Facilitation Tips for Dealing with Conflict

Conflict in a popular education environment can be a good thing.  In fact, it is often when the most meaningful, and innovative learning takes place.  

As a facilitator, don’t be afraid of conflict.  Embrace it.  Encourage the group to embrace it as well.

Your role is to assist the group to respectfully work through conflict, as best as they can, so that they can learn from each other.  

PLAN:

· Review the session in advance and anticipate subject matter that could generate conflict. 
· Be aware of political hot-buttons for this group.

· Be aware of cultural considerations that may affect members in the group. 

· Consider in advance how to best work through the conflict if it arises.

· Make sure you have enough time to deal with controversial or difficult issues.  If not free-up the time or don’t take them on.  
· Consider what tools, exercises and forums (plenary or small groups etc.) would best loan themselves to meaningful discussion and adapt your session accordingly.

· If you know you are going to be dealing with controversial or difficult issues, take time to discuss with participants early in your session, how you can effectively work through conflict.

· If you create group guidelines, be sure they reflect different cultural norms.  Ask – “in your family, in your culture, how do you best work through conflict?”
· Take measures to mentally, emotionally, and physically prepare yourself as a facilitator (i.e. have enough sleep, meditate, eat well, etc.).

SHARE RESPONSIBILITY:
· When conflict is creating difficult dynamics, name it.  “I sense there is a lot of controversy over this issue.”  

· When faced with conflict, invite participants to assist with ideas for working through it.  “I sense there is a lot of controversy over this issue, how do you think we can best deal with it?”

· Challenge participants to work through their conflict respectfully.  “OK, I’m not sure we are really dealing with the issues effectively here.  Let’s talk about what’s really going on.  How can we work through this?” 

· Involve other participants in the discussion.  “How are others feeling about this?”

DON’T LECTURE OR ARGUE:

· Use questions, not statements.  This helps participants to engage in critical thinking.  

· Present alternatives; different perspectives.  Invite others to do the same.
· Don’t single people out or argue directly with individual participants. 
DE-COMPRESS IF YOU GET STUCK:

· Take a break if things are too heated.

· Go back to your (meaningful) group guidelines, if you have established some.

· Change things up.  For example, break-up into small groups or pairs; do a round; sit in circle.
· Stay calm.  In fact the more things heat up, the calmer you should stay.

· Know when it’s time to move on.  It is not always necessary to resolve conflict.  Sometimes, it’s better to let it sit.  

BE SENSITIVE AND STRATEGIC:

· Identify for yourself power dynamics in the room and use various means to mitigate them (i.e. small group work, rounds, room set-up, etc.).

· Recognize your own power as a facilitator and moderate it; like pulling up a chair and sitting down with the group when they are working through difficult issues.  

· Use break time to talk with participants and get to know where they are at.

· Don’t leave it up to people who may be most affected by conflict (particularly if it is about equity), to deal with it.  Get others involved.  

DON’T BE DISSAPOINTED IN YOURSELF: 
· Facilitators are not fully responsible for learning that takes place; especially in an adult learning environment.

· Encourage participants to take responsibility for their own learning.

· Don’t assume anything.  Learning is a different process for everyone.  Some may leave the session and reflect weeks or months later, when their real learning will take place. 

REFLECT AND LEARN:

· Take the time to reflect and learn from difficult facilitation experiences.

· Talk with other facilitators and educators and learn from their experiences.  

