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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

Managing Mr. Big Mouth

I was talking to a CEO recently about problems that come up in meetings.  “Oh that’s easy” she said, “the guy who won’t shut up!  The one who has an opinion on everything.  The one who can’t help but shoot down what everyone says.”

We’ve all probably sat through meetings with Mr. Big Mouth.  I have.  I’m also embarrassed to admit that I have been Mr. Big Mouth.  In fact, it was learning to see that tendency in myself that led me to become a professional facilitator.

Fortunately, despite our impressions, Mr. or Ms. Big Mouth is not always the sociopathic child of Satan that we tend think him/her to be. Sometimes they (we) are just extroverts with a lot to say.  That’s good news because it means that an effective meeting leader can manage Big Mouth in ways the tap his/her creativity while making the room safe for everyone else.  For example:

1. Ask/Tell Him to Shut Up:  That's what put me on the road to recovery.   At the end of a meeting, a facilitator gently pointed out that I had spoken as much as everyone else combined.  As a result, several people had not participated at all.  Since we were an on-going work-team, full participation was essential. He asked me to refrain from speaking or even raising my hand at our next meeting.  It was tough.  In fact, I literally had to sit on my hands at times.  But by the end of the meeting, I was surprised to find that eventually every one of my ideas found its way into the conversation.  The real benefit was that as others began to participate, the group gelled into a very effective team.

Admittedly Big Mouth is not always so willing to hear this suggestion.  Then you may need to use more subtle techniques.

2. Take Turns:  Tell the group that you will go around the room and give everyone a chance to speak.  Then pose a specific question and call on one person to go first.  I always start with the quietest person.  If Big Mouth tries to cut in it is critical that you immediately stop him with a comment like “Just wait your turn Gordon, you’ll have your chance after Lynn”.  Use a light hearted tone of voice and Big Mouth will usually back off gracefully.

3. Work in Pairs:  This is a great technique both for managing Big Mouth and empowering the shy person.  Let’s say you need a list of ideas on how to solve a problem.  Tell everyone to think quietly and write down about 3 solutions.  Then tell people to pair up with the person next to them, share their ideas and decide on the best two.  Finally have each pair share their results. Big Mouth may end up talking but so will several others and the shy person has had a chance to participate.  

Of course sometimes Big Mouth really is the devil’s spawn, or at least is unwilling to be managed so that others can participate.  That’s when a few blunt comments from the boss may be needed.
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