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Common Facilitator Challenges and Some Tips1 
 
We have all faced it: even with the best plan and the right people in the room, group process 
gets messy. Conversations get stuck, one or two people do all the talking, or no one talks! Here 
are some tips to help. 
 

Challenges  Some Tips  
 

One participant (or a few) 
dominate the discussion  

It may be that a group comes in 
with an agenda that they want to 
push through. It may also be that 
a person or group is dominant 
but totally unaware. 

 Invite the ones who are not speaking. “I’d like to 
hear from two or three others who have not spoken 
up.” 

 Move to pairs or small groups. This shift in ‘power’ 
or voice can be highly effective for engaging all 
participants. 

 Balance. “Can we hear from someone with a 
different perspective?” or “What other ideas are 
there in the group?” 

Silence 

We can feel alone and 
uncomfortable when our 
questions are greeted with 
silence. Our tendency is to fill in 
the space. Waiting gives people 
time to think before they talk. 

 Wait at least 5 seconds after asking a question (or 
longer if it is a tough question). 

 Sit down and assume a waiting posture. 
 Start out with paired conversation before asking 

people to speak in the whole group. 

Resistant participant  

One person is arguing, rolling 
their eyes, or 
using the session as a place to 
check their phone. 

 Don’t take it personally. This is hard to do, but the 
issue is most likely not about you at all!  

 Keep your focus on the whole group. It is easy to 
get caught up in trying to win over one resistant 
person. When that happens, we leave everyone else 
behind.  

 Check in with the participant on a break. This gives 
them a chance to express any concerns and ask 
questions. 

 
1 Adapted from Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-making, Kaner, et al. 2007 
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Getting a question, I don’t 
know how to answer 

 Say you don’t have an answer for that. Admitting 
what we don’t know builds credibility. Making it up 
detracts. 

 Throw the question to the group (Facilitators 
should do this even when they DO have an answer). 

 Offer to get back to them if it is feasible. Take a 
note and definitely follow up. 

I’m doing all the talking  Encourage crosstalk. Invite participants to respond 
to each other, not just to you. “I love Susan’s 
question. Help her out. What do you all think?”  

 Use partner interactions, gallery walks, and table 
groups.  

 Three before me. Wait for at least three 
participants to talk before chiming back in. 

Too much talking, running out 
of time 

The group digs into a subject and 
wants to keep talking. 

 Use the clock. “We have another minute or two 
before we move on. Who else would like to 
comment?”  

 Check in with yourself about the usefulness of this 
conversation. Often, the conversation is real 
learning and is worth giving time to. 

 Sample. “We’ll hear one idea from each group.” 
 Use the energy to move on. “This conversation 

leads right into our next topic. Let’s keep it in mind 
as we look at.…” 

 
 


