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Facilitation of Meetings

Ever sat through a meeting that has dragged on and on, with tempers running high, people talking over each other and no decisions being made? Or one person dominating the whole meeting and making all the decisions, leaving you to wonder why you bothered turning up? Most of us can manage sitting through such a meeting for a couple of times, but then start finding excuses not to go anymore. Unfortunately this pattern is very common in groups. It leads to frustration, ineffectiveness and loss of group members. However with the goodwill of the group it is quite easy to turn around the style of meetings and actually make them an enjoyable and inspiring experience for everyone. Good facilitation can help in creating successful and positive meetings.

1. The role of meetings in group work

Meetings are a necessary part of working in groups – they give us the chance to share information, to reach decisions and to get jobs done. However, meetings have another important function, which is often forgotten about - group maintenance. A good meeting not only gets work done, but also involves, supports and empowers the participants, creating a high level of

energy and enthusiasm. 

2. What is Facilitation

A facilitator is essentially a helper for the group to have an efficient and inclusive meeting.

Depending on the group a facilitator might:

· help the group decide on a structure and process for the meeting and to keep to it.
· keep the meeting focused on one item at a time until decisions are reached

· regulate the flow of discussion – drawing out quiet people and limiting over-talking

· clarify and summarise points, test for consensus and formalise decisions

· help the group in dealing with conflicts.

To ensure that the group is using the most effective means of working through topics the facilitator might introduce tools – see separate hand-out. 
Superficially a facilitator fills a role similar to that of the traditional chairperson. There are however important differences. A facilitator never “directs” the group without its consent. At no time does the facilitator make decisions for the group or take on functions which are the responsibility of the group as a whole. A good facilitator stays neutral and helps the members of the meeting be aware that it is their business being conducted. The success of the meeting is the mutual responsibility of the whole group. The facilitator needs to be aware of this and always get the group’s agreement before using processes or tools.

Facilitation is a vital role that needs to be filled at every meeting. In small groups this function may be shared or rotated informally. However, difficult meetings or meetings with a larger number of participants (more than 8 or 10 people) should always have a clearly designated and experienced facilitator. All members of the meeting should feel responsible for the progress of the meeting, and help the facilitator if necessary.

3. A Facilitator's Skills and Qualities

· little emotional investment in the items discussed. Avoid manipulating the meeting towards a particular outcome. If this becomes difficult step out of the role and let someone else facilitate.

· energy and attention for the job in hand.

· understanding of the tasks for the meeting as well as long term goals of the group.

· good listening skills including strategic questioning to be able to understand everyone’s viewpoint properly.

· respect for all participants and interest in what every individual has to offer.

· confidence that good solutions will be found and consensus can be achieved.

· assertiveness that is not overbearing – know when to intervene decisively and give some direction to the meeting.

· clear thinking and observation. Attend both to the content of the discussion and the process. How are people feeling.
4. Other roles at a meeting

To make the job of the facilitator easier you can introduce other roles to a meeting. Instead of just

one facilitator you could have two or more co-facilitators. These are able to take turns facilitating and give support to each other. This is useful if the facilitator needs to step out of his/her role because of a wish to participate in the discussion, or to have a break, or when back-up is needed in cases of tension, conflict or confusion. If the meeting is large, the co-facilitator can help the facilitator keep track of who wishes to speak.

They can also pay more attention to the emotional atmosphere of the meeting and look after how individual members are affected. In situations of conflict and distress this co-facilitator can act as observer and can intervene, for example by taking the role of an intermediary, by taking time out with someone and listening to them or by suggesting breaks and tools to improve the atmosphere of the meeting. To be a good observer you need to be able to sense underlying feelings - listen carefully and check body language.

At some meetings it maybe beneficial to have a formal chair and a facilitator. The facilitator will take a low key role until there is a need to intervene for example if people are all talking at once. Having a chair allows the facilitator to be independent and act as an observer. It is essential that the chair and the facilitator have talked before the meeting.

Another role that supports the facilitator is that of timekeeper. The timekeeper draws attention to the agreed time frame for the meeting and keeps the group to it, negotiating extensions if needed. Note takers or recorders keep track of decisions, take minutes, collect reports, and also draw attention to incomplete decisions – for example who is going to contact so and so, and when? In very large meetings it is advisable to have a co-coordinator, who is responsible for the venue, equipment, refreshments and notices. The co-coordinator can also gather people together to start on time.

5. Preparing the meeting – the key to good facilitation
· collect agenda items and plan a tentative agenda. 
· be clear about the purpose of a meeting or workshop and the outputs that are to be achieved. 

· estimate and write down time needed for each item. 
· think about priorities for this meeting – which items could be tackled another time or in

               smaller groups? 
· think about effective processes/tools for difficult or controversial topics.
· think about the pace and style to maintain interest and learning.

· deal with difficult items after the group has warmed up but before it is tired. 
· alternate short and long items. How should the meeting start and end? 
· plan in breaks, especially if the meeting will be longer than 1½ hours. 
· plan in time for an evaluation of the meeting near the end.

· write the proposed agenda on a flip chart or give individual copies to everyone. This will be helpful during the meeting as well as democratising the process of agenda formation.

· ensure that everyone is informed about time, place and content of the meeting. Distribute pre-meeting materials if necessary.

· be aware of the physical arrangements such as temperature, air quality, ability to hear and see.

· consider any special needs participants might have and how to cater for them. 
· arrange the seating in an inclusive way.  

· gather materials needed for the meeting, e.g. pens, marker pens, flipcharts, written presentations and proposals.

· find an alternative facilitator who can step in in case of emergency, or if the main facilitator tires or wants to participate more actively in discussion.

· consider the different learning styles of the group

· put together relevant handouts to help people reflect after the event.

· follow a logical order to help achieve learning outcomes. 

6. During the meeting

· Introduce yourself.

· Introductory process to gather the group. This really depends on the group – make sure not to alienate newcomers.
· Set the boundaries of the meeting: explain the time frame, subject, aims of meeting,

               responsibility of facilitator and what you aim to do. Outline what behaviour is          
acceptable/not acceptable in meeting (e.g. one person speaking at a time). 
· See that an agenda is formed and agreed upon. If you have prepared an agenda, explain your ideas. Go through the whole agenda, then ask for comments and make necessary

               changes. 

· Use short agenda items, fun items, announcements and breaks throughout the agenda to provide rest and relief from the more taxing items.

· Go through the agenda item by item. Keep the group focussed on one item at a time until a decision has been reached, even if the decision is to shelve it for some other time. Decisions on action steps include what, how, who, when and where.

· If new items come up in the discussion make sure they get noted down to be dealt with later or create a car park.

· Invite and regulate discussion. Clarify proposals put forward. State and restate the position of the meeting as it appears to be emerging until agreement is reached.

· Make sure the participants are using the most effective means of accomplishing tasks and reaching decisions.

· Introduce tools. 

· Help everyone to participate - draw out quiet people, limit over-talking, don't let anyone dominate the discussion. Use tools to equalise participation and to create a safe atmosphere for expressing opinions and feelings.

· Tune in to the overall feeling of the group throughout the meeting - check energy levels, interest in the subject, whether the aims are being fulfilled, is the structure appropriate (large/small groups), time.

· Encourage individuals to pursue on their own projects or ideas in which they have a strong interest, but in which the group does not.

· Be positive: use affirmation and appreciation, and comment on special contributions of members and accomplishments of the group.

· Challenge put-downs and discriminatory remarks.

· Make sure a time and place for the next meeting has been agreed and that people leave their contact details if they want to be updated. Do this before people start leaving.

· Sum up and provide some satisfying closure to the meeting.

· Hold a formal evaluation of the meeting before people leave.

7. Facilitating for consensus

Below are some tips for facilitating a group that is using consensus decision-making. 

· A real consensus comes only after bringing differences out into the open. Encourage everyone to present their viewpoints, especially when they may be conflicting.

· Listen carefully for agreements and concerns. When a decision cannot be made, state points of agreement and of hesitancy. Find out where worries come from, so that they can be resolved or new proposals can be drawn up that take them into account.

· Test for agreement periodically. This helps to clarify disagreements. State the tentative consensus in question form and be specific. If you are not clear how to phrase the question ask for help.

· Do not mistake silence for consent. Insist on a response from every participant. The group needs to be conscious of making a contract with each other.

· When there is time pressure or the group has lapsed into nit-picking, it can help to state the perceived agreement in the negative: Is there anyone who does not agree that…?

· Be suspicious of agreements reached too easily – test to make sure that members really are fully supportive of the decision and do agree on essential points.

· When no agreement can be reached, try the following: Ask those disagreeing for alternative proposals / Propose a break or silence or postponing the decision to give people time to cool down and reflect / If the decision is postponed it is often a good idea to engage conflicting parties in conflict resolution before the issue is brought up again.

· When one or two people are blocking consensus, ask if they are prepared to stand aside, to allow the group to proceed with the action (standing aside = not being involved in a decision and its consequences). It may help if the group assures them that the lack of unity will be recorded in the minutes, that the decision does not set a precedent and that they are not expected to carry out the decision.

8. Facilitating difficult situations

As with meetings, a workshop can involve unexpected and difficult situations that need to facilitate your way out of. In many cases you can rely on exactly the same facilitation tools that you might use in a meeting.

The golden rule for effectively sorting out a difficult situation is to discover why it’s happening – what are the underlying causes? Then you can figure out what you can do about it. So if you’re ever unsure – ask the group what the problem is and actively listen to the answer.

9. Working With An Unresponsive Group

Firstly, check whether they really are unresponsive. It’s possible you’ve got a room full of reflective types that simply work at a slower pace than you’d planned. Then think about all the other possible factors. Do you need to take a break, open a window, do an energising game?

Maybe it’s the exercise that you’re doing? Have they understood what they’re supposed to be doing? Have you given them a rationale for doing it, so that the pragmatic types can engage with it? Or perhaps it simply isn’t working and you need to move on to something else? In all of these cases ask the group! If in doubt, throw it back to them. “Is everyone clear on what we’re doing?”, “Is this exercise working for you guys? If not we can easily move on”. If there’s no energy for an exercise or workshop you might need to face the fact that you’re not meeting the expectations of the participants – that what you have planned is not what they want to do. This may require

you to negotiate with the group – ask them what they were expecting and make some changes to your plans on the spot.

Of course it could just be Friday afternoon, or Monday morning. You could try selecting icebreakers that are relevant to the learning you want to take place.

10. Working With Sceptical Groups

So you’ve got a group that’s skeptical about the subject of this particular workshop? What do you do? Firstly, make it clear what’s in it for them. What advantages will the workshop bring them? Is it more knowledge, solve their problems, simply an hour or so of fun?

Secondly, assume you’ve got a room full of pragmatists who want to know exactly how each and every exercise is applicable to their real experience (and that includes the icebreakers!) – give them a clear rationale at the start for undertaking each bit of your workshop. If you can’t (because, for example, the exercise needs them to come at it with an unprejudiced mind) explain that to them and make it clear that the rationale will become obvious. Acknowledge the skepticism – don’t just ignore it and hope it’ll go away! You can be explicit – “I know some of you aren’t sure how this workshop will help, but go with it for now – other groups have found it really valuable. Don’t forget you’ll get a chance to tell me what you think at the end. If you’ve got questions, or are

unsure of anything at any stage, just ask me…”.

Trust in your workshop – you’ve checked that it meets all the needs of a good learning experience. You evaluate regularly, so know what works and what doesn’t. Be confident – not easy when faced with skepticism – but do it anyway!

11. Expecting a Large Group, Getting a Small One

It’s not uncommon to plan a workshop for 20 people and then find that only 6 show up on the day. Do whatever you can, in advance, to establish an accurate assessment of who will be there. If you think the numbers are at all unrealistic or vague, plan for half the number showing up. Check out in advance that your agenda will still work with 4, 6 or whatever. Assuming that you decide to go ahead with the workshop, what can you do?

On the positive side, a small group can mean a more intimate and interesting workshop – there’s the potential for everyone to have more of a chance to speak and contribute, so see it as an opportunity and not a crisis. In many cases you simply need to mentally rework some of your numbers – e.g. 2 small groups instead of 4 or groups of 3 not 6. The worst thing you can do is let the numbers deflate your enthusiasm. It will show and will infect the workshop! Don’t sit there and say “Well, we were going to do this really interesting exercise, but since no-one could be bothered to show up, we’ll have to do this ... instead”![image: image3.png]
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