FACILITATION
What is
facilitation?

When
are we
facilitating?

What
does an
effective
facilitator
do?

Facilitation is a way of providing leadership without taking control. A facilitator
bridges ideas and perspectives in order to help a group work together effectively
and to assume responsibility for their own decisions and actions.
.
By its very definition, the goal of facilitation is “to make easier and to help bring
about growth.”

Facilitators may be asked to design and lead a variety of interactions. Any
interaction, formal or informal, can be seen as a “meeting” in need of a facilitator.
Some examples include:
A project debrief, a problem solving or conflict resolution meeting, a team
building session, a priority setting meeting, a discussion on a reading, etc.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Moves a group forward towards its objectives
Helps members assess their needs and create plans to meet them
Provides a process to help make high-quality decisions and use time
effectively
Uses consensus to make all members feel included and that their opinions are
important
Helps the group communicate effectively by encouraging active listening and
understanding
Teaches and empowers others to share responsibility
Fosters an environment where members enjoy working together and where
they are working to attain common goals

NEUTRALITY
Remaining neutral is one of the most important responsibilities of a facilitator.
Content:

Your job as a facilitator is to focus on the process you
are leading and avoid the temptation of offering
opinions about the topic being discussed. You should
use questions and suggestions to move the process
along, but you should never impose your opinion
upon the group. The content of any meeting is what
is being discussed. The content is where the energy
of the participants should be directed. It is the verbal
portion of the meeting, and consumes the attention
of the participants.

Emotion:

As the facilitator, it is essential that you do not
become emotional about the topic the group is
discussing or by the statements/actions of the
participants. When emotional intensity in troubled
groups becomes high enough, it produces illogical
thoughts and communications, which may often
cause destruction of relationships. When the
facilitator stays emotionally neutral, members are
able to think in a more logical, productive fashion in
an environment where they do not feel threatened.

Body Language:

Maintaining neutral body language visually displays
your openness and trustworthiness to the group.
Neutral body language includes: maintaining eye
contact and turning your body to the speaker,
practicing active listening, keeping an open physical
presence (arms and legs uncrossed, hands out of
pockets), ensuring that all members can see you, etc.

If you cannot be neutral…
•
•
•

Pose a Question: Take your observation or idea and pose it to the group as a question.
Offer a Suggestion: Ask the group if they would be willing to take a suggestion and then
offer it. Do not demand or become authoritative.
Take Off Your Facilitator’s Hat: If the situation demands that you take control due to
safety risks, etc., verbally remove yourself from the facilitator role so members
understand that you are no longer modeling.

TONE-SETTING
Properly tone-setting at the beginning of a facilitation activity is critical to success. Taking the
time to tone-set with your group, by clarifying objectives, expectations, roles and responsibilities,
ensures that everyone begins the work on the same page.

WELCOME
AND
CHECK IN

DESIRED
OUTCOMES

Take a moment to check in with the group. If introductions are required, make them. If
group members are distracted or engaged in separate conversations or activities, allow them
to “clear” by announcing you will begin shortly, and they need to wrap-up.

Your first step is to clearly
identify the desired outcomes for
the facilitated session. Your
outcomes should be observable
and measurable, you’ll want to
.
KNOW if they have been met or
not. Some people find using the
SMART (Specific, Measurable,
Achievable, Realistic, and TimeBound) Goal Model to be helpful.

AGENDA

Once you have given the group your desired outcomes, you’ll want to explain how you plan
meet the objectives by sharing an agenda. Agendas do not always need to formal, written
documents. Sharing your “agenda” simply represents you explaining the process you will be
using to guide the group. Remember the simple process model of Open, Narrow, and Close
and explain the steps. You’ll want to include the amount of time the group has to work with,
which will help you manage time during the session.

EXPECTATIONS

After you have shared your desired outcomes and agenda, you’ll want to ask the group what
they hope to get out of the session. This will either reaffirm your desired outcomes or
highlight other priorities to be incorporated into the session that you may have overlooked.
In the event the group expectations are drastically different that the desired outcomes, you
have to defer your outcomes or their expectations to another session.

AGREEMENTS

The final step of tone-setting is to set group agreements. If your session will include the
discussion of sensitive or controversial material, or where vulnerability is required, you might
consider developing ground rules to guide your behaviors. If the session is fairly straightforward, you will simply want to confirm nothing else needs to be said before you begin.

STIMULATING THINKING (OPENING) & INCREASING PARTICIPATION
Opening your facilitation session is about uploading as much information from the group as
you possibly can! Use the following methods to increase creative thinking and participation.

1-2-4 MODEL:
Even in small groups, people often feel
most comfortable speaking in smaller
conversations. The “1-2-4” model begins
with a question that everyone is asked to
consider and reflect upon individually.
After a short-period of time, individuals are
paired together to share their thoughts.
After several minutes have passed, pairs
are moved into groups of four to continue
sharing.

JOURNAL REFLECTION:
If you are looking for a more
introspective take, consider providing
your participants with a journal prompt
and allowing a designated amount of
time for reflection. When you call the
group back to order, ask everyone to
share their reflections.

PAIR AND SHARES:
A simpler model for creating
opportunities for one-on-one
conversation is a simple “pair and
share”. In this model, the facilitator
simply asks group members to turn
to a neighbor and share their
responses.

BRAINSTORMING:
If you would like to begin with the entire
group, consider engaging in a group
brainstorming session. Brainstorming
sessions must begin with questions revolving
around meeting your desired outcomes.
Effective brainstorming:
 Should involve everyone
 Is best when given a strict timeline
 Must be documented

MANAGING PARTICIPATION
It is not uncommon to have group members who over participate, under participate, or distract
the group. While these behaviors may be rooted in larger issues and are not always easily
solved, you can try and use the following tips to balance participation.
Over Participation
In your facilitation experiences, you will encounter individuals that seem to speak too often. One
strategy you can use to move the group forward is to tell them that you would like to implement the
NSTUESO rule; No One Speaks Twice Until Everyone Speaks Once. You can also use the phase “Let’s hear
from someone else”.

Under Participation
It is important to create space for all group members to dialogue. Using techniques like brainstorming,
pair and shares and the 1-2-4 model allows everyone to have a voice and keeps anyone from “opting
out.” When there are group members who are not contributing to the conversation, call for a Once
Around. Explain that you will move through the group once, so that everyone has the opportunity to
share their ideas with the group.

Going Off Track
When a group member or members continue to take the group off track, assertively remind them of the
desired outcomes. Tell them that the group will come back to their issues/thoughts/concerns at another
time. You might consider using a Parking Lot, where you physically write down the issues being raised so
participants can see that they have been heard and feel confident that they’re concerns will be
addressed.

Outbursts
On occasion you may have a participant create a block by having an emotional outburst or bringing up
something personal, unrelated to the entire group. In these cases, practice empathetic listening, using
phrases such as “that must have been frustrating” or “I would understand how that might be upsetting.”
Try and help the individual feel heard and resist your own urge to become emotional. If the issue is
personal and should be addressed in a setting outside of the group, tell the individual that you will follow
up with them after the session. In the event you are unable to redirect the individual, it is ok to take a
break and release the group while you handle the issue.

NARROWING
Once you have adequately investigated a topic or question central to your session it is time to
begin narrowing the conversation and moving towards conclusions or decisions. There are a
variety of methods you can use depending on the complexity of the session.

IDENTIFY THEMES
Sometimes your brainstorm will yield concrete ideas you can move forward. Other times you will
need to look over the contributions and look for themes to move forward and build upon. When
that is the case, begin with the following questions:





What do our ideas have in common?
Where is our thinking similar?
How are our ideas the same?
What themes can we agree upon?

EVALUATE IDEAS
Once you have identified the ideas and/or themes you would like to move forward, you will want
to give the team an opportunity to think through each option to make sure it is fully explored. One
method that is particularly helpful is known as the “Six Thinking Hats”. This method is designed to
give the team to look at the option through a series of lenses in a structured, methodical way. You
simply introduce the option you are exploring, and discuss the idea using each “hat”.

DECISION MAKING
CONSENSUS
Prior to making a decision it’s important to solicit a commitment to consensus from your
team. Everyone must be willing to move forward with the decision the group makes prior to
making it. This includes emphasizing the following:





DECISIONMAKING

Recognize you may not get what you want
Commit to making a decision
Agree that you will implement the decision of the group
Move forward once a decision has been made

There are a variety of strategies that can be used to make a decision in a group setting
dependent upon the group’s needs and the complexity of the decision:
 VOTING: Identify the options available and allow each team member one vote, with the
most votes winning. Votes can be cast in-person, online, using ballots, or by a show of
hands.
 RANKING: Ranking is similar to voting, except team members are given the ability to vote
for more than one option. A simple strategy is to give each team member the ability to vote
on three options, with their favorite option ranking as a “3”, second favorite as a “2”, and
third favorite ranking as a “1”. The option with the highest tally is the one that is moved
forward.
 SCORING: Scoring should be resolved for more complex decision-making. In a scoring
format, the team will have split each option into multiple sections and created scoring
criteria for each section. Each team member will score each option using the scoring
criteria and the option with the highest overall ranking will be moved forward.

PLANNING

Now that you have selected an idea, it’s time to put a plan together! Your planning process
should include the following:








Clarify your desired outcomes
Review your timeline
Review your available resources
Identify tasks to be completed
Identify items to remain flexible
Assign a team member’s roles
Confirm understanding

CLOSING

Now that you have made a decision, it’s time to put a plan together! Your
planning process should include the following:
Review your timeline
Review your available resources
Identify tasks to be completed
Identify items to remain flexible
Assign team member’s roles
 Confirm understanding
 Establish systems for accountability







EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
Experiential learning is learning through hands-on experience or
learning through doing. However, the experience in itself is not enough
to produce lessons learned. Reflection and our ability to draw meaning
from our experiences is the only way that we can truly learn from them.

“A mind that is
stretched by a
new experience
can never go back
to its old
dimensions.”
-Oliver
Wendall
Holmes

Adapted from David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model

If reflection is the best tool for learning, then utilizing a structured process to ensure that reflection is
occurring, especially within groups, becomes extremely important. The process known as
DEBRIEFING is highly effective in helping to draw meaning from events and interactions in our lives.
When completed correctly, “debriefs” are an impactful way to ensure that we are learning from our
experiences. Debriefing helps to complete the experiential learning cycle.

WHAT?
Without judgment or interpretation, participants describe in detail the facts and event(s) of the experience.
This is a time to find out what events occurred. Each member of the group may have experienced the activity
differently. Each person should report his or her experience. Questions are directed towards gathering data:
•
•
•
•
•

What happened?
What did you see?
Describe your experience.
How did you feel?
What is your perspective?

•
•
•

What surprised you?
What went on in the group?
Let’s hear from someone who
has a different reaction.

SO WHAT?
After the participants share their ideas and reactions, it is important to help individuals see and evaluate any
trends or dynamics that may be emerging in the group. The leader’s role is to help participants not only notice
what happened, but to ask “Why?” The group determines if what went on during the experience was unique
or if it happens in other situations. Participants are asked to focus on linking the experience to the real world.
Generalizing helps participants transfer their personal learning from the experience to the rest of the world.
Questions are directed towards making sense of the data for the individual and the group:
•
•
•
•
•

Why did that happen?
What caused that particular event?
What kinds of patterns are you seeing here?
How was that significant?
How might it have been different?

•
•
•
•
•

Where have you seen this before?
What does this remind you of?
What does this make you think of?
Does this remind you of anything?
What does that help explain?

Fishing for Themes:

As the facilitator, your role will be to identify themes during the “So What?” questioning that you will use for
your “application” during the “Now What?” questioning. Common themes include:
•
•
•

Communication
Teamwork
Trust

•
•
•

Leadership
Diversity
Planning

•
•
•

Resources
Power
Motivation

NOW WHAT?
How will they think or act in the future as a result of this experience? Participants consider broader
implications of the experience and apply learning. Be aware to strike a balance between realistic, reachable
goals and openness to spontaneity and change.
•
•
•
•
•

How could you apply that?
How could you make it better?
How can you hold on to that feeling?
What do you want to remember from this experience in the future?
What follow-up is needed to address any challenges or difficulties?

