


IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

Classroom Training Techniques 

& 

Transforming 
Resistance 

AT ONE TIME OR ANOTHER, 

EVERY TRAINER FACES AUDIENCE RESISTANCE. 

O N E WAY T O TRANSFORM IT IS T O EMBRACE— 

N O T RESIST—THE FORCE O F OPPOSITION. 

HERE'S HOW. 

OONER OR LATER, every trainer faces 
the test of resistance. For me, it came soon-
er than I would have ever imagined. 

Soon after entering the profession in 
1979,1 was invited to run a three-day lead-
ership workshop for middle managers. 
When I asked participants why they were 
attending, one sour-looking man replied, 
"Because it will put me three days closer to 

retirement." I laughed, not realizing he was 
serious. During that first morning, he seemed to have 
something bitter or sarcastic to say about everything I 
presented. Priding myself on my ability to trade retort 
for retort , I came back with my best material . 
M.A.S.H.'s Hawkeye Pierce was never so facile. 
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1 did quiet him with 
my remarks. But in the 
p r o c e s s . 1 d id s o m e -
t h i n g d a m a g i n g : I 
made it unsafe for any-
one else to speak. Par-
ticipants seemed to he 
thinking: "If Rick could 
at tack him, maybe he 
will pick on me next." 

1 had just met resis-
tance and 1 had failed 
its test. I spent the next 
two days digging my-
self out of a hole that I 
alone had dug. 

Since that unsettling 
e x p e r i e n c e , 1 h a v e 
been intrigued by resis-
tance in o ther peop le 
a n d in myse l f . I 've 
b e e n c u r i o u s a b o u t 
w h a t c a u s e s it a n d 
what makes ii go away. 

R e s i s t a n c e t a k e s 
many different forms, 
and it ar ises in many-
d i f f e r en t w o r k s i tua-
tions. The best trainers are adept at 
s p o t t i n g a n d w o r k i n g w i t h it. Al-
though their facility is sometimes in-
tu i t ive and u n c o n s c i o u s , the most 
successful trainers behave like martial 
artists keenly a t tuned to the energy 
d i rec ted at them. They a d a p t , s t e p 
aside, and invite the force of opposi-
t ion—not to humiliate and dest roy, 
but to regain balance and harmony. 

The nature of resistance 
Resis tance is a fo rce that s l o w s or 
s tops movemen t . From the vantage 
point of the people resisting, there is 
nothing wrong with it. People resist 
to p ro t ec t t h e m s e l v e s f rom ha rm. 
When people attack a training class, it 
is seldom out of a deep-seated desire 
to make life difficult for trainers. More 
often, resistance is a response people 
use to protect themselves from some-
thing frightening—changes that rock 
the status quo , changes that disrupt 
f a m i l i a r w a y s of d o i n g t h i n g s , 
changes that threaten people 's status, 
and c h a n g e s that even cost p e o p l e 
their jobs. 

By remember ing that resistance is 
natural and protective, we can begin to 
see those w h o resist as normal human 
beings, with motivations similar to our 
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own . When w e forget 
this, w e run the risk of 
labeling people "resis-
tors," as if resistor were 
a u n i q u e pe r sona l i t y 
type. And when we for-
get that resistance is nat-
ural. w e often respond 
with "default" reactions. 
Such defaults are auto-
matic, unexamined re-
sponses that usually get 
us into trouble. 

551 P e o p l e use 

r e s i s t a n c e 

to p r o t e c t 

t h e m s e l v e s 

f r o m some t h i n g 

f r i g h t e n i n g m 

Reactions t o 
resistance 
Imagine this scenario: 
You d e s i g n e d a bril-
liant three-day. quali-
ty-improvement semi-
nar . T h e first d a y of 
c l ass , you f a c e 20 
crusty frontline super-
visors. Within an hour, 
they a r e se rv ing you 
your head on a platter. 
Nothing pleases them. 
The course stinks, and 

you are senior m a n a g e m e n t ' s lack-
ey—and. by the way, they tried that 
before and it didn't work. 

You feel compelled to respond. If 
you bel ieve res is tance is bad , then 
you are likely to choose a tactic that 
a t t empts to ove rcome , s ides tep , or 
avoid the resistance. Here are some 
tactics you might use. 
Power. You might pull rank in subtle, 
or not-so-subtle ways. You might re-
mind participants that you. not they, 
have the ear of the CEO. You might 
d e m a n d that p e o p l e a t t e n d c lass , 
whether they want to or not, so that 
you will at least have the chance to 
hammer h o m e your points. Or. you 
might take a sly approach and include 
their compliance to quality improve-
ment in their performance plans. 
Force of reason. You look at the poor 
misguided souls in your class and as-
sume that they are resisting because 
they just don't get it. You try to help 
I hem by providing facts, figures, and 
endless examples that prove your case. 

I saw one presenter try to convince 
a g roup to accept his phi losophy of 
quality improvement by barraging it 
with 75 technical overheads during a 
two-hour lecture. Sitting in the back 
of the room. 1 saw the opposite of ac-

ceptance happen. When one woman 
asked ano the r wha t s h e thought of 
the p r e s e n t a t i o n , s h e rep l ied . "No 
matter how cynical 1 get, it's never 
enough to keep up." (Later, she told 
me that the line is from Jane Wagner's 
play. Signs of Intelligent Life in the 
Universe, made famous by Lily Tom-
lin on Broadway.) 
Ignoring. You forge ahead as if noth-
ing had gone wrong. You believe that 
if you keep class participation low— 
s h o w a lot of v ideos and lec ture a 
lot—the resistance might die. 
Giving in. You c o n c e d e d e f e a t by 
promising yourself that you'll never 
teach this course or any other again. 
You beg in to think that t ax ide rmy 
migh t m a k e an i n t e r e s t i n g c a r e e r 
move. Or, perhaps you give in by col-
lud ing with t he class: "You k n o w , 
you ' re right. Senior managemen t is 
made up of clods and liars." 

I have used all of those tactics and 
others with varied degrees of failure. 
They h a v e a f ew charac ter i s t ics in 
common. 

Such tactics separate us from peo-
ple w h o resist. The first three assume 
that we ' re right and the participants 
are wrong. The tactics also fail to en-
gage people in a way that allows for 
the possibi l i ty that they just might 
have a point. 

Such tactics increase res is tance. 
When people realize that the trainers 
don't respect their opinions, they be-
gin to bui ld a wall b e t w e e n t h e m -
selves and us. As w e use more such 
tactics, w e work hand-in-hand with 
participants adding bricks to the wall. 

Such tactics can also create Pyrrhic 
victories. In 279 B.C., the F.mperor 
Pyrrhus defeated the Romans at Ascu-
lum, but at a t e r r ib le loss of l ives 
among his troops. He is supposed to 
h a v e said. "One more such victory 
a n d w e are lost." We can m a n d a t e 
that p e o p l e at tend training. We can 
punish them for not complying. But 
then, w e of ten crea te fear and mis-
trust a m o n g the p e o p l e w e need to 
support new ideas. 

The alternative 
If we believe that resistance is natural 
and that the people resisting are do-
ing it for a reason, then a host of oth-
er opt ions open up to us. I've made 
my share of boncheaded mistakes in 
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dea l ing with res i s tance . But s o m e -
t i m e s w h e n t h e s t a r s a r e a l i g n e d 
properly, I handle things differently. 
The day 1 e n c o u n t e r e d "The Class 
From Hell" was one such time. 

As 1 walked toward the classroom, 
a colleague pulled me aside and said. 
"1 had these people yesterday. They 
don ' t want to he here , and they ' re 
awful to work with. Have a nice day." 
My co l league had got ten my at ten-
tion. But if the class is that had, I rea-
soned, why not have fun? If I'm going 
to fail. I might as well enjoy the ride. 

The class started at 8 a.m. Within 
minutes, people were reading the pa-
per, talking among themselves, and 
doing everything they could to send 
the message that they wanted no part 
of the class or me. 

As tempted as I was to use a de-
fault tactic, I tried someth ing else. I 
said, "Folks, this is kind of a special 
day for me." I paused. People looked 
up. "Normally, it takes me an hour or 
so to lose complete control. But this 
morning, I did it in just five minutes." 
People laughed, and some even be-
gan paying attention. 

I remembered that my job was to 
p resen t material and he lp facili tate 
learning, not convince participants that 
any particular model is the Holy Grail. 
When people responded, I asked for 
m o r e commen t s . Specifically, what 
didn't they like? I wanted them to help 
me unders tand the world from their 
points of view. Occasionally. 1 would 
reiterate a point if I felt that participants 
opposed it because 1 hadn't presented 
it clearly. But mostly, I wanted to learn 
more about how our views differed. I 
did not argue with their experience. If 
they said that something couldn't work 
in their organization, I did not argue. 
Soon, peop le gave me more time to 
present ideas. Criticisms diminished, 
and people started building on ideas 
instead of trying to discredit them with-
out thinking them through. And I be-
gan learning abou t what it's like to 
work inside their organization. 

Later, dur ing a p resen ta t ion of a 
leadership theory, one of the partici-
pants , w h o s e n a m e was Al, a sked , 
"How does this relate to Myers-Briggs 
pe r sona l i ty types?" I rep l ied that I 
knew of no correlation. In a challeng-
ing tone, he said, "There has to be a 
connection." I reverted to default tac-

tics. using a mix of power and force 
of r e a s o n . In e f f ec t , I sa id . "I 'm a 
trained professional. 1 keep up on the 
literature. I know my stuff." 

He would have none of it. 1 real-
ized the m i s t a k e I w a s m a k i n g , 
backed off, and asked,"Al. wha t d o 
you suggest?" 

"We've all taken the Myers-Briggs 
and the leadership inventory. Let me 
see how they correlate." he replied. 

I told him to go for it. AJ got u p 
and asked a few questions. Within a 
few minutes, he had comple ted his 
e x p e r i m e n t . I a s k e d him w h a t he 
learned. He smiled and said, "There's 
no correlation." I admit that I did get 
s o m e sat isfact ion f rom being right. 

" The more 

you respect 

people's 

resistance, the 

more likely 

it will change 

into support m 

But I wish he had found a connec -
tion. I would have learned something 
I could have used. 

1 tell that story to illustrate s o m e 
important aspects about dealing with 
resistance. 

One , never resist resistance. It is 
energy, and it is best to let it go its 
own course like a river. 

Two , e m b r a c e res is tance . Don' t 
just get out of the way; invite its pow-
er. By "going into" resistance, you can 
learn its true nature. 

Levels of resistance 
There are two levels of resistance that 
can have an impact on your training. 
Level 1 is fairly superficial—as when 
people resist because they have more 
pressing business. Often, letting peo-
ple get that off their chests reduces 
the resistance, and work can go on. 

Sometimes, you learn that the re-
s is tance is d e e p e r than initial com-
men t s lead you to be l ieve . That is 
Level-2 resistance. 

For example, some peop le in the 
"Class From Hell" were upset by what 

they bel ieved to be senior manage-
ment's hypocrisy in sending them to 
class. Senior managers seemed to be 
saying. "This subject is important for 
you folks, but we don't have to com-
ply with that so-called en l igh tened 
management stuff." 

So, part icipants ' resistance is not 
always to the subject; it can be to the 
condit ions. If I try only to convince 
them of this theory or that. 1 may miss 
l e a r n i n g the t r u e r e a s o n for t he i r 
resistance. 

Respec t p e o p l e w h o res is t . An 
amazing thing happens when people 
are listened to with respect; they be-
come candid. And, paradoxically, the 
more you respect their resistance, the 
more likely it is that the res is tance 
will change into support. 

The "Class From Hell" participants 
qui t c o m p l a i n i n g a n d b e c a m e en -
gaged o n c e they real ized that I re-
spec ted their pos i t ions . They w e r e 
wi l l ing to w o r k wi th m e lo try to 
ident i fy which l eadersh ip practices 
might he lp them do their jobs more 
effectively, once they had identified 
all of the reasons that it was so hard 
to be a good manager in their organi-
zation and why courses like this one 
missed the mark. 

The continuing challenge 
Working with resistance is a constant 
cha l l enge . Some days , I feel like a 
dancer, leading at times and then be-
ing influenced by my partner—find-
ing that t o g e t h e r , w e are c rea t ing 
moves that neither of us might have 
expected. On other days it seems that 
my every move is a stumble. But even 
on the days when I am off-balance, I 
find that res i s tance is exhi lara t ing. 
There is so much to learn. 

I keep a T-shirt in my office given 
lo me by that class. It says, "I survived 
the Class From Hell," That reminder 
keeps me going. If I could do ii once, 
1 can do it again. • 

Rick Maurer is the author of Beyond 
the Wall of Resistance: Linconven-
tional Strategies That Build Support 
for Change . Phone 703/525-7074: 
e-mail rickinaur@aol.com. 

To purchase the hook or reprints of 
the article, call ASTD Customer Ser-
vice at 703/683-8100. For reprints, 
use priorit y code 291. 
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