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ABSTRACT

If you improve your ability to read and respond to
nonverbal communication and to hear and respond to
the hidden meanings in what your teams and clients
say, then you can deal with many difficult
facilitations. In this workshop and paper, you will
learn an easy system for categorizing the behavior
that you see, apply your observations to help your
groups proceed smoothly through the VE process,
brainstorm solutions to specific types of interpersonal
problems, and develop the confidence you need for
dealing with tough facilitations.

DIFFICULT PEOPLE
AND THEIR IMPACT ON FACILITATIONS

The VE Process can be thwarted by disruptive
individuals who are resistant to change, the process,
and/or intervention by individuals outside of their
immediate organization. One way to understand how
to deal with difficult people is to understand their
preferences, fears, and natural tendencies under
pressure. Another way to cope with difficult people is
to understand your own natural style as a VE
facilitator.

To improve your interaction with difficult people,
it helps to take the behaviors you observe during
your facilitations and analyze them. The analyses will
yield strategies for coping successfully with these
behaviors.

The top difficulties reported anecdotally for
facilitations relate to interaction problems, including:
excessive aggression or passivity, resistance to
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"You Sound Great!" and "English-Ease for International Personnel.”

change or procedure, off-task distractibility or
inability to focus, and preoccupation with details and
lack of structure, such as during brainstorming. Let’s
examine these one at a time.

Excessive Aggression: Overview

VE facilitators may encounter individuals who
compete with you for control and influence. In
general style, they are loud, combative, critical,
verbal, and anxious to run the meeting in their own
way via strong suggestions to the VE facilitator.
Under pressure, they may even be belligerent or
manipulative. Subtlely manipulative individuals may
seem like saboteurs. Their focus is on dominating
and getting tasks done. They fear being viewed as too
soft and losing social status. At their best, they
contribute many VE ideas. At their worst, they
compete for power with the VE facilitator.

They affect the VE session by being disruptive
and challenging, often creating a negative tone and
defensiveness in the VE facilitator. They can cause
quieter team members to inhibit their participation
for fear of harsh, public criticism by these aggressive
individuals. They will struggle with brainstorming
because they want to judge ideas quickly. On a
subtler level, aggressive individuals can use sarcasm,
side-bar conversations, and clever insults to assert
themselves inappropriately.1

Excessive Aggression: Solutions

One of your first actions for dealing with a very



SAVE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 1998

aggressive person is to limit the amount and intensity
of their speaking. Move toward them in the room.
Stand close to them. Turn your back on them. Leap
in when they pause to take a breath. If they talk out
of turn, point out that others have spoken before them
and need to be heard. Be gentle but firm. (Say, “X
you're doing a lot of the talking. Let’s hear from
someone else.”’) Let the quieter people know that you
want to hear from them, too. The rest of the team will
appreciate your taking control of the situation.”

With aggressive individuals, watch for nonverbal
signals in the room that others are being disturbed by
these behaviors. Note when individuals look
excessively and pointedly at the aggressive person,
when they sigh or move their bodies a great deal,
indicating agitation, and if they show no verbal
support of what the individual is saying. These are
signals that they expect the VE facilitator, as the
leader in the room, to take charge and influence the
disruptive person’s behavior.

If the rest of the individuals in the room show
support of the aggressive individual, such as by
giving him or her a great deal of eye contact, positive
head nodding, and verbal support such as saying
“Yes” and “That’s right,” then the VE facilitator
should consider whether the aggressive person is
expressing the group’s resistance to VE or the
activity. In response to group resistance, the VE
facilitator should let the group discuss their concerns
briefly and request that in exchange for the VE
facilitator’s having listened to them, that they give
the VE facilitator the same “hearing.” Agree to re-
test the validity and value of the VE process at a
particular time in the process. Note it publicly and
have a team member remind the VE facilitator of
their agreement.

Maximize aggressive individuals’ contributions to
the team by being clear, specific, brief, and to-the-
point. Stay focused. Present your materials in a well-
organized “package.” Be logical, factual, and specific
rather than anecdotal or casual. Provide statistics.
Refer frequently to objectives and the results that will
be achieved. Use time efficiently, move on quickly
after addressing them.'

The VE facilitator needs to also consider whether
or not perceived aggressiveness is more of a function
of cultural differences than of individual behavior.
Cultures differ widely as far as degree of acceptable
aggression. For example, Germans are generally
aggressive communicators by North American
standards. They will criticize loudly and bluntly in
groups. A VE facilitator from a less aggressive
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response while functioning within a more aggressive
culture is to restate the purpose of the session or
activity and tell the individual to sit down and
participate. Those from aggressive cultures respect a
show of strength from the session leader.

Other cultures may produce seemingly aggressive
individuals because those culitures are very tolerant of
confrontation. In contrast, many North Americans are
often conflict-averse, especially in public such as in
team meetings and training sessions. Individuals
from Latin American countries are often able to
engage in spirited and emotional conflict and
disagreement, but there are rarely negative feelings
or lingering insult after these conflicts. Those from
more conflict-averse cultures often are traumatized
and intimidated by open displays of aggression or
passionate anger. It is therefore important for the VE
facilitator functioning outside his or her cultural
norms to consider the environment and dominant
culture of the team members and its potential
influence on the VE session.

Excessive Passivity: Overview

Some team players are low-key and passive. They
prefer to know what is expected of them, to do
repetitive work, and concentrate on getting tasks
done. They prefer to listen rather than talk or direct
activities. They like to know clearly what the
requirements and procedures are. They like specific
information. They are generally quiet, but when they
speak they can make profound but unpretentious,
clear statements and voice their enjoyment of
working with others. At their worst, they can become
upset by unexpected change, unassertive, silent, and
self-sacrificing.

Their impact on the team is minimal because they
inhibit what they are thinking. Teams with large
numbers of passive individuals are silent and
reluctant to take risks, such as those risks inherent to
brainstorming sessions. With VE processes being so
dependent on verbal interaction, this form of
passivity and inhibition of communication can be
enormously challenging to a VE facilitator’s success.
Even though the transformation of processes created
by VE may be exciting to the facilitator, the passive
individual’s response to change is anxiety. The
facilitator should minimize enthusiasm for change
and emphasis on the extent of change. Minimal
change is more acceptable to these individuals than
extensive change.

When the VE facilitator changes to different
phases of the VE process with a large group of
passive individuals, the facilitator should allow time
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for them to “rest” between phases. It is also helpful to
be clear and calm in facilitating transitions from
section to section and phase to phase.

Excessive Passivity: Solutions

To encourage passive communicators to
communicate more, the facilitator should express that
he or she is personally committed to the session.
Show interest in them as people. Ask them about
themselves and their families. Don’t put a great deal
of pressure on them. Be patient and responsive. Lead
them in a soft, non-threatening way. Check for hurt
feelings, which are not necessarily apparent. Be
organized and minimize their personal risk in the
situation. Be clear and specific. Don’t put them “on
the spot” or challenge them to produce more.

Note that the actual feelings and perceptions the
VE facilitator can have about passive individuals are
often alarmingly wrong. Passive individuals are
rarely maliciously inhibited. Their inhibition is
usually a function of high sensitivity and low belief
in the value and accuracy of their own perceptions.
The task of the VE facilitator becomes to create an
atmosphere conducive to communicating for
sensitive individuals: supportive, low-key, non-
challenging, and gentler than usual.

What about people who are from seemingly
passive cultures? By North American standards, the
Chinese are often viewed as passive. They seem to
contribute less willingly during group discussions
and can be silent during brainstorming and
discussions. This unwillingness to speak up in
meetings by people of Chinese backgrounds has been
attributed to a cultural restriction on speaking when
one is uncertain or “guessing.” Chinese cultural
norms for speaking indicate that speaking in public is
appropriate if one’s facts are exact and one has the
expertise to voice an opinion. In some Asian
countries, hierarchical restrictions indicate that only
the most senior person speaks. In other Asian
cultures, voicing one’s own opinion is inappropriate
because it denigrates the importance of the group. All
of these cultural factors can contribute to perceived
passivity. Know the individuals involved in VE
sessions, and know their cultural expectations.

Distractibility: OQverview

Some individuals are distractible. Their focus is
on talking, friendships, and entertaining themselves
and the rest of the group. They have trouble staying
on-task. These socially-oriented, confident-looking
people crave attention, attraction, and an atmosphere
that is party-like. They worry about people’s feelings

58

and are persuasive, enthusiastic, open, trusting, and
expressive. They like a casual atmosphere. They say
things such as “I’'m enjoying myself” and are often
laughing and joking. Under pressure, they can
“oversell” their ideas and be too easily persuaded,
disorganized, and worried about what others think of
them. They fear lack of change and dislike systems
and completing tasks.

Distractibility: Solutions

Distractible individuals need time to socialize and
to express their opinions. Offer them incentives to
take risks and to pay attention to details. They need
warmth and a casual atmosphere to succeed. Let
them know that you value them. Check to see if they
have agreed too readily to others’ ideas. Announce
each change of activity with enthusiasm to hold their
attention. Avoid having people of this type working
together. Together they can be very unfocused and
distracting to others.

More solutions for working well with distractible,
unfocused individuals are:

e Talk about ideas, intuitions, and vision
statements

e Make your conversations and presentations
interactive

Be sociable yet fast-paced

Talk about people and their goals

Don'’t talk to them about details

Ask for their opinions about relationships
Be convincing by using testimonials
Offer incentives for their risk-taking '

While doing VE around the world, note that in
some cultures the pursuit of relationships takes
higher priority than getting tasks done. In VE, getting
“right to work” is inappropriate in these cultures.
This is often true outside the US. VE facilitators
should take the time to express genuine interest in the
individuals in the group. Don’t just do pre-sessions
that collect data on the projects only. Pay attention to
the relationships and individual interests of the
participants.3

Preoccupation with Details and Structure; Overview

Some individuals are not easy-going. They are
motivated to be thorough and correct. They are often
described as cautious and critical. They like rules,
order, and higher moral standards. They say phrases
such as “I want to be careful” or “I want this to be up
to standards.” At best, they are precise and observant.
At their worst, they can be intolerant of others’
differences. They will have problems inhibiting
judgment during brainstorming sessions.
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Preoccupation with Details and Structure; Solutions

To work well with these conscientious
participants, make your materials accurate,
methodical, and practical. Show them how you will
proceed step by step. Be specific. Ask for their input.
Don’t react negatively to their serious attitudes.
Validate their high standards. Give them time to
think. Do what you say you will do. Set priorities
clearly. Listen seriously to their concemns.
Understand that they can sound very negative and
come across as distrustful.

More tips for coping with these detail-oriented
and perfectionistic people are:
Prepare well and check accuracy
Be direct, logical, and low-key
Focus on getting work done
Talk about specific information
Do not rush them
Be convincing by presenting a scheduled
approach for implementation with a step by
step timetable
Assure them that there will be no surprises
Give them time to verify what you said
Be realistic
Provide solid, tangible, practical evidence !

There are other (often humorous) ways to
determine the type of difficult person you are dealing
with. Look at their typical behaviors during activities
you might share with them:

Example 1: On the golf course

The aggressive person drives the golf cart and often
attempts to play through other groups.

The passive person golfs on the same day, at the
same time, in the same place almost every time.

The distractible, sociable person spends as much time
in the clubhouse talking as on the course golfing.

The detail-oriented person keeps score and plays
strictly by the rules with very clean clubs.

Example 2: At the supermarket

The aggressive person is a fast, impulsive shopper.
No list.

The passive person is prepared, has a list, and shops
efficiently.

The distractible, sociable person talks to strangers in
the store and is attracted to fancy packaging.

The detail-oriented person brings coupons and a
calculator to the store.

Example 3: At a restaurant
The aggressive person tries exotic foods. At home,
he or she eats over the sink.
The passive person eats from the four basic food
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groups each day. At home, a passive person follows
recipes diligently.

The distractible, sociable person loves to go to
gourmet restaurants. At home, distractibles have the
latest kitchen gadgets but don’t use them.

The detail-oriented person knows the amount of fat
in each food and will pay reasonable prices for
meals. At home, detailers buy kitchen gadgets that
are economical and well-constructed.'

Example 4. In a VE study

The aggressive person will suggest changes to the
agenda, the break schedule, and meeting starting and
ending times

The passive person will be quiet during the meeting
and prefer working diligently alone during the
phases.

The distractible person likes warm-up activities, talks
while the VE facilitator talks, and will talk a lot
during breaks.

The detail-oriented person will make sure the FAST
diagram’s logic is correct and will have trouble
inhibiting criticism during the creative phase.*

STRESS AND VE SESSIONS:
IMPACT ON FACILITATIONS

That many engineers are introverts adds a degree
of stress that has an impact on VE sessions.
Specifically, many introverts think that they have to
act “extroverted” to succeed in business. This
stressful conformity detracts from comfort during
group activities such as VE sessions. The VE
facilitator can compensate for this tension by
allowing introverts to meditate and reflect on
learning on a regular basis.

Some VE facilitators are familiar with the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator and the personality types
associated with this instrument. Below are
suggestions based upon those personality types:

Extroverts want to talk a lot. Let them express
themselves regularly. Concrete “Sensors” are literal
and detail-oriented. Spell out specifics and let them
experience what you are talking about. Intuitive
individuals will be disruptive unless you let them
participate and talk about their experiences. Thinkers
need a chance to analyze what they hear. “Feelers”
function well when the VE facilitator creates a happy
climate. “Judgers” prefer structure: agendas,
schedules, and charts. “Perceivers” function best with
self-pacing.5
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EVALUATING YOUR FACILITATION STYLE

Determining Your Own Style:

Task versus People Orientation

Try to determine your natural style or type as a
reference point for coping with the difficulties
described above. First, determine whether you are
task or people oriented. For example, task-oriented
people are focused mainly on getting things done and
making tangible progress on projects. Relationship-
oriented people are mainly concerned about who is
involved in a project, how they are reacting to the VE
process, and how to make them more comfortable.

You will be attracted to and most respectful of
team members whose orientation—task  or
relationship—is most like yours. Knowing your
natural tendencies gives you a starting point for
evaluating others. It also creates the possibility that
you have your own weaknesses and fears that other
types and certain situations can provoke in you.

Fears and Problems Associated with Your Style

Each orientation or style can sabotage the success
of one’s VE sessions. Here are ways to keep VE
sessions running smoothly.

If you fear a loss of control, your facilitations
may be characterized by lack of concern for others’
feelings or views. This tendency can be worsened
with pressure or resistance by the participants. To
compensate for this tendency, inhibit your desire to
lecture them. Restrict your speaking to a few short
sentences when your sense of control seems to be
challenged. Assess whether your reaction is excessive
relative to the participants’ attempt to participate and
take responsibility for the VE session. Watch for
clusters of nonverbal signals of excessive quiet in
both their speaking and their facial expressions, the
latter becoming “wooden” or withdrawn.

If you are nervous about not being accepted or
liked, you might be easily distracted and overly
concemed about participants’ lack of enthusiasm for
VE, which could in turn depress you. Instead of
reacting to small nonverbal communication signals
such as participants’ glances away from you,
postpone judgment of their reactions until you
perceive a cluster of related negative behaviors.
Improve the pace or by checking whether or not you
have lost your focus and begun to rambile.

If you dislike change, you might be too rigid
about the VE process, not considering variations that
would serve the participants better. Consider an
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occasional suggestion to try something different.
Have a way of testing whether small changes reaily
worked. Decide if group harmony or participation is
a higher priority than exactness of the process.

If you are excessively sensitive about criticism,
you might be overly suspicious of participants’
sidebar conversations and might be intolerant of their
suggestions. Leave time to talk and listen with
interest to the participants outside of the training
session. Get to know them and find something to
respect about them before the sessions begin. Be
careful about rushing to judgment about individuals’
abilities. When participants anger you, avoid
speaking and smile instead. Assume lack of
knowledge before assuming malice in others’ actions.

Researchers have found that group members
acted toward competent leaders with less dominance,
more reasonableness, and less hostility.® Knowing
the strengths and weaknesses of one’s style leads to a
better VE study and optimal leadership performance.

COMPATIBILITY OF DIFFERENT TYPES

Similar types tend to be compatible socially.
However, with work tasks such as VE sessions,
different types strengthen the group but can result in
conflict. To work together with different types, we
need to create an atmosphere of mutual respect, trust,
and a willingness to adapt. Figure 1 shows how
different types may be compatible socially but
disruptive during VE sessions. VE facilitators should
compare their personal types to the other categories

Figure 1. Known Capabilities of Different Styles

Types Key:
D=dominant, controlling types
I=influential, social, distractible types
S=steady, change-averse types
C=conscientious, detail-oriented types
Situations Key:
S=  Social Interaction
W= Work Tasks
Types | Excellent | Good | Fair | Poor
D-D S w
D-1 S w
D-S w S
D-C W S
I-1 S w
I-S W S
I-C w S
S-S S w
S-C S W
C-C S







