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WHY CAN’T WE ALL JUST GET ALONG? 
 

Sometimes there is a person in a group who seems to go against the flow, who 

seems to be difficult to get along with, who impedes progress.  You may value the 

person but find that this person can influence the group in a negative manner and a 

solution is needed to get the members enthused and willing to work together 

toward the goal!  As a leader, you need to get the “difficult member” to become an 

asset instead of a liability.   

 

 

  Just as an aside, don’t expect a difficult member to change and become the ideal 

member in just a few days, weeks or months.  This is a process and may take years 

to achieve.  However, by using some of the tips suggested in this workshop, you 

will find it easier to become a productive council that is not held back because of a 

few difficult members.  

 

One of the most common difficult members is the complainer/negativist. This 

person complains about everything!  Nothing seems to meet their expectations.  

Even though they complain about everything, they seldom, if ever, offer any 

constructive alternatives.  They may assert that any project you suggest cannot 

succeed.  They can have a negative influence on the other members and can affect 

the success of your project.  You need to turn this person into a problem-solver!  

But the question is: HOW?   

 

Does anyone have an idea of what you can do to get this type of member working 

with you instead of against you? 

 

 

The first thing that you need to do is to avoid being drawn into their point of view.  

Listen to them, but don’t agree with them.  Acknowledge their point of view by 

paraphrasing or restating their complaint.  If necessary, interrupt.  Stop the 

discussion from continuing down a negative path.  Do not allow this member to 

undermine the entire program.  A complainer may enjoy hearing herself and could 

be prone to take up a large portion of the meeting airing her complaints, thereby 

lengthening the meeting and exposing all members to the negative influence. 

Express your optimism for the project.  Emphasize finding solutions over 

complaining.  Try to get the complainer to be specific.  A specific complaint can be 

addressed, whereas a general “It won’t work” is harder to refute. 
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A similar type of difficult member is the know-it-all.  This person would have you 

believe that they not only have encountered every problem you are encountering 

but have solved it for all time!  They may be condescending or pompous.  They 

may try to make you appear to be an idiot.   

 

Does anyone have an idea of what you can do to get this type of member working 

with you instead of against you? 

 

This member needs to know that you have done your homework and have 

knowledge of the subject.  Your opinions are valid! Sometimes an idea will work 

in a certain time and place but may not be workable in another.  The same is true in 

reverse.  What didn’t work before may have been an idea ahead of its time.  Listen 

to the know-it-all and acknowledge their viewpoint.  We need to learn from each 

other’s experience but must realize that each situation is unique.  Ask pertinent 

questions but avoid a public confrontation.  It is important to refrain from being the 

counter-expert.  Stand up for yourself in a non-threatening manner.  Be friendly.  

They may respect you more after you defend your position and may eventually 

become an important part of your project. 

 

The next type of difficult member you may encounter is the “do-nothing/ 

agreeable” member.  This member will agree to anything, but often will not fulfill 

their commitment.  They so want to please you in the short-term that they will 

agree to anything, but follow-through is not something that they can accomplish in 

a timely manner.  They are sincere and supportive.  But they rarely live up to their 

commitments or your expectations. 

 

Does anyone have an idea of what you can do to get this type of member working 

with you instead of against you? 

 

This member needs to know that you value honesty over empty promises.  Make 

honesty a non-threatening option.  After all, honesty is not only a policy; it is a 

commandment!  Make sure that they understand the full parameters of the job.  As 

the leader you are responsible for making the members understand what exactly 

you are asking for.  If they are not able to make a promise that they can keep, 

discourage them from making that promise in the first place.  They need to realize 

that although they may be eager to please, by making unrealistic commitments they 

are hindering the success of the council.  If possible, find a compromise solution 

that can provide a win/win situation.  Ask this member to be responsible for a 

segment that they can accomplish.  By encouraging this member to accept a job 
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that they are able to accomplish, you may build their confidence to enable them to 

perform bigger jobs in the future.   

 

An “unresponsive” member is another type of member that can cause problems for 

a council.  This member seldom responds with more than a “yes”, “no” or “I don’t 

know”.  They do not contribute ideas in a meeting.  They sometimes seem not to 

have an opinion on anything.  They do not offer to help and do not add 

substantively to the council. 

 

Does anyone have an idea of what you can do to get this type of member working 

with you instead of against you? 

 

When dealing with an “unresponsive” member, it is important to encourage this 

member to become an active participant.  Begin to elicit a response by asking only 

open-ended questions that need a reply of more than a simple “yes” or “no”.  Be 

careful not to rush in and put words in the mouths of this member.  Try using a 

long pause to allow this member time to formulate an answer.  When they do 

provide input, you can break the tension by restating their answer to encourage 

them to clarify their position without pressure.  Understand that in a meeting you 

need to keep to the agenda, so you need to set time limits. You may want to try to 

ask another member to mentor this member and encourage them to share ideas in 

an informal setting before the meeting begins.  Don’t expect an “unresponsive” 

member to change overnight!  Set little goals and in time you may be able to see a 

big change! 

 

A final type of difficult member is the “indecisive” member.  This member cannot 

make a decision and may hinder the group from making a decision.  Often a 

decision needs to be made by a specific deadline.  An “indecisive” member can 

inhibit progress when allowed to become influential in a meeting by expressing her 

doubts.  Maybe she just has trouble making any decision.  Or maybe she is an 

introvert who finds it hard to express herself in public. When decisions are 

delayed, a council may become less successful. 

 

Does anyone have an idea of what you can do to get this type of member working 

with you instead of against you? 

 

When faced with an “indecisive” member be careful to not allow this person to 

influence the entire decision-making process.  It is most important that issues are 

discussed in the open so that all options are evident.  Don’t withhold information 

that is necessary to make a good decision.  The discussion should include 
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suggestions to avoid possible problems so that an informed decision can be made.  

Emphasize the importance of making a quality decision in a specific time-frame.  

After a decision has been made, make sure that the entire council supports the 

decision in both words and actions.   

 

 
 


