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Handling Difficult Participant Behaviors: Quick Reference Guide
Why This Matters

Difficult behaviors can disrupt group discussions, create tension, or
discourage participation. A skilled facilitator redirects without shutting
people down and ensures a balanced, respectful conversation. This guide
provides quick responses for common facilitation challenges.

1. Common Difficult Behaviors & How to Respond

Behavior What It Looks Like Facilitator Response

One person talks "That’s a great insight! Let’s
excessively, preventing pause and hear from someone
others from contributing. who hasn’t spoken yet."

Two or more people engage

Dominating the
Conversation

. . in their own discussion "Let’s all focus on this discussion
Side Conversations : . ,,
while someone else is So we can hear from everyone.
speaking.
Resistance or A pa_lrt|C|pant pgshes back T h'ear th/at this is a lj‘ough
. against the topic or topic—let’s explore different
Defensiveness e . h
facilitation process. perspectives together.
Dismissive or Someone invalidates or "Let’s respect different
Judgmental criticizes another’s experiences and focus on
Comments experience. listening openly."”
. Participants hesitate to "I'd love to hear from those who
Silence / Lack of ,
Engagement share or appear haven't spoken yet. What are
disengaged. your thoughts?"
"I see this is bringing up strong
Emotional A participant becomes feelings. Let’s take a moment to
Outburst visibly upset or frustrated. acknowledge that before moving
forward."

2. De-Escalation Techniques for Difficult Moments

ADVOCATE. ACT. ADVANCE.
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v Stay Neutral & Avoid Reacting Emotionally - Respond calmly and
acknowledge the emotion behind the behavior.

v Redirect Without Dismissing - "That’s an important perspective. How do
others feel about this?"

v Reinforce Group Agreements - "Let’s remember our commitment to open and
respectful discussion.”

v Encourage Reflection Instead of Reaction - "Can we pause for a moment
and consider where we all agree?”

v Use the 'Parking Lot’ - If someone repeatedly brings up an unrelated topic,
note it for later discussion.

3. Proactive Strategies to Prevent Disruptions

v Set Clear Expectations Early - Review group agreements at the beginning of
the session.

v Balance Participation - Encourage quieter voices while preventing over-
contributors from taking over.

v Use Structured Turn-Taking - Example: Round-robin sharing, hand-raising, or
using a talking object.

v Monitor Group Energy - If frustration builds, suggest a pause or brief
reflection exercise.

Final Thought

Difficult behaviors are often unintentional and can be redirected with the right
approach. The key to effective facilitation is staying calm, reinforcing respect,
and keeping the group focused on learning and collaboration.

ADVOCATE. ACT. ADVANCE.
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