9. Group Dynamics: tips and tricks for difficult situations

Have you ever felt yourself in an awkward situation as a facilitator? Have you ever thought, “ I don’t know what to do right now” in the middle of a session? Do you ever think about ‘difficult people’ in your group and how to handle them?  In talking with colleagues involved in facilitation there is a shared sense that, frequently, space is missing to explore the tricky bits around facilitation, the awkward moments and difficult situations. Different from the management of controversial issues that will be explored in the next chapter, this chapter will go through some of these group facilitation issues and offer some anecdotes that have been discussed in response . The hope is that this will awaken your own inner facilitator, and that you can reflect on what you yourself might do differently in response to what we propose here.
Before going into some of the issues that were identified in preparation for this chapter, we would like to invite you to reflect on your own practice. What kind of a facilitator are you? And where would you like to grow in your facilitation style? We have prepared a spectrum for you to consider. Please put an ‘X’ on the place where you think you are on each line, and then put a circle if there is a place on the line towards which you would like to move in your practice. In the space between, maybe there are questions for you to reflect on yourself about how to deepen your own practice: hopefully this chapter will go some way to filling in this gap of personal and professional reflective practice.
Process-driven
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Comfort with conflict
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Avoid conflict                                                                                                                           
Wherever you are on the spectrum, it is the right place to be right now!
We would like to suggest that for every session that is delivered, we as facilitators walk a very fine line between the content we wish to deliver, the process the group goes through to get to this learning, and ‘you’ – your personal style, the process you choose, existing knowledge, and even how you are feeling on that day!
Maybe you might like to consider: what do I need to do, where do I need to go, who do I need to work with… to deepen my own practice? What is missing in my current practice and how can I fill this? As you read this chapter, we invite you to take this frame with you, consider what might be your response in the following situations, and proactively think of other ways to manage some of the situations presented.
The Issues
These issues have been identified through conversation with colleagues who facilitate in the international volunteering sector. The responses are in no way meant to be prescriptive: rather, we want to get a conversation started to uncover some of those things that we don’t often have the chance to talk about in facilitation. Here are some of the issues we explored:
The ‘difficult’ person
You are only a half an hour into your session and already you have spotted them: the ‘difficult’ person, the person who has started to irritate you and already you may be making assumptions about them. There is the potential that this person could steal some of your energy, taking your attention away from the other members of the group or the task at hand. What can you do?
Firstly, it might be interesting to make note of the characteristics of your ‘difficult’ person. What is it about this person that might possibly be triggering your own prejudices right now? Exploring this question in an Art of Facilitation workshop (2017), the possibility emerged that this might reflect something in yourself, as opposed to the actual participant.  The Peacebuilder’s Handbook (Doherty, M. 2014) presents some guidelines to consider when dealing with difficult people:
· Breathing – learn how to control your breathing in a time of crisis.
· Criticism – do not go on the defensive if criticised. Listen, consider, then respond if you think it necessary.
· Do not put people down – do not ridicule someone if they have made a derogatory comment about you, as it may backfire on you later in a programme. Accept the person’s comments, consider your response and move on.
·  The Challenger – remember those who challenge you have a right to do so. Let them do so without competing with them. Their challenge to you may be part of their own insecurity.
· Never assume anything - as a facilitator you are not a mind reader. However, you can read body language, particularly when people get tired and restless. Ask direct questions if you have any doubts about an individual’s participation or non-participation in any given activity.
· The Spoiler – if someone is persistently disrupting the group you can confront them directly in the group; or take them to one side and check in with them separately.
Additionally, we would like to suggest that body language can go a long way to influence the situation, e.g, standing up to regain control or shift the energy; giving people space by not walking towards them or making them feel targeted.
Going off on a tangent
The conversation has gone off on a tangent… or someone has thrown something in that has nothing to do with the plan but is quite interesting at the same time. As a facilitator, you need to think on the spot of what to do: do you follow this new course and the emerging conversation, or do you stick to the plan as agreed? This has an added layer of complexity when you are in a facilitation team – how can you get the space to check in with each other when you are already with the group?
In terms of facilitation style, some facilitators like to stick to the schedule that had been planned and agreed in advance. This includes deciding on the learning outcomes and the activities and discussions in order to get to the intended learning for the group. Many participants likewise feel like they are being kept on track by facilitators, and disrespecting or veering off course can use up time at the expense of other activities.  Other facilitators have a more emergent style of facilitation. The session plan in this case would be to create the conditions for the group to inform their own direction, and the role of the facilitator is to guide and support this journey of learning and, as has been discussed in the previous two chapters, this is described as having a ‘learner-centred approach’.
Whatever your facilitation style, going off on a tangent is inevitably something that can happen in our sessions. Sometimes these tangents can offer the space for deep learning to take place in a way that otherwise wouldn’t otherwise have been possible. Human beings are not linear creatures and learning does not follow a linear formula. Therefore tangents can be a natural direction of an individual’s or the group’s thought process and could possibly even be exactly where you need to be right now!
If a conversation emerges that seems like it is going off on a tangent, it might be an idea to check in with the bigger picture of what you are trying to achieve: Who are the group? Where are they at right now? Where do they want to get to through this session? Is what has been said relevant to where we want to go together, even if it was not in the plan?  You will need to use your discretion to know the difference between an unnecessary distraction and the emergence of a path towards a deeper learning. It is also important to be able to balance this with the availability of time (and what you might need to sacrifice in order to hold this space for this emerging conversation), the needs of the whole group (instead of just for one individual) and the comfort you have as a (co-)facilitator to guide the conversation effectively.
Checking in with participants on the tangent can be a way of co-creating the space and the agenda with them. Art of Hosting is an approach to facilitation that embraces ‘co-creation’ between facilitator and group participants: its underlying assumption is that everyone holds a little bit of the truth that you are collectively trying to reach. Art of Hosting training equips facilitators with the tools and confidence to develop skills in emerging conversations and ideas – without feeling like you are going off on unnecessary tangents (www.artofhosting.org)
‘Over’-experience in the group
As a facilitator, you can have the potential to feel overwhelmed or under experienced when there is a very experienced person in the group. First of all, remember that any anxiety you feel represents more your perception of that person than how they might actually be viewing the situation, so be gentle with yourself and value this person’s experience as part of the collective experience of the wider group.
This can also be an opportunity to recognise and validate all the experiences in the group and use this to your advantage as a resource for learning. Someone might have a lot of experience, but someone else with less experience of the issues might have very good and critical questions on a topic; someone else might have a curiosity that uncovers learning that otherwise would not have been tapped; someone else might have a perspective that otherwise wouldn’t be heard if the group were more homogenous. So value all the experiences everyone is bringing and have confidence to bring these to life through the session.
Feedback taking too long
You have broken people into smaller groups to work on an activity and now you have asked for feedback. However, each group is taking 10 or more minutes to feed back what they have been talking about! This is using valuable time and the energy of the group is starting to dissipate. What do you do?
Using the learning from the Art of Facilitation workshop (May 2017) some ideas for pre-empting this and taking control before this situation arises can include:
· Setting a framework for feedback, e.g. ask groups to come back with 3 main points to sum up their discussion;
· Invite a group to give one piece of learning that came out of the discussion and ask if any other groups had this same point. Already you have potentially minimised repetition between groups;
· Invite groups to sum up 3 – 5 main points on post-its and bring everyone together to collate these with a view to finding similarities;
· If the feedback is unnecessary, don’t ask for it! Instead, you could ask, “how did you find that activity?”; “what was the learning you experienced through that activity?”
Whatever the issue concerning group dynamics in your facilitation work, ongoing and regular reflection will enable you to learn from any of these dynamics and adjust your practice going forwards accordingly. Groups are made up of individuals, and you yourself are human, so be gentle and create a space whereby everyone - including yourself - can be the best that they can be on any given day. The more facilitation experience you have, the more ‘tools’ you will carry with you, and you will navigate any issues that emerge during your sessions with a greater ease.
10. Managing controversial issues
‘A controversial issue is one in which there are competing beliefs, cultural practices, values and interests; strong disagreements and emotions; and potential political sensitivity. It is sometimes referred to as a ‘hot button issue'.’
Global Education. (2012)
As a facilitator engaged in social justice work with returned volunteers, you will probably experience moments where you will wonder - is this reproducing stereotypical thinking? Reinforcing prejudices? Am I in a position to intervene or comment on this statement? How can I intervene in a non-judgemental way and instead foster further critical thinking on the issue? And will I block the participant’s further reflection if I intervene?
These and many other questions will probably arise in your mind while accompanying your group through the reflection and engagement process. In the beginning, it might be difficult to find answers or responses. As a facilitator, you will also go through the learning process, and with each new facilitation experience it will be easier to respond in an appropriate way that nourishes learning of the group you are working with. On top of this, it is important to acknowledge that there are no simple or unique responses to controversial situations, nor is there one universal best way of dealing with controversial issues within groups. Within each group, strategies to discuss and manage controversial issues will work differently. Thus it is recommended to think of methods sensitive to context and to stay flexible in response to the group.
Situations in which controversial issues pop up and how to deal with them
Learning is often connected with stepping out of our comfort zone.  For facilitators, this can apply in relation to our level of understanding of the issues discussed. Facilitators should be ready to clarify and share ‘respected’ definitions (see chapter 1) and provide reliable sources. Try to use a range of credible sources, which cover different perspectives on the issues. Similarly, and using the tools discussed in Chapters 4, 5 and 7, challenge participants to identify the underlying values or assumptions contained within persuasive statements. Uncover the root of the controversy. Appreciate the magnitude of the issue’s complexity.
When sensitive topics are discussed, it is very probable that some participants will get emotional (upset, angry, etc). When this happen, facilitators should show empathy with the participants, remain calm and try to turn the discussion back into the learning experience and to the original direction while still acknowledging the strength of emotion that has been evoked. However, the issues, once raised, should not be overlooked. You can defer it until you make a plan to deal with it and emotions become calmer.
Always try to use questions in order to unpack what formed our opinions and created our biases and blind spots. Don’t be demagogic or insist on one single way of seeing things - you will very probably block the participants from further learning. If you have a strong opinion or experience of a particular issue, share it in the right moment, but don’t forget to contextualise - speak only for yourself and your experience with the topic. You can also talk about what shaped your lens on the issue and whether you recall some major shifts in your perception. What triggered them? By being transparent about your own learning path, you can help the participants foster their learning process.
From the beginning of the training, it should be clear for the group that discriminatory comments are not welcome in the space. We are, however, not always conscious about the discrimination we may be perpetuating. In these cases, if it becomes apparent that comments are discriminatory to certain groups of people or tend to reinforce stereotypes or prejudice, always react to make this clear to the group. It is important to make people understand why something is discriminatory, and you can shift your intervention into an opportunity for learning.
It can also happen that you feel that you should have reacted to some comments, but you didn’t. You can think about the issue during team debriefings with your colleagues and try to figure out if there is a way to bring up the comment or situation in the next sessions, in order to gain some learning later on. If this is not possible, let it be and remind yourself that this can happen and that you don’t carry an ultimate responsibility for everything that is being expressed.  As your facilitation experience grows, such moments will probably happen less and less often. Sometimes it is possible to include the topic in another session or adjust the program to focus more on that issue, if you think it is important to cover it. In other cases, the issue will pop up again organically in the next discussions. This time you will be ready to react and will have some strategies on how to respond in your head.
In general, while dealing with difficult and controversial issues, it is always good to have support among your co-facilitators. The team round is a great space to share and to search for the strategies to respond. Sometimes, there may be other members of the team who will call you out for not reacting in certain situations. Don’t take offence, but rather learn from it from the next time.
The dynamics of co-facilitation
Co-facilitation – it can be the greatest support for you as a facilitator, or quite the cause of stress! In the context of facilitating potentially controversial issues with someone else, it is good for each of you to be respectful of one another, know each other’s styles and equip yourselves with effective tools to facilitate a session that feels like a ‘whole’ rather than the sum of many parts. Getting to know one another as much as possible in advance is good (if this is someone new you will work with). Some tips that can be helpful:
· Agree in advance how you will communicate whenever you are in front of the group. You might need a code word for “help me!”; you might have an agreement for how you will keep one another respectfully on track if needed;
· Be active! When your co-facilitator is leading, be proactive in support (this is not the time to have a daydream);
· Trust one another – while you mightn’t do it this way, as long as you have collectively agreed the direction and the learning outcomes, trust that whatever direction your co-facilitator is going is where they feel they need to be – and if needed, you can help to summarise at the end to bring it back if it did veer off, and make the connection to the next activity within the bigger picture.
· If you are planning different sessions to be facilitated by different facilitators it is vital to get a common agreement on the overall flow of the whole training. This means to understand especially the points of transition from one session/one facilitator to the following session/following facilitator. As the second facilitator you might not need to know every detail of the previous session in advance. But in order to plan your session properly you need to understand what the participants will be left with when you pick them up. So it is important to communicate amongst facilitators what the intended learning results of each session will be in order to built up the following session on these.
Self-care as a facilitator
When facilitating controversial issues, it is critical to look after yourself. Group work can be exhausting; it is not a normal experience to listen so intensely and be switched ‘on’ for the whole time that you are in session. This uses a lot of energy and while adrenaline might carry you through, it is important to check in with your own energy needs and look after yourself in the midst of it all.
· Limit the number of trainings you facilitate in any given week. As we are using our ‘fight or flight’ energy to work with groups (which we need to be able to get into that space of deep listening and thinking), this can take us out of our resilience zone temporarily to allow us to do the job. However, too much of staying in this ‘hyper’ zone can cause longer-term stress.
· Take time out – taking time out both before a session and the evening or day afterwards can allow your energy reserves to replenish themselves.
· Organise a debriefing session for yourself if necessary – so that you are not holding on to anything following a session.  
· Identify ongoing practices that can help to resource you for the long term – so rather than waiting to activate your self care when you are feeling exhausted, activate practices that serve you on an ongoing basis (e.g. exercise, meditation, breathing) so that these are easier to engage with when you need it most.
11. Conclusion
The preceeding chapter on managing controversial issues leaves us in a good position to now hand over to you! The issues raised in the first section of this Companion suggest many things that may inform your practice as a facilitator. At the start of this resource,  we invited you to consider language within development, the complex context of international volunteering, the motivations of volunteers and how these can can reflect the wider frames and values of our volunteer programmes and, indeed, society more generally. These first few chapters raise questions that can inform not only the training room, but also the values within volunteering programmes. By moving towards a more critical global education approach in our practice, opportunities, contradictions and hopefully conversations can emerge that will inform organisations, as well as resonate within wider international volunteering debates and the sector. The SDGs present an opportunity to develop a universal way of seeing ‘development’ as something that needs to happen in all countries across the world - including our own. This is a good time to critically engage with the SDGs and find ways for the actions of volunteers to likewise link global perspectives to their local action. It is always the right time to interrogate some of the ethnocentric, ahistoric and depoliticised approaches that have been dominant in international volunteering to date. We hope that through these various chapters and discussions, a deepened sense of interdependence, solidarity and mutual learning can be embedded into volunteering programmes, thus enriching the experience for all individuals and communities involved in our programmes.
Should you wish to take on board the various debates into your practice, this will require skills to sensitively manage the conversations that will arise. For many volunteers and indeed, facilitators, some of these ideas may be quite new and even difficult to grasp, particularly as this critical reflection on international volunteering can expose the fact that organisations and countries in the global north can be complicit in sustaining global injustice. Section 2 sets out some tangible ways for engaging participants in these debates, with practical pointers on  taking care around group dynamics and controversial issues, and tips to navigate the facilitation space effectively.  
International volunteering and the very space of facilitation are ever-changing. New debates will emerge and we will always have a need to return to age-old questions in the development field . And so rather than giv,ing out more facts, figures or information, through this resource we hope that we have effectively tickled your curiosity, given wind to your sail and reassured you that you are not alone in this journey. You now have a companion - and indeed there are many peer support networks out there to support you as you navigate the changing terrain of the training room with international volunteers. Find these networks: they may be through your organisation or they may be in a different country completely. They may be a friend or someone you only contact for facilitation support. Everyone learns something when good questions are asked.
‘People live in each other’s shelter’ - Irish Proverb
You are not a magician but you will bring something special to the training space. There is a huge responsibility in preparing and supporting people who will volunteer in another part of the world; the responsibility is for those volunteers with whom you work, but also that the experience will be rich for their colleagues they meet in the hosting country. However - and this is important - you can only do your bit as well as you can, do and the rest will rely on many other people and many other factors.
‘Do as much as you can, as well as you can, for as many as you can, for as long as you can’.
(Fr. Aengus Finucane, Concern Worldwide)
We wish you the very best going forwards in your work with volunteers, through your important role as a facilitator. Most importantly, we hope that those you work with can benefit from a positive experience of facilitation that leaves them feeling curious, questioning and in charge of their own learning. When the work is done, we hope that the participants can feel that they did the hard work, that the learning was gained through critical personal reflection, co-creation of the agenda, and insights and realisations triggered by good questions and the participation of others. They may not remember all the facts that you brought to the session, but they will remember how they felt, how well they were able to participate and may even look back at the session as one step on a wider learning journey that will never end. 
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