot to buy some weed killer and some guy blatantly cut in line and 

then had the nerve to start berating me for calling him out. I’ve had it! —Fed Up 

 

Dear Fed Up, 

 

I agree, lots of people are falling short of their best behavior at the moment. Some 

days it feels like everyone’s gone nuts. It helps to remember that people are 

stressed and more than a little freaked out. Errands—and everything else—feel 

more dangerous, and folks are in a hurry to get back to their own bubbles, where 

life feels safer. Of course, some people are just plain rude, no matter what’s going 

on. 

 

I recently wrote about bullies; these are people who use their strength or power to 

intimidate or harm someone they see as vulnerable. A bully could certainly be 

described as a jerk. But not all jerks are bullies. Some jerks are just obnoxious, 

self-absorbed or inconsiderate. 

 

Dealing with an everyday jerk is a two-part process. Part one: Do not engage. Once 

the jerkiness comes out—in your example, when the guy began berating you for 

pointing out his error—separate yourself from the encounter. Remember: You’re 

extremely unlikely to change someone else’s bad behavior. And the more you call 

that person out, the more likely he or she is going to get defensive and double 

down on it. 

 

Keep calm and remain polite. Remove yourself physically if possible. Take some 

comfort in the fact that unless the person is a straight-up sociopath, he or she 

probably feels some sense of shame when left alone acting like an idiot. 

 

(A caveat: This advice is meant for quick encounters with strangers. If you feel 

unsafe, or if you are under regular attack from someone you know, you need to call 

an authority, such as the police.)  



 

Now for part two: Be thankful! This keeps you from spiraling into negativity. You 

can be grateful you’re not a jerk. And you can be thankful that successfully 

handling the encounter—without acting nastily yourself—makes you stronger. 

Dealing with someone who is acting poorly in a positive way gives you a chance to 

affirm your values, to model good behavior for everyone else, and to protect the 

world from getting uglier. 

 

I know it’s not easy to stay positive when someone’s being nasty. I suggest coming 

up with a mantra that you can pull up quickly in the moment. Mantras create new 

neural pathways in your brain and condition you to be calmer and happier. They 

remind you who you want to be. And they can be just one word: “Peace.” Or a 

short phrase: “Never be dragged down” or “this too shall pass. (The one I use for 

jerks is “Just breathe.”) 

 

Feel better? Now go forth and be strong. 


