
Advanced Conflict Resolution: Countering Sabotage Tactics in
Workshops

A specialized training module for identifying and neutralizing disruptive behaviors based on the CIA's

Simple Sabotage Manual

Introduction: Understanding Organizational Sabotage

The CIA's 1944 Simple Sabotage Manual provides a blueprint for disrupting organizations from within.

While designed for wartime resistance, these tactics are now commonly used (consciously or

unconsciously) to derail meetings, workshops, and collaborative processes.

Key Insight: Most workshop disruption follows predictable patterns. By understanding these patterns,

facilitators can recognize, neutralize, and redirect sabotage tactics while maintaining group trust and

momentum.

Training Philosophy: We assume positive intent while addressing problematic behaviors. Many

participants employ these tactics unconsciously due to anxiety, past trauma, or different cultural

norms around conflict and collaboration.

Part I: Recognizing Simple Sabotage in Workshop Settings

Category A: Process Sabotage

Disrupting workflow and decision-making

The Classic Tactics (from CIA Manual):

"Insist on doing everything through 'channels'"

Workshop manifestation: Demanding formal procedures for every small decision

Example: "We can't move forward until we've properly voted on whether to use sticky notes or

index cards"

"Make 'speeches.' Talk as frequently as possible and at great length"

Workshop manifestation: Monopolizing discussion with long personal stories

Example: Participant launches into 15-minute monologue about their community organizing

history when asked for a 2-minute introduction



"Refer all matters to committees for 'further study'"

Workshop manifestation: Suggesting every decision needs a working group

Example: "We should really form a subcommittee to research assessment methodologies before

proceeding"

"Bring up irrelevant issues as frequently as possible"

Workshop manifestation: Derailing focused discussions with tangential concerns

Example: During strategic action planning, suddenly raising questions about workshop room

temperature or catering choices

"Haggle over precise wordings"

Workshop manifestation: Getting stuck on semantic debates

Example: Spending 20 minutes debating whether to call it "community readiness" or "collective

preparedness"

Recognition Signals:

Energy in room deflates or becomes tense

Time awareness disappears (people stop checking clocks)

Participants start side conversations or check phones

Forward momentum stops despite continued activity

Same person consistently introduces complexity or delay

Category B: Authority Sabotage

Undermining leadership and expertise

The Classic Tactics:

"Demand written orders"

Workshop manifestation: Requiring detailed documentation for every instruction

Example: "Can you put those brainstorming guidelines in writing so we know exactly what's

expected?"

"Misunderstand orders. Ask endless questions"

Workshop manifestation: Repeatedly asking for clarification on simple instructions



Example: After clear explanation of assessment process, asking "So are we rating ourselves or the

action? On what scale? What if I'm between two numbers?"

"Do everything possible to delay delivery"

Workshop manifestation: Never quite completing assigned tasks

Example: Taking excessive time for individual reflection, not returning from breaks on time,

needing multiple reminders to share in pairs

Recognition Signals:

Facilitator finds themselves over-explaining simple concepts

Group waits frequently for same participants

Questions focus on process rather than content

Requests for clarification seem disproportionate to task complexity

Category C: Morale Sabotage

Creating negativity and discouragement

The Classic Tactics:

"Act stupid"

Workshop manifestation: Claiming inability to understand concepts others grasp easily

Example: "I just don't get this systems thinking stuff. It's too complicated for someone like me"

"Be as irritable and quarrelsome as possible"

Workshop manifestation: Finding fault with every suggestion or process

Example: "This assessment is too long." "Now it's too short." "The categories don't make sense."

"There are too many categories."

"Cry and sob hysterically at every occasion"

Workshop manifestation: Dramatic emotional responses to minor challenges

Example: Breaking down when receiving mild feedback or when personal assessment scores are

lower than expected

"Spread disturbing rumors that sound like inside dope"

Workshop manifestation: Sharing discouraging "information" about similar efforts



Example: "I heard from someone that these kinds of assessments never work in real communities"

or "A friend told me this methodology was developed by consultants who don't understand

grassroots organizing"

Recognition Signals:

Group energy becomes heavy or anxious

Participants begin questioning the value of the process

Optimism and possibility thinking decrease

People start making excuses for why things won't work

Category D: Information Sabotage

Confusing communication and learning

The Classic Tactics:

"Give lengthy and incomprehensible explanations when questioned"

Workshop manifestation: Providing confusing responses that muddle rather than clarify

Example: When asked to share an insight, launching into complex theoretical explanation that

loses the group

"Make mistakes in quantities... Use wrong addresses... Confuse similar names"

Workshop manifestation: Consistently providing incorrect information

Example: Misreporting assessment scores, mixing up strategic action categories, giving wrong

contact information for follow-up

"Misfile essential documents"

Workshop manifestation: Losing or misplacing important materials

Example: Assessment forms disappear, strategic action lists get mixed up, contact information

goes missing

Part II: Neutralization Strategies

The REDIRECT Framework

R - Recognize the pattern

E - Empathize with underlying need



D - Direct energy toward purpose

I - Invite collective responsibility

R - Restore forward momentum

E - Evaluate and adjust if needed

C - Continue with awareness

T - Thank contributions when possible

Strategy A: Process Sabotage Responses

For Excessive Procedure Demands:

Recognition: "I notice we're spending a lot of energy on process questions." Empathy: "It sounds like

having clear structure feels important for your participation." Redirect: "Let's use our original

agreement: we'll try this approach for 10 minutes, then check how it's working for everyone."

Collective Responsibility: "How is this level of process discussion serving our goal of supporting

strategic action implementation?"

For Meeting Monopolizers:

Recognition: "I want to make sure we hear everyone's perspective." Empathy: "Thank you for sharing

your experience - there's clearly a lot of wisdom there." Redirect: "Let's capture that insight and hear

from others who haven't spoken yet." Invite: "How might we make space for all voices while honoring

the depth people want to share?"

For Irrelevant Issue Raisers:

Recognition: "That's an important consideration." Empathy: "I can see why that matters to you."

Redirect: "Let's add that to our 'parking lot' list and stay focused on [current topic]." Restore: "So,

back to strategic action assessment - who wants to share their experience with the community

readiness section?"

Strategy B: Authority Sabotage Responses

For Excessive Clarification Seekers:

Recognition: "I'm noticing lots of questions about the process." Empathy: "It's important to feel

confident about what we're doing." Direct: "Let's try the activity for 5 minutes, and then you'll have

concrete experience to ask questions about." Collective: "What would help the group feel ready to

move forward?"

For Chronic Delayers:



Recognition: "We have some folks still working on the last step." Direct: "Let's take 2 more minutes,

then share what we have so far." Invite: "How can we support each other in staying on pace?"

Continue: Proceed with those who are ready, invite others to catch up as they can.

Strategy C: Morale Sabotage Responses

For "Acting Stupid":

Recognition: "This material can feel overwhelming at first." Empathy: "Many people find systems

thinking challenging initially." Redirect: "What's one small piece that does make sense to you?"

Collective: "How might we support each other's different learning styles?"

For Chronic Negativity:

Recognition: "I'm hearing some concerns about whether this approach will work." Empathy: "It makes

sense to be cautious about new methodologies." Direct: "What would need to be true for you to feel

more hopeful about this process?" Restore: "Let's also hear from folks who are feeling more

optimistic - what's giving you energy about this work?"

For Rumor Spreading:

Recognition: "That's concerning information you've heard." Empathy: "It's discouraging when other

efforts haven't succeeded." Direct: "What specifically was different about those situations compared

to what we're doing here?" Collective: "What evidence are we seeing in our own experience that

might tell a different story?"

Strategy D: Information Sabotage Responses

For Confusing Explanations:

Recognition: "Let me see if I can summarize what I heard." Direct: "Could you give us just the key

point in one sentence?" Invite: "Does anyone else have a way to explain this that might be clearer?"

Continue: Move forward with clearer explanation while thanking the attempt.

For Information "Mistakes":

Recognition: Address errors immediately and matter-of-factly Direct: "Let me double-check those

numbers with everyone." Collective: "Can we all verify our information together?" Evaluate: Watch for

patterns and address privately if chronic.



Part III: Advanced Interventions

When Standard Redirection Isn't Working

The Private Conversation Approach

When to use: Pattern is persistent and significantly disrupting group process

Script: "I'd like to talk with you privately during the next break. I'm noticing some dynamics that might

be getting in the way of your full participation."

During conversation:

1. Assume positive intent: "I imagine you have concerns about this process that aren't being

addressed."

2. Name the pattern: "I've noticed [specific behaviors] happening consistently."

3. Explore needs: "What would help you feel more comfortable participating?"

4. Set agreements: "How can we work together so you get what you need without disrupting the

group process?"

5. Offer alternatives: "If this format isn't working for you, what would be more helpful?"

The Group Reset Intervention

When to use: Sabotage tactics are spreading or group energy is significantly affected

Process:

1. Pause the activity: "I want to check in with everyone about how this process is working."

2. Name the pattern generally: "I'm sensing some resistance to moving forward."

3. Invite collective responsibility: "What's needed for us to work together more effectively?"

4. Renegotiate agreements: "Should we adjust our approach or timeline?"

5. Offer choice: "We can continue as planned, modify our process, or take a different direction

entirely."

The Aikido Response

Philosophy: Use the energy of resistance to move forward rather than fighting against it

For excessive process focus: "You're right that process matters enormously. Let's spend our next 10

minutes really nailing down our agreements, and then use that solid foundation to dive into content."



For monopolizing: "There's so much wisdom in the room. Let's make sure we capture [name]'s

insights and get everyone else's perspectives too. [Name], could you be our timekeeper to help us

hear from everyone?"

For chronic negativity: "These concerns are valuable. Let's identify the three biggest risks you're

seeing, and then brainstorm how to address them."

Dealing with Coordinated Disruption

Recognition signs: Multiple participants using sabotage tactics simultaneously, tactics escalate rather

than respond to intervention, deliberate coordination apparent

Immediate Response:

1. Stay calm and centered - disruption often aims to provoke facilitator reaction

2. Address the group directly: "I'm noticing several concerning patterns that are affecting our ability

to work together."

3. Offer choice: "We can continue with those who want to participate constructively, take a break to

reset, or end today's session."

4. Document patterns for post-workshop debrief and future prevention

Post-Workshop Analysis:

Was this spontaneous group resistance or organized disruption?

What legitimate needs weren't being met?

How might workshop design have prevented these dynamics?

What support do sincere participants need?

Part IV: Prevention Through Workshop Design

Build Sabotage Resistance into Structure

Opening Agreements That Prevent Sabotage:

Time agreements: "We'll start and end on time, with breaks as scheduled."

Participation agreements: "We'll share airtime and speak from personal experience."

Decision agreements: "We'll try activities as designed, then modify if needed."

Learning agreements: "We'll approach new concepts with curiosity rather than judgment."

Conflict agreements: "We'll address concerns directly rather than through side conversations."



Process Design Elements:

Clear time boundaries: Visual timers, regular check-ins, firm transitions

Balanced participation: Small group work, structured sharing, rotating leadership

Transparent purpose: Connect every activity to implementation success

Multiple engagement styles: Individual reflection, peer discussion, large group sharing,

kinesthetic activities

Built-in evaluation: Regular process checks and adjustment opportunities

Early Recognition Systems:

Energy monitoring: Check group energy every 30 minutes

Participation tracking: Notice who's engaging and who's withdrawing

Time awareness: Alert group when activities run over

Resistance acknowledgment: Name and address concerns as they arise

Working with Different Types of Resistance

Legitimate Resistance (Needs-Based):

Characteristics: Concerns are specific, constructive alternatives offered, willing to negotiate,

responds to addressing underlying needs

Response: Listen deeply, adjust process to meet legitimate needs, appreciate the feedback

Cultural Resistance (Style Differences):

Characteristics: Comes from different norms about time, authority, group process, or decision-

making

Response: Acknowledge different approaches, find ways to honor various styles, educate about

methodology without dismissing other approaches

Trauma-Informed Resistance (Safety-Based):

Characteristics: Triggered by past negative experiences with assessment, authority, or group process

Response: Emphasize choice and consent, offer alternatives, provide extra support, don't take it

personally

Disruptive Resistance (Sabotage):



Characteristics: Persistent despite intervention, spreads negativity, doesn't respond to addressing

stated concerns, focuses on process over content

Response: Use strategies outlined above, set clear boundaries, protect the group's ability to do its

work

Part V: Practice Scenarios

Scenario-Based Training Exercises

Scenario 1: The Over-Processor

Setup: Participant consistently demands detailed explanations of every instruction, wants written

clarification of simple verbal directions, questions the methodology behind each activity.

Your Response: (Practice with partner before reading suggested response)

Suggested Approach:

Recognize: "I notice you have lots of questions about our process."

Empathy: "It's important to feel confident about what we're doing."

Direct: "Let's try this next activity, and you can ask questions based on your actual experience."

Invite: "What would help you feel ready to dive in and learn by doing?"

Scenario 2: The Mood Dampener

Setup: Every time group energy rises with possibility thinking, participant shares discouraging stories

about why similar efforts have failed elsewhere.

Your Response: (Practice with partner)

Suggested Approach:

Recognize: "I'm hearing some concerns based on other experiences."

Empathy: "It's disappointing when efforts you've seen haven't worked out."

Direct: "What's different about our situation that might lead to better outcomes?"

Collective: "What evidence are we seeing today that gives you hope?"

Scenario 3: The Meeting Hijacker

Setup: During strategic action assessment, participant launches into detailed critique of local politics,

complete with names and grievances, pulling group away from focused work.



Your Response: (Practice with partner)

Suggested Approach:

Recognize: "Those are important political dynamics to consider."

Empathy: "It's frustrating when local politics create barriers to change."

Redirect: "Let's capture how those dynamics affect your strategic action specifically."

Restore: "So looking at your community support assessment, how do these political factors

influence your stakeholder map?"

Scenario 4: The Chronic Questioner

Setup: Same participant interrupts every 2-3 minutes with "But what if..." questions that seem

designed to find problems rather than understand process.

Your Response: (Practice with partner)

Suggested Approach:

Recognize: "You're thinking ahead to potential challenges."

Direct: "Let's collect your 'what if' questions and address them after we complete this section."

Invite: "What would help you trust the process enough to try it before troubleshooting?"

Continue: Proceed with activity while acknowledging the questions will be addressed.

Debrief Questions for Practice:

1. What felt most challenging about these interventions?

2. How did your body feel when encountering resistance?

3. What helped you stay centered and responsive rather than reactive?

4. Which REDIRECT steps felt most natural/difficult for you?

5. How might you modify these approaches for your cultural context?

Part VI: Self-Care and Facilitator Resilience

Recognizing Your Own Triggers

Common Facilitator Vulnerabilities:

Authority challenges: When expertise or leadership is questioned

Time pressure: When process is slowed down significantly



Perfectionism: When workshop doesn't go as planned

People-pleasing: When unable to meet everyone's needs

Control needs: When group direction becomes unpredictable

Warning Signs You're Being Triggered:

Speaking faster or louder than usual

Defensive explanations of methodology

Personalizing resistance ("They don't like me")

Rushing through content to "get back on track"

Feeling angry or resentful toward participants

In-the-Moment Centering Practices:

Breathing: Three conscious breaths before responding

Grounding: Feel feet on floor, notice body position

Perspective: "This resistance is information, not attack"

Purpose: "How does my response serve the group's learning?"

Choice: "I can respond rather than react"

Building Long-Term Resilience

Between-Workshop Practices:

Supervision/peer consultation: Regular processing of difficult dynamics

Skills development: Ongoing training in conflict resolution and trauma-informed facilitation

Personal therapy: Addressing your own triggers and patterns

Community support: Connection with other facilitators facing similar challenges

Boundary setting: Clarity about what you will/won't tolerate in workshops

Learning from Each Experience:

What sabotage patterns emerged?

Which interventions were effective?

What would you do differently?

How did group dynamics support or hinder your responses?

What additional skills would be helpful?



Part VII: Advanced Topics

When Sabotage Serves the System

Sometimes what appears as individual disruption actually reveals problems with the methodology,

workshop design, or facilitator approach.

Questions for Self-Reflection:

Is the resistance telling us something important about power dynamics?

Are we asking people to be vulnerable without sufficient safety?

Does our methodology inadvertently exclude certain learning styles or cultural approaches?

Are we moving too fast for genuine integration?

Is the assessment tool actually useful for this community context?

Systemic vs. Individual Response:

Individual approach: Focus on managing disruptive behavior Systemic approach: Examine what the

resistance reveals about methodology, power, or design

Cultural Considerations

Sabotage Tactics Vary by Culture:

High-context cultures: Resistance may be more subtle, indirect

Hierarchical cultures: May challenge methodology by questioning facilitator credentials

Collective cultures: Individual assessment may feel inappropriate or dangerous

Conflict-avoidant cultures: Resistance may manifest as withdrawal rather than disruption

Adaptive Facilitation:

Learn about cultural norms in your community

Adjust methodology to fit cultural context

Partner with cultural insiders for credibility and insight

Distinguish cultural differences from sabotage tactics

Trauma-Informed Considerations

Assessment Can Be Triggering:



Past experiences with evaluation and judgment

Scarcity mentality about resources and capacity

Trauma responses to authority figures

Fear of community exposure or failure

Trauma-Informed Responses:

Emphasize choice and consent throughout

Normalize different responses to assessment

Provide alternatives for participation

Create multiple pathways to engagement

Acknowledge systemic barriers to community organizing

Conclusion: Integration and Practice

Key Takeaways:

1. Sabotage tactics follow predictable patterns - recognition enables effective response

2. Most resistance serves legitimate needs - address needs while protecting group process

3. Prevention through design is more effective than reaction - build resistance into workshop

structure

4. Facilitator self-awareness is crucial - manage your own triggers to respond skillfully

5. Some resistance reveals systemic issues - distinguish individual disruption from methodological

problems

Action Planning:

Immediate: Practice recognition and REDIRECT responses with colleagues Short-term: Observe

patterns in your next workshop and experiment with interventions Long-term: Develop community of

practice around skillful response to workshop disruption

Remember:

The goal isn't to eliminate all resistance, but to work skillfully with the resistance that emerges in

service of the group's learning and implementation success. Some of our most transformative

workshops include conflict that gets addressed constructively rather than avoided or suppressed.



"The best way to take care of the future is to take care of the present moment." - Thich Nhat Hanh

This training module serves facilitators in creating containers strong enough to hold both enthusiasm

and resistance, both hope and fear, in service of strategic action that can change the world.


