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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

Dealing with Unequal Rank in a Meeting
One of the toughest things about working in teams can be the group dynamics if the boss is in the room.  Even if the boss really wants full participation, subordinates are likely to defer to what she/he says.  Facilitator Chris Avery, summarizes the dynamic this way:

“I don't think that most managers intend to take over a team when they serve with people of lesser rank. But I do think that they feel an intense responsibility to demonstrate leadership and that means moving things forward and getting things done the best way they know how, even if it's perceived as controlling. When someone with rank speaks assertively, others hear an order, and, not wanting to be insubordinate, people comply and then withdraw in disappointment. This starts the self-reinforcing pattern of the manager asserting more and the members withdrawing further!”

To get around that dynamic there are number of things a good facilitator can do.

First, Avery recommends calling attention to the “elephant in the living room”.  You might start the meeting by asking the boss how he/she things decisions should be made.  That gets the ball rolling on the discussion of power and status. 

You also can talk to the boss before the meeting, pointing out that people may naturally defer to her/him and asking that he/she be sensitive to the issue and even say something about it at the start.  Either way, before the meeting starts establish ground rules to encourage full participation and candor.

Then during the meeting, vary the process so as to draw people out.  You might start a general discussion by asking each person to state his or her views about, or knowledge of the subject.  Having people work in pairs and report their ideas is another good technique.

It may be that the boss WILL have the final say about what happens, but at least she/he has gotten input from the whole group.

A FINAL NOTE:  If the boss balks at talking about the issue or shows a lack of commitment to hearing from everyone.  QUESTION WHY YOU ARE HAVING THE MEETING AT ALL.  Nothing sabotages morale more than telling people they are empowered to participate and then undercutting that power.
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