Dealing with Silent Sitters and Dominant Talkers
When facilitating small groups, one common problem is that of silent sitters and dominant talkers.  Silent sitters are those individuals who don’t really say much and are sometimes overpowered by prominent dominant talkers who simply take over the whole discussion.  Allowed to continue, this would only result in a small proportion of the groups’ voice being heard.  It is important to actively encourage all members to participate.  
An important part of facilitation is READING YOUR AUDIENCE and encouraging those who are silent and dampening down those who are too dominant. This is how you do it:

Solving the Silent Sitters

1. Asking for their Views.

“Thanks for that Stephen, it was really helpful.   But I wonder what others make of that.  Sophie – what do you think?

2. Gently Challenging them

“Mmm… others might have a different opinion, shall we see?   Yasmin, what do you think?”

“Yeah, I agree”

“what part of Stephen’s statement do you agree with?    What if…….”

3. Get them Actively Involved In Something

“Shall we split into little task groups and work on these different areas.  How about if you four go together and look at this bit.  Lola, would you be good enough to feedback your group’s final thoughts when we reform in the larger group?”

One final thing I wanted to say is something about silent sitters: just because they might not say much in a small group session doesn’t necessarily mean they are not actively learning nor are they being lazy.  In terms of learning styles (or preference), they might be reflectors which means they like to sit back, listen to and capture the variety of thought before making their own conclusion.  Their opinions are often made after deep reflection and thought (unlike some of the activists who engage mouth before brain!).

 Hence, one good way of getting their view is right at the end because you can be sure they have really “mulled” things over in their minds and whilst not having been actively involved during the  session, their final thought might just summarise and capture vital messages and conclusions.

Solving the dominant talkers

1. Move Away to Others
Important to do this tactfully; you don’t want to make dominant talkers feel small; also, be sure to signpost that you want thought from others.

“Thanks for that John, it was really helpful.  Can I just ask what some of the others think?”
2. Get them Actively Involved In Something Non-Talkative

“Ashraf, would you be good enough to be the scribe for this session and capture some of the thoughts generated in the discussion on the flip chart?”
Talk Limitation Exercise

Ask everyone to put their keys down on the floor if they have spoken.   They are not allowed to speak again until everyone has their keys on the floor (and thus the cycle repeats)

Or, give everyone 3 matches.   Each time they say something, they have to put a match down.  If they have no matches left, they cannot talk until all group members have exhausted their matches.

3. A Personal Talk
This approach is only to be used if their contributions are really dominating the group discussion and having a negative impact on it.  Talk to them at the end of the session; subtly ask them to quieten down by using a statement with some positivity in it:

"Frances, you were really good today, but the thing is, I need to get an idea of how others feel so we can have a more rounded discussion.  So, do you think instead of generating the discussion, you might help me encourage others to speak?”
As a very last resort:
“Mica, I really have like what you said but I need to get some of the others to speak to see how they feel.  So, would you mind if I asked you to take a back seat for 15 minutes when we resume the discussion?”

In terms of learning styles:

· Silent sitters tend to be reflectors

· Dominant talkers tend to be activists

Remember, it’s important to have all these types in a group discussion because they all serve varying roles which help feed those belonging to other groups.  For instance, the dominant group members, whilst they can overtake the discussion if not carefully facilitated, actually encourage group discussion from other members (who may or may not agree with their opinion).  Sometimes the views of dominant members are so extreme that this provides meaty food encouraging others to speak up!  And if it wasn’t for that discussion, the silent sitters wouldn’t have much food for thought.

So, I hope you can see how all members of the group, whether they are silent sitters, dominant talkers or just the average group member, are equally important in feeding the cycle of small group discussion.
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