Handling Disruptive Behavior
Ask the Experts:

We have a volunteer that is constantly being disruptive and causing multiple problems with other volunteers and staff. How can we effectively deal with this issue?
Sometimes an association has to deal with the issue of a disruptive volunteer. I would certainly create a general policy that points out that in deference to civility and  mutual respect that disruptive behavior in general will not be tolerated and that volunteers can be removed from their positions for this type of behavior.  It is up to the elected leadership to counsel individuals causing such behavior. Whichever volunteer is the "disruptive volunteer’s supervisor," should have the responsibility to take initial action, and if this fails, the situation should be escalated to succeeding levels of leadership. This is clearly a volunteer issue and staff should not be involved in the disciplinary action or counseling.


If  the disruptor is in an appointed position, the officer making the appointment can relieve the volunteer of duties.  If it is an elected position, such as a board member, a  Board policy should be in place indicating that the individual can be removed by a (1/2, 2/3s, etc.) vote for disorderly or disruptive conduct unbecoming a Board member.  The association's General Counsel should approve any written policies in this regard.

Sometimes, the Chair/President or a key, respected leader can take, informally, the volunteer in question out to the wood shed for a heart to heart discussion, which in some cases might solve the problem, or at least make it clear to the disruptor that they are on notice. If leaders are short on intestinal fortitude and don't want to rock the boat or are willing abdicate their leadership responsibility in this regard, the association will suffer.

The real answer is in good Board and committee leadership and team building training, which covers such incidents as disruptive behavior and provides the entire leadership with exposure as to how to handle these situations.  If you would like a copy of our association leadership and team building training module slides on handling disruptive influences and behavior, just send me a note off line.
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