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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

Dealing With Problem People

One of the great fears many people have in facilitating meetings is what to do with a problem person.  We have all seen them, the run-on talker, the hostile worker the manger who interrupts … they can put you as the facilitator in a difficult spot and even ruin the meeting.  My approach to managing problem people starts with good planning:

· Be clear about meeting objectives so that any behavior not on purpose can be shown up for that and stopped.

· If necessary, set meeting ground rules. I find it most effective when you have the group make them up.  Then they own them and are more likely to enforce them. As facilitator you can still add to the list if the group misses something important.
· And above all, find out beforehand who the problem people are and be ready for their particular number.

Once my client turned out to be a problem.  She wanted me to obtain input from everyone in the group, but after every comment she jumped in with her observations.  She wasn’t trying to be rude, she just cared about the subject and had a lot to say.  Still, I could see the energy being sucked out of the room. So I injected some structure by asking a question and telling each person to respond in turn.  That way my client had to wait until it was her turn and each person got to say what they thought.

Other times, you just have to stop disruptive behavior.  When that happens, my approach tends to be blunt and direct.  Once when a meeting participant started to give a speech criticizing another participant’s agency, I simply stopped him and said, “I’m sorry Joe but that is not permitted here, if you have a problem with Rick’s agency take it up with Rick or his boss at another time”.  It was a bit heavy handed, but it worked and it was all I could think of.  

Sometimes facilitators can get off a more elegant riposte.  Here are two examples from the 3-M Meeting Network website (www.3m.com/meetingnetwork/). 

“Once in a meeting, one of the managers in the room began talking to another, disrupting my presentation during a critical juncture… I stopped my presentation and eyed the offender as my dad used to do on family trips. ‘Don't make me pull this car over, 'cause I'll do it!’ I mockingly chastised.  The entire group laughed, including the inappropriate talker. It was a great way to break the tension.”

Or how about this one?

“In one of my very first experiences as a meeting facilitator, I was trying to explain about the card-based method in brainstorming ideas, one participant with a big title interrupted my talk and said: ‘We’ve come here to talk, not to mess with these cards!’  

I remember I was astonished at the first moment, but then took courage and replied to him: ‘OK, then can you please take this card and pen and write this idea of yours so that we can discuss with the other people here whether we should use this method or a different one?’  As soon as the participant took the pen, the success was there. He didn’t behave negatively afterwards.” 

If left alone, problem people can ruin a meeting.  The important thing for you as facilitator is to make sure they don’t.  Plan the meeting, stay attentive to the group and if someone starts to take the meeting off task, DO SOMETHING!
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