A PRACTICAL VIEW OF FACILITATION
Introduction
The Facilitator empowers a group by helping the group reach consensus. Groups usually achieve consensus in workshops.  It is the Facilitators job to orchestrate the workshop to help the group achieve consensus. The facilitator is independent of the content the group supplies.  
E.g  An orchestra is used to make music. However, unless there is an appropriate conductor nothing will occur. If the knowledge the people in the organisation possess is the orchestra the facilitator’s role is to conduct.
Facilitators obtain a clear understanding of the outcome required and develop the workshop. An assessment is made as to what the orchestra is to play. Then the appropriate workshop agenda is compiled. The conductor puts together a plan to conduct the piece.  
Managing the workshop is akin to conducting. Facilitators create and manage the environment where groups of people can freely share ideas, thoughts, and limitations to reach consensus. Facilitators are guardians of the process. 
Human beings are individuals and will not always agree. It therefore, comes as no surprise that individuals put in a group to address a concern are unlikely to agree.  It is the role of the facilitator to help build consensus by using tools and techniques effectively. These techniques empower the group. The techniques facilitators use helps the orchestra to perform.

The result is an enormous burst of energy from your employees that enhances company progress.

Definition of Facilitation

Def: Facilitation is the art of designing and managing a workshop process that empowers a group to deliver. 
Whenever a group of people need to work together, make a decision, solve a problem or complete a task they need to collaborate. This means embracing diversity to bring the group together to achieve consensus.

Consensus defined: An opinion or position reached by a group as a whole.
This implies that all the individuals of the group can support the decision and stand by it. It does not mean they have to agree with it.  
Uses and purposes of a workshop
When a group of people need to work together, they may hold a workshop. The successful outcome of the workshop depends on:
1. A clear concise agenda agreed by all.   
2. Participant selection based on interest and knowledge in the outcome sought.  
3. Managing group dynamics

4. Conducting the workshop successfully

Facilitators are responsible for 1,3 and 4 and these increase the success of the workshop.
Workshops are used in many circumstances and for many things. 

· Idea generation

· Problem solving

· Strategic planning

· Market penetration planning

· Policy definition

· Requirements gathering

· Business analysis

· Process planning

· Procedure development

· Product planning

· Conflict resolution
· Project planning

· Negotiations

· Business re-engineering
· Market planning

· Planning social events

· Identifying work

· Team building

The purpose of a Facilitator

The purpose of using an Independent facilitator is to:

· To motivate people to action by including them in the decision making process. 

· Handle  group dynamics and politics

· To motivate a group 
· To achieve group objectives in short timeframe 
· To maximise the use of your workforce’s knowledge 

How does an Independent Facilitator save money?  
The impact of effective facilitation can be felt in the short and the long term.

In the short term, an effective facilitation increases effective decision making. By reducing delays, facilitation cuts project start times and optimises use of resources. 
Effective facilitation increases the morale of the workforce, improving project productivity. This increased productivity, in turn shortens the project breakeven point and increases ROI.

Organisations who use independent facilitators find that employee turnover is reduced. By including the workforce in decision making through facilitation opportunities are provided for the workforce to contribute to the organisation future. This enhances personal growth, encourages innovation, resulting in happier and more committed employees. In turn, it also reduces hiring and redundancy costs.
Other areas an independent Facilitator can save money: 
1. Consulting fees

2. Efficiency savings

By using the talented and gifted people in the company, facilitation workshops can very quickly expose problem areas and identify shortfalls in skills and information. Ultimately this will save in unnecessary extra consulting work and fees. 
Another benefit is the commitment of those who were involved in the workshop. A solution decided by a group is easier to implement. The group’s consensual decision reduces implementation time and motivates the group to perform. The benefit of this form of decision making is greater efficiency and better use of resources. 

Characteristics of a Professional Facilitator.
Professional evaluation guidelines are:     
1. Create a collaborative client relationship – the facilitator needs to ensure that the client’s needs are met.
2. Plan appropriate group processes – ability to design workshop processes to meet the needs of the customer  
3. Create and sustain a participatory environment – encourage participation in the workshop using various facilitation tools

4. Guide the group to a successful outcome – execute proper process management
5. Build and maintain professional knowledge – demonstrate the ability to receive feedback

6. Model independent neutral behaviour

The personal characteristics for a facilitator include

1. Independence and neutrality – not getting involved with the content
2. Listening  & Influencing skills – understanding customers needs and wants
3. Managing Diversity – sensitivity about surroundings and individual performance

4. Time management – adjusting according to the situation

5. Flexibility - to adjust to difficult situations
6. Presentation skills – clear concise instructions
7. Confidentiality – what is said in the workshop stays in the workshop
8. Group dynamics – managing the group performance
9. Diplomacy and firmness

A facilitator’s neutrality is crucial for a successful workshop outcome. It stimulates a trust in the group as the facilitator holds no political agenda or contributes to the content and therefore cannot influence the outcome.  The facilitator’s neutrality means the appropriate tools will be used to allow everyone a fair say in the session.  It is through an equitable environment that a group can achieve consensus. 

Comparing Facilitators against other disciplines
	Function
	Independent

Facilitator
	Consultants role

	Trainer role

	Program/Project manager

	Identifies the clients need
	Y
	Y
	N
	Y

	Predefines output with client
	N
	Y
	Y
	Y

	Format of client output
	Workshops
	Reports
	Certificate
	Workshop/meetings

	Ownership of output
	Group
	Commissioner of the work
	The Individual
	Group

	Works with a group to achieve result
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	Engages individual participants
	Y
	N
	Y
	Y

	Achieves high quality output
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y

	Clarifies transitions between steps
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Develops consensus on work
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Sets up workshop space
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	Creates effective atmosphere
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	Effective presentation skills
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y

	Develops rapport 
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Stimulates  energy
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Active listening skills
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y

	 Reflects ideas for clarity 
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	Creates a safe environment
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	Sensitive to cultural differences
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Manage group conflict
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	Stimulate group creativity
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Produces and agenda
	Y
	N
	Y
	Y

	Manages dynamics
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	Provides constant feedback
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	Fosters task completion
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y

	Adapts to changing needs
	Y
	Y
	N
	Y

	Strength in independent 
	Y
	Y
	Y
	N

	Improves communication
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	Used in many different situations
	Y
	No – usually content specific
	No – content specific
	No – department and expertise specific


Facilitating a workshop
The parties involved in a workshop

The individuals involved in a workshop vary. However the main contributors are:
1. Client Sponsor – the person/person’s who own the workshop
2. Owner of the output – the person, persons, project team to whom the groups output will be delivered

3. Facilitator – the individual who sets up and manages the workshop 
4. Scribe – the individual who writes down everything said in the workshop
5. Method expert – a member of the group who is recognised as an expert in a particular field

6. Participants – the group of people in the workshop
7. Bystanders – people not directly involved in the workshop but who have an interest in the outcome

Obtaining a workshop focus 
This is the most important part of facilitating any workshop. Without a clear focus there is nothing on which to focus and participants will become confused. 

Identifying a clear and shared focus allows participants focus on the task at hand during the day. Their productivity increases because they have a clear understanding of the focus of the workshop.
By establishing a clear focus prior to the workshop, participants have bought into the workshop goal. Participants are more willing to contribute and generally do so with a sense of humour and enthusiasm. This is the first step to creating a working environment in which to succeed. 

Obtain clear focus by interviewing the client sponsor. Questioning is key. Using open and closed ended questions to explore the clients need. Then reflect back to the client your interpretation and understanding of what they want. Once clarity has been achieved an agenda can be designed. 
e.g A client sponsor identified that his business was losing market share. He wanted a workshop to get suggestions on how to stop this. On questioning the client we determined that the client actually wanted to identify which product lines were the most profitable.  We agreed to structure a workshop which included the directors of HR, Marketing, Operations, Finance and Strategy. Prior input from product managers, market research, from the marketing and sales departments, and financial information was necessary. The real purpose of the workshop was to identify the product lines which were underperforming and agree a way forward.

The difference in designing a workshop looking at market share and deciding on actions to take for underperforming product lines, are substantial.

Once the facilitator and the client have obtained the clarity needed, a workshop agenda can be designed. 

Designing the workshop agenda
To develop the agenda start with the end in mind. Then work backwards to a starting point.
Begin by asking the question.  What am I trying to achieve and what will the output look like that will demonstrate this? Write this down or sketch it out for yourself. Remember the content is not important you are building the process within which the content (whatever it is) will reside.
The next step is to breakdown the component parts of the end result into individual parts. Each of individual parts becomes a process to which the group will have to contribute.
e.g  The client wants to identify a product strategy for underperforming products.

The agenda for may look some like this:

Step 1: Introduction – ice breakers

Step 2: Conduct a Product Market review

Step 3: Conduct a Competitor review

Step 4: Perform a Customer review 

Step 5: SWOT of the organisation
Step 6: Review current product line against steps 2,3,4,5
Step 7: Identify existing products
Step 8: Define the product strategy

Agree this top level agenda with the client, and then identify the participants needed to help meet the objectives. A list of these people and their contact details should be obtained from your client. Your client then has a responsibility to invite the participants to the workshop. 

The Facilitator then informs the participants of the agenda and then interviews each of them.

Remember to always have an extra day contingency.
 Buy-in by workshop participants. 
The importance of interviewing workshop participants cannot be underestimated. It allows the facilitator to gather information about individuals and possible problems with group dynamics. It also provides the facilitator with a chance to design the process behind each step of the agenda and set an appropriate time frame for each step.
The ability of the facilitator to use different tools in any given step in the agenda, allows him to keep the meeting fresh and interesting. More importantly if one tool is not working then another can be substituted immediately. E.g if a lot of the participants are highly creative visual people it would be inappropriate to use auditory tools only. 

The interview process is a two way process. It allows the facilitator to interview the participant but it also allows the participant to interview the facilitator. It’s a chance for the facilitator to develop trust by sharing the objective with the participant and how it will be achieved. It shows the participant the neutrality of the facilitator. 

On the day of the workshop the facilitator is known to all, as is the agenda and the process. There are no surprises and the facilitator can concentrate on making the day a productive and enjoyable experience. 

The venue and equipment
This is just as important as the agenda itself. It is the facilitator’s responsibility to ensure the client has a suitable venue. This is not the clients decision, the working space belongs to the Facilitator    E.g the Airline might rent the plane buts it’s the pilots job to make it sure it flies.      
A poor venue can destroy a workshop in heartbeat.  Make sure the room is large enough to accommodate the participants so they can move about freely without getting in each other’s way.

E.g Imagine you have 10 participants but the room can really only take 8. So you squeeze in. When the participants need to move around they get in each others way. It’s tough enough dealing with emotional group dynamics imagine throwing in frayed nerves because everyone is getting in each other way. 
Make sure there is loads of wall space and enough room for break outs. It will inevitably be needed.

Another really annoying issue is using flipchart pens which you cannot see on the paper. Makes sure you have the right equipment for the tasks you are about to undertake. Make sure you have an ample supply of paper, post it pads, blue tac etc
Never use a computer with power point slides. Credibility is immediately lost. The message being sent is that the output is already pre- decided?  Your independence and neutrality is lost.

Finally - refreshments. Make sure water is available at all times.

Facilitating the workshop
So the day has come and everything is organised and setup. 
Rules of a workshop

Always start the workshop on time. Outline the rules of the workshop so everyone is clear. Make sure the rules are enforced.   Be firm but not dictatorial.

Be presentable and comfortably dressed. Wear comfortable shoes to avoid tiredness.  
Adopt an enthusiastic, positive and infectious attitude. Your client is going to have a great time solving what he thought was a big problem. When the workshop is concluded your client must feel as if everything has been handled with effortless ease.

Stick to the time frames as much as is possible. However sometimes things take longer than planned. Do not skimp on a section it will affect output on other parts of the workshop. E.g a pilot may leave half an hour late but arrives on time. He does not tell you how,  he just does. However sometimes he says we will not arrive on time and clearly states the reasons. 

Always speak clearly, write clearly, reflect back to the group what is understood and write everything down. Remember this is their workshop. The guidance and framework are being provided by the Facilitator. 
Group dynamics
The key function of the facilitator is to get the best from the group. This requires understanding group dynamics.
Why groups are important?
Groups can produce better results than individuals. Because there are more than one person contributing to the discussion better quality decisions are made. A group can achieve more than an individual because there are more of them. Many hands make light work.
Psychologically, people need to feel recognised and while they may not always agree with each other they generally prefer to be part of a team. The reasons are quite natural. Completing a project as part of a team means you have a common ground with other members, you build experiences which you can share in the future and the achievement is recognised by others. People like to feel included.
Group performance 
Human beings being what they are do not always agree. It comes as no surprise that individuals put in a group to meet an objective are likely to disagree. It is the role of the facilitator to help build consensus by effectively using a variety tools and techniques. These techniques create the empowerment needed by a group to continue.
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Forming

This is the first stage of any group process. Here people get to know each other personally and see how they work under pressure. The group has not started to work together yet they are still motivated individuals but have limited view of the issues and objectives at play. They will be on their best behaviour and very self focused. Sharing the knowledge of the concept of "Teams - Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing" is extremely helpful to the team.

The facilitator plays the role of explaining the group performance process and uses tools to help the group get to know each other. There is a directive approach by the facilitator. 

 Storming

In this stage individual ideas compete. Issues such as what problems they are really supposed to solve and or what leadership models they may have to accept. The group confront each others ideas and perspectives.
The length of time a group stays in the storming stage varies depending on the participants. Some people may act out their ideas to demonstrate their knowledge and arguments. Others may focus on detail to evade real issues. The maturity of the team members determine how quickly the group can move on. 

This stage is vital for team growth. It can be contentious, unpleasant and even painful to members of the team who are averse to conflict. 
The facilitator is still very directive.  Tolerance of each team member and their differences must be emphasised. These differences are a crucial part of team success. They must not become personal and the facilitator must allow each voice to be heard in equal measure, all ideas must be captured, recognised and discussed. 

It is important to recognise that some members tend to be directive and it’s crucial that this person is not allowed to dominate. E.g In a 2 day workshop exploring a new market opportunity with the board the Facilitator asked the CFO not to be part of the workshop. He was very dominant and people tended to keep quiet when he was around. He recognised the issue and we had an extremely successful workshop.
When you cannot avoid having a dominant person in the workshop how you elicit group information and when you allow his influence to be felt will soften their impact. 

Norming

In this stage the group becomes more adjust their behaviour to each other as they develop work habits that make teamwork seem more natural and fluid. Team members often work through this stage by agreeing on rules, values, professional behaviour, shared methods, working tools and even taboos. During this phase, team members begin to trust each other. Motivation increases as the team gets more acquainted with the project.

Facilitators become more participative in this stage. The group takes more responsibility for making decisions and for their professional behaviour. The risk here is a lack of creativity. If the norming behaviours become too strong and begin to stifle healthy dissent and the team begins to exhibit groupthink. The facilitator must provide tools to encourage debate and explore options.
 Performing

Some teams will reach the performing stage. These high-performing teams are able to function as a unit as they find ways to get the job done smoothly and effectively without inappropriate conflict or the need for external supervision. Group members have become interdependent. By this time they are motivated and knowledgeable. The group members are now competent, autonomous and able to handle the decision-making process without supervision. Dissent is expected and allowed as long as it is channelled through means acceptable to the team.

Facilitators are almost always participative. The group will make most of the necessary decisions. 
In any workshop the group may go through all stages of this process many times as they react to changing circumstances. For example, a change in leadership may cause the team to revert to storming as the new people challenge the existing norms and dynamics of the team.

Divergence and Convergence
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MGR Consulting
In every workshop there will divergence, discussion and convergence. It will occur with every point on the agenda.  It is essential for robust decision making and effective results. A facilitator’s job is to provide the tools to create a great discussion.
The discussion of a new concept begins with numerous individual perspectives. This is divergence. The discussion will focus on bringing those perspectives in line. Through discussion individuals establish common concepts and understanding the divergence process can begin. Divergence is completed when all the individuals combined understanding enables the group to reach consensus.
The facilitator provides the process in which the discussion can unfold to meet the objective.

Conflict in a group
The definition of Conflict is:

Discord of action, feeling, or effect; antagonism or opposition, as of interests or principles: a conflict of ideas.

a fight, battle, or struggle, esp. a prolonged struggle; strife

As can be seen by the definition, conflict has a very high emotive state. By its nature conflict can be extremely destructive. This is no exception in a workshop. 

Imagine what happens when two people start screaming at each other in the workshop. How uncomfortable for everyone. 
Should this conflict occur adjourn the meeting for 15 minutes. Discuss the problem with the client sponsor and the individuals.  Do not stop the meeting. As a facilitator your job is to bring the group to consensus in relation to the task for that workshop. Do not let the group be distracted by the emotions of two individuals. Remember the emotion being witnessed belongs to the individual and they need to deal with it outside the workshop. Bring the meeting back on line after the break, carry out a fun game to get into a good frame of mind and then get back to work.

 An open outpouring of emotion is often easier to handle than two brooding individuals with smoke pouring out of their ears, who refuse to say anything. When they are encouraged to speak they answer curtly. If one happens to make a discourse, the other immediately puts them down.
This is often tough but the best form of action for this is to get each person to include their thoughts with the rest of the group and allow the group to use the information to decide on the appropriate action. 

During the preparation interview process the facilitator would try to find out if any possible conflict between parties exists. It will better prepare (you) for the event should it occur.  

Personalities

No one is difficult - just merely different to you. Difference and emotion is healthy. 
People may feel very strongly about their subject or point of view – as they are entitled to. This of course may manifest itself in the form strong character outburst. This can help vigorous debate and better decision making if handled correctly.
An individual with a strong vocal character may overshadow a quieter personality. The responsibility as a facilitator is to allow both to be heard in even measure. By using the correct tools this can be achieved comfortably. The more a group contributes the better. 

A facilitator through his tools and techniques speeds up the group dynamics process. They achieve this by making sure all individuals have respect for each other.

e.g Imagine the issues that will be brought to the table by the people that could help achieve the agenda listed in Designing the workshop agenda. See below.
The agenda 

Step 1: Introduction – ice breakers

Step 2: Conduct a Product Market review

Step 3: Conduct a Competitor review

Step 4: Perform a Customer review 

Step 5: SWOT of the organisation

Step 6: Review current product line against steps 2,3,4,5

Step 7: Identify existing products

Step 8: Define the product strategy

Some participants may be the product managers.

· They may feel threatened as they think their job is on the line or they have underperformed. Therefore they will behave defensively and not be forthcoming with information

· They may feel its time for them to justify their behaviour and decision making

Another participant may be the head of marketing

· He/she may feel that their department has not done enough of the right marketing and may justify their decision making and use the workshop as forum to moan about the lack of resources to supply good information

How about the finance guy/girl?

· Do you think he/she may suffer from persecution being the bearer of the poor management results? The other members of the group could easily put him under the gun to take attention from themselves
The point of all this is about the word blame. Everyone is on the defensive trying to find a scapegoat for imagined or perceived inadequacies. Your job as the facilitator is to ensure that the group has a safe place in which to explore ideas without recrimination from each other.

Conclusion

Workshops come in many sizes and styles. They can be used in many situations. All workshop outputs are unique to the situation at hand.  

A workshop can be as short as a couple of hours or may be as long as 5 days. A project may require a series of workshops each workshop lasting 2-3 days. This is typical of process planning and redesign.

This brief document merely explains the complexity and planning required to run a successful workshop.

The biggest assets in any business are the people. The best way to get the best from them is by using workshops. Can a business afford not to do it well?

Should you require advice or help in running or planning a workshop please call Alistair Schreiber at Desert Lemon Limited +44 (0)7737-210-622 or by email; Alistair@desertlemon.co.uk. 
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.Dictionary.com" �www.Dictionary.com�: Definition of a Consultant: a person who gives professional or expert advice


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.dictionary.com" �www.dictionary.com�: Definition of a Trainer: instructor, teacher (syn)
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