Adapted from Master Facilitation—A Course on Effective Facilitation for Group and Public Processes:

Managing Challenging Situations in a Group


MANAGING CHALLENGING SITUATIONS

IN A GROUP

Outcome

Extension educators recognize challenging behaviors and respectfully and successfully address them with the individual or the group involved. 

Skill mastery includes 
1. Focusing on prevention with a well thought out process design based on a thorough assessment of the participant group.

2. Helping the group use ground rules.

3. Recognizing that challenging behaviors are goal-oriented.

4. Rejecting a challenging behavior but not the person exhibiting it.

5. Assessing one’s own behavior and how one reacts to a participant’s challenging behavior. 
6. Managing a dual role: facilitator/convener, facilitator/staff. 
7. Knowing how to deal with situations when hostility is directed at the facilitator/moderator. 
8. The ability to advise others (e.g. local officials, content experts) on how to work with some challenging behaviors and situations at meetings. 

WHAT TO DO WHEN...

	This section covers a variety of ways to work through challenging situations—some more challenging than others. These suggestions do not all work in all situations but are considered best practices for many situations. The facilitator must choose the most effective response(s) to fit the situation—that is the art of facilitation. 

Remember to first focus on prevention with a well thought out process plan based on a thorough assessment of the client group. Use ground rules adopted by the group, treat people fairly, and maintain respectful communication. 



MISTAKEN EXPECTATIONS—YOU HAVE BEEN MISREPRESENTED TO THE PARTICIPANTS

Facilitators count on the “client” to inform the participants about what to expect of the planned facilitated process. You should work with the client to see that happens. Unfortunately, sometimes it does not in spite of the best of the facilitator’s efforts.

1. One of the first things you do with the group is explain your role and what you see as the objectives for the meeting.  

2. Look for signs of mistaken expectations such as people reluctant to participate or give suggestions, people seemingly resistant or confused about what you are trying to do, and/or they seem to be expecting something different than what you had planned. Check it out with them.  

3. Tell the group your assumption about this so they can clarify their expectations. Work with them to determine the most effective way to move forward.  

GROUP HAS BEEN MISREPRESENTED TO THE FACILITATOR 

Note—a thorough situation assessment nearly always prevents this from happening. An example of when it might occur is when you have only talked to the leadership of the group or organization. Sometimes they have a different take on the needs of the rank and file. 
1. Once you realize the problem, ask the group about their situation and what would be most useful during this particular meeting. This might be their first time together to talk about a mutual problem. Include whoever “hired” you in this discussion.
2. Say nothing. When you see that their expectations are different than yours, go with the flow and adjust your process to meet their needs. This is the most likely scenario for when the group is misrepresented to you.

THE GROUP CAN'T GET STARTED

1. Do a warm-up activity.

2. Break into small groups and use a focus question to get them thinking, talking, and working together in a less formal setting than the larger group.

3. Break into small groups and ask them to come up with two or three questions, or topics, that need addressing during the meeting. 
4. Ask for specific input from an individual.

5. Ask a resource person to summarize information, facts, etc. that pertain to the topic/issue.

THE GROUP HAS LOST ITS ENERGY

1. Check the "pulse" of the group by polling everyone to see what they are thinking about the issue(s) being discussed. 

2. Break into small groups with specific, assigned tasks.

3. Determine if more information is needed.

4. Stand up, take a break.

5. Take a break and follow with an energizer activity. 

MEETING DEADLOCKED

This can happen is spite of a well designed process, or you may “inherit” a group because they are deadlocked and have now decided they need a facilitator. This often happens to Extension educators. 
1. Agree on principles. If the discussion is bogged down with disputes over details, get the group to agree on basic principles first. This gives them a sense of accomplishment and establishes common ground to eventually make a decision. 
2. Minimize risk. Many deadlocks occur because people do not want to promise more than they can deliver. If you sense that is the case, check it out. If the response is affirmative, suggest altering the proposed solution/action to expect less (at least in the foreseeable future). Or, suggest looking at alternatives such as delegating, dividing a proposed project among more individuals or departments. 

3. Set a trial period. If the group is tentative about a solution that seems to be the best alternative, ask if they could consider testing it for a trial period, and what that might look like. 

4. Draft a working document. Sometimes it is easier to evaluate possible solutions when people see them in writing and have time to think about them. Ask if it would be helpful to do that, and then use that information as the primary purpose for the next meeting. Someone could also document the pros, cons, and trade-offs to the various alternatives prior to the meeting. Or, they could be part of the analysis at the next meeting. 
5. Hold private meetings. Deadlocks often result when an issue is so emotional or complex that it is difficult for people to move forward to a decision. It can be helpful if the facilitator meets separately with representatives of the various sides of the issue. The facilitator can identify any common ground, areas in dispute, or alternatives that may come to light in the private sessions. That information can be documented in a neutral format by the facilitator for the group to use the next time they meet.   

6. Create a task force. Groups are sometimes too large or their agendas too full to address the essential aspects of a problem When that happens it is effective to name a smaller task force to evaluate the problem and make recommendations to the larger group. This saves time and gives the large group more concise information to work with at a later meeting.

7. Alter ingredients. Some groups deadlock because it is the same old people in the same old place. You can encourage new group dynamics by meeting in a new atmosphere—local hotel or retreat setting, and/or adding participants (e.g. ones with creative energy, a customer, a client) or removing participants (e.g. authority figure, board member). 
8. Redefine the goals or issues. Deadlocks sometimes occur because the goals for a meeting are not stated clearly—too abstract, too broad. When that is the case, the group may not know how to move forward. You can write the issue/goal down for them, and if it is too complex, divide it into sub-issues that are easier for the group to handle.

9. Change the choices. Sometimes the only thing to do is go back to the drawing board and start brainstorming. Have participants throw out any ideas they have even the far out ones. Then go back over the list and identify those they think are best.

QUIET, SHY, OR VERBAL DROP-OUT

1. Use a break-out group with a round-robin activity to get everyone involved.

2. Switch to writing responses on cards so people can think about their responses for a while before sharing their ideas. This can be done in a break out group as well. 
3. Rotate facilitators in the break out groups. 

4. Talk with them privately during a break to determine if there is problem associated with the process, or something else. 

YOUR EXERCISE OR ACTIVITY FLOPS

1. Admit it, and tell the group what your expectations were. Find out why they reacted the way they did, and talk about why it happened (e.g. poor instructions). 
2. Consider what they tell you and be prepared to do something differently—quite differently if possible. 

SOMEONE ASKS YOU TO MAKE A DECISION

1. Let him or her know that your facilitator role is not one of decision-maker.

2. Help set criteria for a decision.

3. Someone asks you for specific information. Ask, will someone in the group provide the answer to that question? 
NOT ENOUGH TIME TO GET THROUGH PLANNED AGENDA

When you plan your agenda, it is helpful to somewhat overestimate the time needed for each activity and phase of the intervention. Even if you do this, participants may arrive late, return from the breaks late in spite of your efforts, or have a good discussion going that needs extra time. When these types of events happen, here are some things you can do.

1. With the group, prioritize what is left on the agenda so the highest priority items get covered first.
2. Half-way to three-quarters way through the meeting, if it looks like you will not have time to complete the planned tasks, let the participants know. Then let them decide what is most important to work on during the time they have remaining. 

3. When it looks like there is not enough time to complete the tasks, let the group know, and discuss alternatives such as extending the current meeting time, schedule another meeting, have a committee or task force continue the work and report back to whole group, etc. 
THE GROUP GOES ON A TANGENT (GETS OFF THE SUBJECT)

1. Ask an "I" question about being off the subject, I'm confused, I thought we were talking about ___.  Ask the group to clarify where they are with the topic. 

2. Bring them back to the topic. It looks like we’ve strayed from the main topic [name it], am I right? 
3. Clarify the topic of discussion.  
4. Use a "storage bin" (e.g. “parking lot”) to save ideas that come up but are not directly related to the topic at hand. A storage bin is a list of ideas that are stored for discussion in the future, generally on a flip chart. 

IDENTIFYING POINTS OF AGREEMENT AND ESTABLISHING AGREEMENT

1. With the group, identify themes heard in the discussion and write them on a flip chart for review. 

2. From a laundry list of ideas, use multi-voting to identify those items participants agree on. 

3. Use a collaborative process and work to reach consensus in the group.

4. Ask an individual to summarize a recommendation/proposal for the group.

5. Take a straw poll to identify where participants are in regards to a potential agreement. 

6. Between meetings, the facilitator can write a first-draft agreement for participants to respond to. This could also be done with the core planning team. 
COMPLAINER

Complainers seem to gripe over and over, but make no apparent attempt to do anything about what they complain about. This is generally because they feel powerless to do so or because they do not want to take the responsibility for a solution. Here are some strategies for dealing with a complainer.

1. Acknowledge what the complainer says by paraphrasing the complaints. But do not agree with them.
2. Interrupt and take control of the situation as complainers tend to ramble.

3. Let the group decide how to deal with the complaint(s). If it is directly tied to the objectives of the meeting, is it something that can be worked on at that meeting? 

4. Include the concern in the notes and move on with the discussion.

SKEPTIC
The skeptic seems to have a negative attitude about the topic and ideas generated during a discussion—why ideas won’t work, the suggestions are too expensive, etc.

1. If your assessment has identified a skeptical participant as a real possibility, have the planners and information providers come armed with reliable facts, figures, and associated values. 

2. Make it safe for those who do not agree with the skeptic to voice their opinions and provide an alternative view. 

3. Ask the skeptic to address his or her specific doubts, and share the why’s of their perspective. 
SOMEONE DOMINATES, KNOW-IT-ALL 
What seems like dominating may be more normal behavior than problematic. Some people just talk more because they have more significant knowledge to share, more confidence to do so, they are more interested in the topic, they are the “boss” and used to having the floor, and so on. When it becomes problematic (others prevented from participating), try the following. 

1. If he or she is in a large group, put them into a small group with assigned tasks. Spend some time with the dominant person's group to make sure they are sharing the “air time.”
2. Acknowledge his or her point of view and ask for other points of view or other's experiences related to the issue/topic. Break eye contact. 
3. Do a round robin—put a question out to the group that everyone responds to in turn. 

4. Poll the group to see where everyone is with the topic.

5. Talk to the person privately at a break. Explain that you are picking up some frustration from the group because he or she is getting more "air time" than the others. Let them know that from time to time you will purposely not call on them and give others the opportunity to talk. 
SOMEONE BECOMES DEFENSIVE

1. Don’t cut them off, but offer something like this. I don’t want to lose that idea, let’s see how it fits into the agenda/solution. 

2. I know this is a struggle, let’s see how…? 

DISTRUST OF FACILITATOR 
1. Cultivate trust by always acting in a trustworthy manner.

2. Do what you say you will do.

3. Admit to mistakes if necessary.

4. Always be truthful and transparent with the group.
FACILITATOR FEELS UNDERMINDED BY A PARTICIPANT(S) 
1. Remember that you are there to serve the group. 

2. Remember, generally the “difficult” person is not out to get you. He or she has needs they want met, and/or a need to vent about something. 

3. Use ground rules the group adopted, not ones you imposed on the group.

4. Get buy-in on the agenda prepared. Here’s the agenda I propose, and I’m open to changes or amendments. Note: This somewhat depends on your agreements with whoever “hired” you. 

REPETITION AND STORYTELLING 
1. It helps to have a ground rule such as “cover the ‘end point’ first,” then you can remind the individual. 

2. Go stand next to the person.

3. When a point is repeated, ask How is this idea different than ____? Or, Is this like ____ [what was covered before]. Point to it on the flip chart. 
SIDE BAR CONVERSATIONS
1. Stand next to the person(s) if it happens again.

2. Quit talking (you, the facilitator) and let the room go silent except for the side bar conversation. 

3. Talk to them about it privately during a break. 
4. Remind the group of the ground rules about respecting the speaker(s).
INTERRUPTIONS

1. To interrupter—excuse me Sam, I want to check if Eileen was finished.
2. Hold on Janet. [Use your hand as a stop sign.] Mike, it looks as if you weren’t finished. Is that right?  
SILENCE

1. This may not be easy, but wait it out for 20-30 seconds (count to yourself, 1-and, 2-and, 3-and…). Then mention the silence and ask about the cause. Shannon asked the group who was responsible for the managing the security system, and no one said anything… I’m curious. What does the silence mean? 

2. People may be uncomfortable with the topic, or not comfortable with speaking out about it. Assuming you have ground rules about being respectful and making it ok to disagree, you can ask them about such things. Give people the opportunity to talk about the situation, but don’t force the issue with them. Respect their right to be silent. 
HIDDEN AGENDAS
Note: Hidden agendas are interests that are not articulated in the group. They are often about individual self-interests that fall outside the apparent interests the person brings to the table. 

1. Often these surface during the situation assessment phase as a possibility so pay attention, be ready to manage “hidden agendas” with your process (e.g. use focus questions that surface what is hidden). 
2. During the discussion with the group, work to surface any hidden agendas by a general conversation, a round robin, or a brainstorming activity to identify the various interests that might be involved in the issue/topic. This can normalize the “hidden” interest and allow it to be part of the overall discussion. 
3. Once surfaced and if there is a potential significant impact, you may want to take some time to see where it fits in the overall discussion and decision making. Ask something like, How do you want to deal with this today? 
GROUP MEMBERS ARGUE

1. Before you point out the ground rule that disagreeing is ok, stop the discussion with a time-out sign (“T” with hands). Ask each individual to pause and then briefly, one at a time, describe their idea and why it is important to them.
2. Ask the group, What ideas do you suggest that will meet both/all of your needs? 

3. It seems the intensity of the discussion has picked up quite a bit. I suggest we take a deep breath and reflect quietly. Is that ok with you? 

4. NOTE: When the group has adopted a ground rule saying it is ok to disagree, arguments seldom happen.

A CONFLICT ARISES

1. When it is a disagreement and not overt conflict, make sure the participants understand that it is ok to disagree (this should be a ground rule).

2. Remind them that nearly all problem solving includes differences of opinion, and that it is normal to have differences of opinions about things that are important to us.

3. State the obvious, “We have two points of view here.” 

4. Sometimes other participants step in to manage the conflict. If their intervention works, let them handle it then move on. 

5. Ask others for their points of view on the issue, or ask them to share other information they have about the issue.

6. When there is a problem, identify/name what you observe. 

7. Don’t overreact. 

8. Let people express their feelings but not to the point it becomes a therapy session or overtakes the reason you are all together. 
9. Consider the relevance of the conflict to the overall topic. If it is relevant, ask a “how” question that incorporates the interests expressed. For example, How do we maintain security in the building, and get the potential jurors through the security gate and into the courtroom in a timely manner? 

10. If the conflict cannot be resolved at the time, suggest the issue be tabled and turned over to a committee or group to look at it more closely.

11. Look for what the group can agree on and work with it.

12. Focus on the issues and not individuals.

13. Keep it "safe" for people to disagree (ground rules can help here). 

14. Remember, you do not need to have the perfect response to every situation. Once in a while, it is ok to ask the group how they would like you to handle a situation. 
15. Take a break. 

AN INDIVIDUAL GETS VERY UPSET: ANGER, SADNESS 
1. Facilitators must work on being comfortable with a variety of emotions from very restrained to quite expressive—don’t fear expressions of emotion. Just work on keeping the environment “safe” for the participants. 

2. When ground rules adopted by the group are in place, outbursts rarely happen. 
3. When a person becomes quite angry, or verbally attacks another participant, the facilitator must intervene. Depending on the level of intensity, use empathic listening
 from in front of the group, or call for a break and talk to the person privately using empathic listening. You can also include their supervisor or the convener in this conversation. Note: Since they may have a very legitimate concern, avoid negative assumptions about their behavior. Find out the cause; try to work with it. 
4. Facilitators are not counselors, but empathic listening—expressing your own understanding of someone’s feelings can help others understand as well. I can see why this concerns you. 
5. When someone is tearful, often a friend or colleague will know what to do—place a hand on their shoulder, or make another gesture of comfort. 
6. When someone is tearful, you can say, What would be most helpful for you right now?
7. Offer the tearful person a choice of privacy or continuing with the discussion. 

8. The entire group can take a break. 

SOMEONE STATES A "TAKE IT OR LEAVE IT" ULTIMATUM

There is an assumption here that a collaborative process is breaking down. Ground rules often include a plan for handling "ultimatums."

1. Ask, If we can come up with a more attractive alternative for you to consider, how would you feel about it then?

2. Ask, It sounds like you’ve had enough of this discussion. Can you tell us more about that? 

THREATS AND PHYSICAL AGGRESSION
Handling anger is a facilitator’s job; handling serious threats and physical violence is not. Fortunately, it is extremely rare during facilitated processes. When it occurs, it is most often during a meeting open to the public. The violent individuals may have no investment in the overall success of the project or policy discussed, or they are trying to derail it. Facilitators are not obligated to try to work with threatening or violent behavior. Keep the participants and yourself safe, as best you can. You can call a halt to the meeting and say it will be rescheduled. You can call law enforcement. If your situation assessment has identified the potential for extreme and violent behavior, notify law enforcement in advance and/or have their phone numbers readily available. You can also enlist individuals from the planning team to stand watch and be ready to call for outside assistance from law enforcement. The “client” or convener should also be well aware of the potential situation and ready to support you. 

SUMMARY

How you deal with challenging behavior varies from situation to situation. In general, if there is a “problem” person, you can address the behavior with the group if it won’t seem to be pointing a finger at the “guilty” party. Several useful techniques are described in this section. Or, you can address the behavior with the individual during a break. Generally the person is being problematic because they have issues not being addressed by the group. Empathize and listen to them privately without making leaping assumptions. Get verbal agreements with the individual or the group once a challenging issue has been addressed. For example, Ok, we are agreed that the security gate issue is too big to handle at this meeting. Jackie’s committee will get the information we didn’t have today and bring it back next time.
Key Points

1. Help the group develop and use ground rules.

2. Recognize that many challenging behaviors are goal-oriented.

3. Reject the behavior but not the person.

4. Recognize the problem may be both an individual and a group problem.

5. Recognize that conflict can be constructive as well as destructive.

6. Assess your own behavior and how you react to a challenging behavior. 

7. Stay neutral.

8. Know your own conflict management style; understand the other styles.

9. Remember, prevention is the best insurance.

_______________________

MANAGING DUAL ROLES: FACILITATOR/CONVENER AND FACILITATOR/STAFF 
Extension educators must often manage the dual role of facilitator/convener, or facilitator/staff (e.g. provide the meeting content). The more effective facilitator you are, the more likely you will find yourself in this position. I do not recommend these “split personality” roles, but realistically it happens quite often. The challenge is maintaining a facilitator’s neutrality, and keeping your personal biases and interests separate from the facilitating function. 

If you are convening a group for an organization you are not connected to, and have minimal interest in the content outcome, it is easier to facilitate as usual—neutral and objective. If you are convening a group within an organization you are connected to, or have an interest in, your intent could be subject to scrutiny and criticism. 

Staff members, such as Extension educators, who facilitate organizational or public meetings have special challenges. They are often the designated facilitator and the technical/subject matter “expert” (or their work colleagues are). It is much harder to facilitate neutrally, when you are responsible for meeting the objectives of your organization. This leaves you open to criticism for biasing the meeting’s discussion. So, how do you overcome the challenges? 

Here are some guidelines for making these situations work as effectively as possible. Pick your own words that describe best what you are trying to accomplish. Depending on the expectations of your organization or the situation, explain your dual role up front to the participants.

1. I have a dual role tonight as your facilitator and convener. Though I am interested in [the topic], tonight my role is one of a neutral. If you see me straying from that role, call me on it and I’ll work to self-correct.  

2. I have a dual role tonight as a facilitator and staff member. Though I am interested in [the topic], I will work to remain neutral and focus on facilitating this meeting. My colleague [name him/her, them] will provide the technical information and answer your questions about it. 

3.  I have a dual role tonight as a facilitator and staff member [or facilitator/convener]. Typically, a facilitator remains neutral on the subject matter and does not contribute to the discussion. That is not an option for me tonight. I have information for you to consider, and will be presenting it as we work through the agenda. However, I [or the organization] want to hear your [ideas, concerns, recommendations, etc.] and I will work hard to be a good listener and take your ideas back to [the organization]. If you think I’m losing my objectively in that regard, call me on it and I’ll work to self-correct. Any questions about this? 
After this disclosure, make sure you follow through on what you said. If you do not, you will lose your creditability with the group. That may have negative consequences. 

________________________

COACHING AGENCY STAFF: HOW TO

PRESENT ISSUES, OPTIONS AND PROPOSALS
	Facilitators often work with agency staff members who participate in public involvement programs. Here are some guidelines to help them make objective presentations. If they truly want public input, this method will help make that happen. It provides an alternative to the expert opinion approach and lessens the chance of antagonizing those who show up at the meeting expecting the staff to be biased toward a particular outcome. 

This is written as if the facilitator were coaching the staff person.




GUIDELINES FOR PRESENTING AN ISSUE OBJECTIVELY 

In order to make informed recommendations or decisions about a complex, controversial issue, people need objective information, which is easy to understand. If your role is to present information without bias, these guidelines support that effort. In addition, they can help you present information in ways that encourage people to talk about the issue, and you can avoid accusations of “biased reporting.” These guidelines will help you connect the issue with people’s concerns, and report it fairly and clearly. Since potential strategies (e.g. solutions, recommendation) are often part of the presentation, you should address the critics’ point of view, and potential tradeoffs, as well. 

Presenting the Issue
· When you describe the problem, make sure that its impact is clear. Describe why it is important enough to concern people.

· If possible, make the issue real by using a compelling story, or some examples, that illustrate the tension and/or complexity that makes the issue difficult to resolve. 

· Be careful not to over-dramatize the issue, but don’t be satisfied with just describing the issue in the language of an expert.

Presenting the Strategies

· Make each potential strategy is realistic. Avoid theories and abstractions. Where possible, use stories and examples to describe the potential action.
· Be sure there is a clear relationship between each strategy and real human concerns or attitudes. People need to know what is important to supporters of each strategy, and why, so they can analyze the information and make informed recommendations and decisions.
· Without making things too complex, try to show each strategy in a different context. Describe what the results of that approach might be for different people in different circumstances. 
· Present the strategies in a balanced manner. Argue for each well, and structure them in a similar manner.
Presenting the Critics View (the “cons”)

· Offer two or three distinct arguments against each strategy. Keep these cons short and to the point. Explain only enough to make the basic criticism clear.

· Make sure that your cons come from different perspectives. Each strategy should stand alone and be subject to criticism from a variety of viewpoints.

· Make sure that the cons to each strategy clearly state the cost of pursuing that option. “Costs” can mean economic costs (to the region, the community, a group, or individual). But “costs” can also refer to other impacts, consequences, or losses (real and perceived) of things people care about and value. 

Some General Rules of Thumb

· Acknowledge there will be trade-offs no matter what strategies or approaches are selected to improve the situation. 
· Minimize your use of facts and figures in your presentation. Choose those strategic facts that help you make your points better. Include facts that help you define the issue, facts that support key arguments for each strategy or illustrate major ideas or proposals. 
· Make sure that each of your strategies is freshly thought out and articulated as well as compelling. Stay away from positions that are easily labeled liberal, conservative, or moderate. Avoid these labels entirely.
· If you write a report documenting the issue, write is clearly and in a way that will be understood by your intended audience. Write at an appropriate reading level, and avoid agency jargon. 
Developed originally at the request of U.S.D.A. Natural Resources Conservation Service staff by Kay Haaland, Washington State University Extension. 

_______________________

PREPARING FOR A HOSTILE AUDIENCE:

Coaching Staff and Officials

	Extension educators, often share meeting moderation/facilitation with public officials and/or their staff. If the issue under discussion is expected to be controversial, talk to the officials and staff about it ahead of time. If they seem concerned about being confronted by angry people, do some coaching and remind them not to take it personally and not to get defensive. This is sometimes easier said than done, but helpful to talk about ahead of time. Here are some tips for that conversation. 




Every meeting is finite, though they sometime appear to be interminable when dealing with a hostile audience. Anger and frustration directed at you should not be taken personally, but seen for what it really is—anger at the things you personify, or at the role you play. Hostile audiences do not generally target you as an individual but as an agency representative or as "the government."

Even though you may see such misdirected anger as unfair, it does provide the public a chance to vent, and to complain about the services delivered by its government. People get frustrated when they sense that someone they see in a "power role" has the power to block what they want. The irony of being in a perceived "power role" is that you, at the same time, may feel quite powerless in the situation.

With a hostile audience, it is generally better to do nothing to exaggerate your power role and to engage in behaviors which make the audience realize that they are dealing with a fellow human being rather than an impersonal role player. 
Sometimes interest groups may exaggerate their grievances and engage in personal attacks in an effort to lead the audience in an onslaught against the agency. They are using the expression of hostile feelings as a ploy rather than as a simple expression of feeling because it suits their political purposes. There are limits to this hostility strategy however. If they overplay their hand, and you appear warm and human to the rest of the audience, it will be they who are disapproved of, rather than you.

There are times when the intense feelings being expressed are a result of individuals having to hold them in for a while rather than because of the immediate grievance. This is particularly true if this is the first meeting in a community where key individuals have decided that somehow the agency has "done them wrong."  There is often little that you can do except stand there and take it.

As long as feelings are at a high level of intensity, there is little likelihood of anything productive happening. Consider holding a second meeting a couple of weeks later to begin to hammer out ways of responding to those frustrations. You must remain self-disciplined [and centered] to keep from reacting in a defensive or challenging manner.

A fundamental principle of dealing with a hostile audience is to conduct the meeting in such a way that it serves the public's purpose, not the agency's.

_____________________________

TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF WITH ANGRY, HOSTILE PEOPLE PRIVATE 


The “Umbrella” Technique
If you work with the public, chances are sooner or later you will be confronted by an angry or upset person. It is important to keep in mind that even though the anger and frustration may be aimed at you, it nearly always stems from another experience the person has had. It is important to take care of yourself first and then see what you can do to assist the angry person.

Try the “Umbrella” Technique – When someone tackles you verbally, imagine that you have a large umbrella over your head which is shedding off the anger, just like an umbrella sheds off rain. The angry person can keep dumping their anger on you, but you will be able to listen attentively because their words cannot hurt you. This allows the person to vent for a while and it may prevent them from “exploding” later. The umbrella filters out the person’s anger but not the person.

You need to use the umbrella technique about 20 times for it to become a habit. That means you need to put yourself on the firing line occasionally to get the experience. If you are going into a situation where you expect anger or outbursts directed at you, practice using this technique in your mind several times (visualization). 

How you are affected by anger depends on your frame of mind. Consider how you would feel if you won $7,000,000 in the state lottery on Wednesday and on Thursday an angry person confronted you at a public hearing or meeting. Your buoyant feelings from winning the lottery would probably shield you from the impact of the angry words (like the imaginary umbrella, or a Plexiglas shield). Alternatively, if you heard on Wednesday that a dear friend or relative had a terminal illness, and on Thursday an angry citizen confronted you, your personal shields would probably be vulnerable to the verbal attack. That is when the “umbrella” technique could work for you.

[image: image1.wmf]
___________________________________________________________
� It is very helpful if the facilitator understands their own conflict style and recognizes the other styles—when they are constructive and when they are not. 





� The book Extreme Facilitation by Suzanne Ghais describes empathic listening. 
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