
Working with Different Personalities in Your Small Group
The Talkers will answer every question with answers that seem to go on forever.  Talkers are usually very knowledgeable and kind-hearted.  They just don't always have the social skills needed to help you keep things on track.
Sometimes they will talk for a long time.  You need to have the courage to help the talker wrap things up.  One of the best methods is to simply finish the talker’s thoughts for them and then quickly allow someone else to speak.
What a small group leader can do: The secret to dealing with talkers is to remember that the group is usually waiting for the facilitator to do something.  You should begin by working to draw others out.  Look for a pause to jump in and allow others to contribute.  Talkers aren't the enemy.  In fact, talkers will often bring profound points to the conversation.  Turn talkers into allies by talking to them after the get-together.  Compliment their quick thinking and openness, explain the goals for drawing everyone into the discussion, and ask the talker to help draw out everyone during future discussions.
The Quiet Ones are easy to ignore because they never bother the other group members. In fact, they've become experts at being ignored and missed.  The individuals need very gentle coaching and encouragement to start allowing others to get to know them.
What a small group leader can do:  Most quiet ones feel afraid of speaking in front of groups, so help them break the ice by sharing in pairs.  Mix the pairs up so they have a chance to get to know everyone in the group.  Remind the group often that it needs everyone's contribution to grow.  Ask the quiet person a direct question that is none threatening to them, and they you know they can answer easily, to help them feel comfortable in sharing with the group.  Reinforce their response by complimenting their answer, “thanks, that was a good thought”, “I hadn’t thought about it that way before”, etc.  
The Scoffers have the greatest potential to ruin a small group. Criticism is contagious and it can paralyze an inexperienced facilitator.  The secret is to remember that their bark is always worse than their bite.   Some scoffers are in such a habit of being negative that they criticize things they actually enjoy.
Remember that the complaints of scoffers are usually more about their own perceptions and hurts than the events they're criticizing.  Don't ever let a scoffer derail a discussion or activity, and never take the complaints personally.
What a small group leader can do:  Humor is a great tool for reaching scoffers because it diffuses the power of their complaints.  For example, if a scoffer complains that they don’t like the subject being discussed, a skilled facilitator might say something like, "We're going to discuss it anyway, so get ready.”  With consistent care and nudging, a scoffer can actually become an excited and motivated group participant.  If the scoffing is extreme, have an honest conversation with the scoffer away from the group that helps them see the effects of their negative comments and how they interrupt your efforts for the group.


The Way Too Much Detail Individual has a tough time knowing how much information is too much information.  This person often brings details to their stories that leave group members feeling embarrassed or unsure of how they should respond.
What a small group leader can do:  The secret to facilitating is to help them find the proper context for the things they'd like to share.  You could respond to their discloser by saying something like, "That must have been very painful for you.  That's the kind of thing we should discuss one-on-one.  Let's talk after the get-together so I can pray for you."  Known for being needy, revealers work best with facilitators who are very direct and very gentle at the same time.
The Problem Solvers have difficulty seeing others in pain or confusion. With great intentions, the problem solver tries to fix other group members, often offering pat answers and solutions. Remind your group that each person is at a different level in their walk with God, and need time to work through their questions.
What a small group leader can do: If a problem solver gives a pat answer that's received as judgmental or insensitive by a group member, don't panic.  Quickly respond by showing empathy for the person with the problem or question. You might say, "I'm sorry you're going through that.  Keep sharing and struggling forward.  We'll do our best to support you along the way."
If a problem solver doesn't seem to catch your hints and redirection, talk to them privately.  Tell the problem solver that you appreciate their wisdom.  Then remind the problem solver that you want everyone to have the freedom to talk, discover, and even struggle through things.
The Extra Grace Required Person has some serious needs that go beyond the scope of the other group members.  It shouldn't be surprising that a person who is overwhelmed in personal problems would seek out a group of committed and caring Christians.
Small group leaders should expect to find at least one very needy person as part of their group.

The scene has become familiar: For the fifth week in a row a young man shares an ongoing  mountain of problems he is facing.  Because your group is filled with caring Christians, they are quick to respond to the needs of this young man and give him their full attention. But you find yourself feeling overwhelmed, frustrated, helpless ……
You wonder about the right way to handle the situation.  How can you meet the needs of this young man and still meet the needs of the other group members?  How can you help the individual without hurting the group?  How can you keep your group on track without being insensitive to immediate needs?
The young man who asks for the third time in two weeks if anyone could give him a personal loan; the wife who always brings the subject back to her marriage and can't seem to talk without breaking into tears; the student who has suggested more than once that he sees no purpose in living; the young woman who has shown up drunk or stoned; the angry single mother who has left every church and every group she has ever been a part of because everyone is a hypocrite and no one knows how to meet her needs.


Sometimes it is difficult to identify the needy person who is hiding their problems.  They display other behaviors, such as monopolizing the discussion, taking a conversation off track, being chronically late for meetings, arguing with the leader or other members, or gossiping about people in the group. Although these behaviors do not always point to larger problems, they may.
Whether or not you can recognize the needy person, the important thing is to help them without hurting the rest of the group. Here are seven guidelines.
1. Pray and seek God for direction is the most important thing you can do.
2. Recognize every person as being an individual who is created and loved by God. Each person in a life group should be shown the respect and love of the Christian community.
3. Do not let the needy person set the agenda for the group.  This does not mean the group would not attend to the occasional crises that arise.  But the group should not be taken off track by the chronic needs of an individual.  The leader has the option of helping the individual outside of the group setting, suggesting an additional group that is designed to meet his or her specific need, or professional help that is available.  In a worst case scenario, the leader may have to ask an individual not to return to the group.
4. Lovingly exercise your leadership.  People may not always agree with how you handle every situation, but your group needs and wants you to keep them on track.
5. Realize that no single group is capable of meeting every need.  Don't feel guilty if you have a group that is designed for study and fellowship and is therefore unable to meet the needs that are typically met in a support or recovery group.
6. Do not talk to others in the group about the needy person in order to determine a group action.  Instead, discuss the problem with a minister or small group coordinator.  Any time a group talks about a member who is absent, it will breed distrust.
7. Know your support network as a small group leader – Get help and feedback from your life group coordinator, councilor, or elder.  Ask for help when you need it.  
As you train yourself to identify and respond to these personality types your small group will flow better and accomplish their ultimate goal: drawing people closer to Jesus and to each other.
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