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Chapter 7

Conflict and  
Process Disrupters 

1 Adapted from Ingrid Bens, Facilitating with Ease, Chapter 7, pgs. 117-124

Facilitating Conflict1

Dealing with conflict is a fact of every facil-
itator’s practice. Differences of opinion are a 
normal part of any human interaction, and 
the fact that people sometimes argue does not 
mean that you are doing a poor job facilitating. 
It is, however, a reason to intervene in order to 
restore group effectiveness. Remaining on the 
sidelines and doing nothing is not an option.

Your actions as a facilitator can determine 
whether people debate or argue, and under-
standing the difference between the two is 
critical. On the one hand, if a group does not 
express differences of opinion, then it’s basi-
cally incapable of making effective decisions, 
so healthy debate is essential. On the other 
hand, dysfunctional arguments lead to disaster, 
so it’s important for facilitators to keep debate 
from becoming dysfunctional. Remember that 
differences of opinion are normal and that you 
need to play an active role to restore group 
effectiveness.

Helpful tip: Even though we talk about 
conflict in group settings, the word itself can 
be loaded with meaning — using it to describe 
a situation, though accurate, can make differ-

ences seem more serious and could actually 
make matters worse. Substituting less-inflam-
matory language helps make differences look 
like a normal exchange. Instead of talking 
about conflict, talk about differing views. For 
example, instead of stating: “It seems that you 
two arguing,” offer: “It seems that there are 
differing views on this subject. Let’s stop and 
make sure these points of view are heard and 
understood.”

Managing Conflict: 
A Two-Step Process
One of the most helpful things to know 
about managing conflict is that it needs to be 
handled in two separate and distinct steps. 
Mixing the two or jumping into the second 
step without having completed the first step 
is a common mistake and one to be avoided. 
Here are the two steps for managing conflict:

Step 1: Venting Emotions
This involves listening to people so they feel 
heard and so their built-up emotions are 
diffused. People are rarely ready to move on to 
solutions until they have had the opportunity 
to fully vent their feelings.
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Participants need to vent their emotions when:

• People are pushing their own points of 
view without regard to the ideas of others.

• People are becoming angry, defensive, and 
personal with each other.

• People use negative body language: glaring, 
finger pointing, crossed arms, audible 
grunts and moans.

• People make sarcastic or dismissive 
remarks.

• People criticize each other’s ideas.
• People shut down or check out.

When negative emotions are prevailing, 
facilitators need to act quickly so these feelings 
don’t poison the dynamics of the group.

To vent emotions and decrease conflict:

• Slow things down by asking the group to 
take a break.

• Stay totally neutral both in your words and 
in your body language.

Dysfunctional conflict Healthy debate

• People assume only they are correct. • People are open to hearing others’ ideas.

• People wait until others have finished 
talking, then state their ideas without 
responding to the ideas of others.

• People listen and respond to all ideas.

• No one is interested in how others view 
the situation.

• All try to understand the views of each 
other.

• People get personally attacked and blamed. • People stay objective and focus on the facts.

• Hot topics get thrashed out in an unstruc-
tured way.

• There is a systematic approach to analyzing 
the situation and looking for solutions.

What keeps conflict going What repairs conflict

• Join the argument. • Stay totally neutral.

• Ignore differences — just hope that they 
will go away.

• Point out differences so that they may be 
understood.

• Let people be rude — set no meeting 
norms.

• Insist that people listen politely — have 
rules and use them.

• Ignore the fact that no one is really hearing 
anyone else.

• Make people paraphrase each other’s ideas.

• Sidestep hot issues. • Ask for concerns.

• Let people get personal. • Make people focus on the facts.

• Get defensive. • Problem-solve concerns.

• Squash dissent. • Invite and face feedback.

• Stand by passively. • Facilitate assertively.

• Let it drag on and on. • Get closure and move on.
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• Watch your language; don’t use the words 
“arguing,” “conflict,” or “angry” to describe 
what you are seeing or feeling.

• Stay calm in your demeanor, tone of voice, 
and body language.

• Emphasize listening and use feedback 
strategies to get the group to paraphrase 
what they are hearing when they speak.

• Revisit the meeting norms and remind 
people of their prior agreement. Add any 
new norms that may be necessary to allow 
for healthy debate. 

• Be assertive; insist on one talker at a time, 
stop interrupters, prevent people from 
becoming emotional.

• Proactively make interventions either 
through words or actions to encourage 
acceptable behavior and discourage disrup-
tive or damaging behavior.

• Record key ideas about what is being said 
and then seek permission from the group 
to move on.

Step 2: Resolving the Issue
Resolution can come through a collabo-
rative problem-solving activity, helping 
members create an acceptable compromise, or 
supporting some members in accommodating 
or consciously avoiding the topic temporarily 
to allow time for emotions to further cool. 
Here are five basic approaches of resolving 
conflict issues:

• Avoid – Offer members the option of 
placing the issue in the parking lot to be 
addressed later. Avoiding does not solve 
anything and real issues may fester and 
become even more destructive to the 
process.

• Accommodate – Ask both parties if 
either one can simply accept the other’s 
idea and give in. However this often leaves 
the underlying issue unresolved for the 
sake of keeping the peace and may under-
mine any future efforts or outcomes of the 
process.

• Compromise – Help members create a 
middle ground that combines elements 
from each of the original positions. Both 
sides give a little to get a little. The down-
side to this option is resentment for the 
feeling of losing something believed to be 
important. Those feeling loss may try to 
sabotage future plans or activities.

• Compete – This is a form of conflict 
resolution in which people debate until 
one party wins. The results are a win/lose 
combination that lead to hurt feelings and 
possible unresolved conflict issues.

• Collaborate – Both parties explore the 
issue or challenge together. Both take part 
in analyzing the facts and proposing solu-
tions. They jointly analyze the solutions 
and agree to support the decisions made. 
This results in a solution that all can live 
with and provides a feeling of win/win.

Collaboration encourages people to work 
together to objectively seek solutions that 
everyone can live with. Because it’s consensual, 
it unites and generates solutions that everyone 
feels committed to implementing. Collabo-
ration is the superior conflict management 
option for facilitators.

When a group is experiencing conflict it is 
useful for the facilitator to analyze the poten-
tial source of the conflict. Once the causes 
have been identified, potential intervention 
strategies may be implemented.
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Conflicts caused by Possible interventions
D

at
a

• Lack of information.
• Misinformation.
• Different interpretations of data.
• Different views on what is 

important.

• Reach an agreement on what data are 
important.

• Agree on data collection processes.
• Develop common criteria to assess data.
• Use third-party outside experts. 

Re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

• Strong emotions.
• Poor communication or miscommu-

nication.
• Misperceptions or stereotypes.
• Repetitive negative behaviors.

• Control expression of emotions through proce-
dure ground rules.

• Promote expression of emotions by legitimizing 
feelings and providing a process.

• Clarify and build positive perceptions.
• Improve quality and quantity of communica-

tion.
• Block negative repetitive behavior by changing 

structure. 
• Encourage positive problem-solving attitudes.

In
te

re
st

• Perceived or actual competitiveness. 
Procedural interests.

• Psychological interests.
• Content interests.

• Focus on interests and not positions.
• Look for objective criteria.
• Develop integrative solutions that address needs 

of all parties.
• Search for ways to expand options or resources.
• Develop tradeoffs to satisfy interests of different 

strengths.

Va
lu

e

• Different ways of life, ideology, and 
religion.

• Different criteria for evaluating 
ideas or behaviors.

• Exclusive intrinsically valuable goals.

• Avoid defining problem in terms of value.
• Allow parties to agree to disagree.
• Search for the greatest goal that all parties can 

share.

St
ru

ct
ur

al

• Destructive patterns of behavior or 
interaction.

• Unequal control, ownership, or 
distribution of resources.

• Geographical, physical, or environ-
mental factors that hinder coopera-
tion.

• Time constraints.

• Clarify, define, and change roles.
• Replace destructive behavior patterns.
• Reallocate ownership or control of resources.
• Establish a fair and acceptable decision-making 

process.
• Modify means of influence used by parties; less 

coercion, more persuasion.
• Modify external pressures on parties.
• Change time constraints.
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Dealing with Disrupters  
and Disrupting Behaviors2

Invariably, there will be people in the group 
who cause problems through inappropriate or 
unhelpful behaviors. While each situation is 
unique, there are some general guidelines to 
follow when dealing with such individuals in 
the group setting.

1. Talk to them privately to point out the 
problem and coach them toward more 
desirable behaviors. Approach as a friend 
and ally, not as an authority figure.

2. Focus on a specific desired behavior.
3. Don’t judge a person’s behavior as right or 

wrong.
4. Try to maintain the balance between 

protecting the group from the distracting 

2 Adapted from Vol. 6, Dealing with Group Conflict, Facilitation Resources, University of Minnesota Extension

behavior and protecting the individual 
from undue attack.

5. Accept what they are doing. Describe it. 
Ask about it.

6. Legitimize their feelings, perceptions, or 
rights.

7. Work with their issues when it will be 
productive for the group, or defer the 
issues to a time when the group is likely  
to perform well, despite the distraction.

8. Be sure to have ground rules and norms 
for participation, so that the group can 
self-monitor. Refer to the group for 
enforcement when someone is out of line.

In addition to the general guidelines, there 
are other specific actions you can take when a 
problem behavior pops up. Some of the more 
common behaviors and possible responses 
follow:

Common behaviors Possible responses

Gotcha • Cuts off others who are 
speaking.

• Jumps into a conversation too 
soon.

• May be verbal or uses highly 
distracting nonverbal expres-
sions.

• Enforce the related ground rule.
• Stop the interrupter and ask them to wait 

while the current speaker finishes.
• Ask them to write down their thoughts 

rather than blurt them out.
• Ask people to raise their hands and to be 

recognized before they speak.

Clowning • May overuse humor, act silly, 
or joke about everything.

• Overuse of attention-getting 
behaviors.

• They may infuse the group or 
they may distract from the 
group.

• Ask the person to stop the behavior.
• Describe what they are doing and point out 

how it is distracting to the group.
• Talk to the person privately or during a 

break.
• If needed, take a break, talk to them, then 

return with a structure that focuses on the 
agenda.

Trivia trap • May suffer from analysis 
paralysis.

• May be overly compulsive.

• Bring back to the agenda.
• Suggest the person work on that item after 

the meeting.
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Common behaviors Possible responses

Filibuster • Repeats the same point over 
and over.

• Gets caught up in something 
and sounds like a broken 
record.

• May insert a personal agenda.

• Acknowledge the importance of the point.
• Demonstrate that they have been heard and 

the point recorded.
• Explain how and when the point will be 

dealt with.
• Ask directly if the person can “let go of it for 

now.”
• Provide a final time-limited opportunity to 

make the point.

Agenda 
grabber

• Talks off the subject.
• Out of sync with the agenda 

and talks about irrelevant 
issues.

• Is out of sequence with the 
agenda.

• Ask them to relate what they are saying to 
the current agenda item.

• Ask if the group can come back to their 
point and record it on a “parking lot” sheet.

• Ask if others have anything to add to what 
the person said.

• Stop them. Tell them it’s not appropriate 
now. Bring it up later under a different part 
of the agenda.

Superstar • May think they are a super-
star and may be expressing 
through hostility.

• May feel ignored.
• May be influential in the 

group and abuses rather than 
uses it by “taking shots” at 
others.

• Boomerang comments back to the group: 
“What do the rest of you think?”

• Restate the statement/question in neutral 
way, fish for content behind the statement.

• Use humor (if you’ve still got your cool).

Side  
conversa-
tions

• Makes private comments to 
another person.

• Carries on another meeting 
with their neighbor.

• Invite them to share what is being said.
• Stop the conversation, be quiet, and look at 

the people talking.
• Ask them to stop.
• Move closer to the people having the side 

conversation.
• Say: “let’s have one conversation, please.”
• Point out that the whispering or talking is 

distracting.
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Common behaviors Possible responses

Personality 
crash

• Attacks, criticizes, or picks an 
argument with other members 
or the facilitator.

• Attempts to discredit 
someone.

• Tries to change what the 
group is doing by focusing on 
individual behavior.

• Describe, nonjudgmentally, what the person 
is doing.

• Ask if the criticism is based on something 
that has occurred in the meeting. 

• Stop any argument. Ask for and record a 
statement of each position. Engage others in 
the group in a discussion about each position.

• Ask the person what the group could do to 
respond to their concern.

Zip lip • Remains silent in the meeting.
• Seems unable or unwilling to 

speak up.
• May be timid, fearful of some-

thing, or unsure of themselves 
and what they have to offer.

• Sometimes drops out, with-
draws, or works on something 
else.

• Talk to them privately at another time.
• Call on them by name.
• Thank them when they do contribute.
• Early in key conversations, have everyone 

respond briefly to a specific question.

Rambler • Inserts personal agenda.
• Continually inserts a concern, 

a disagreement, or an alterna-
tive or additional agenda item.

• Repetition of a statement may 
become annoying and distracts 
from the group task.

• Ask the person how what they are saying 
relates to the current agenda item.

• Record the point, thank the person, and 
move on.

• Ask the person what he or she wants the 
group to do with the input.

• Give the person a time limit.

Wrong! • Member incorrectly states the 
facts.

• Confront delicately.
• Ask for clarification and supporting source 

for the information. 
• Try to reconcile the information with 

accurate facts.

Dominator • Talks too often.
• Talks too long.
• Talks very loud.
• Makes it difficult for others to 

participate.

• Stop the person, thank them, then ask to 
hear from someone else.

• Call attention to the agenda and time 
frames.

• Break eye contact and focus the conversation 
in a different direction.

• Physically change your direction away from 
the speaker and focus on another person.
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Common behaviors Possible responses

Busy body • Repeatedly arrives late or 
leaves early.

• Frequently ducks in and out  
of meetings.

• Misses meetings.

• Ask the members to announce if, when and 
why they have to leave, come late, or miss a 
meeting.

• Suggest a rule: Members agree to support 
decisions made in their absence.

• Ask one of the group members to update 
someone on a break instead of reviewing 
during the meeting.

• Set a standard of attendance and find a 
replacement for those who do not come to 
meetings regularly.

Skeptic • Constantly says: “That will 
never work.”

• Nothing is OK with them.
• Negative expressions may be 

verbal or nonverbal.

• Paraphrase their view and stick very close to 
their original wording.

• Ask if there is any part of the work that they 
feel good about.

• Ask for their opinion about what is needed, 
record the opinion, and ask the group to 
respond.

Saboteur • Does many of the above 
behaviors

• Persists even with gentle  
and forceful facilitator  
interventions.

• Call a strategy meeting.
• Un-invite the person.
• Use the rest of the group to help discipline.
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