Facilitation skills learning guide – Civil Service Learning
Introduction
Although the activity known as 'facilitation' has been around for as long as people have worked together in groups to reach agreement on issues, it is only in more recent times that its value as a life and business skill in its own right has been acknowledged. Increasing recognition and understanding of the potential of people within organisations to contribute significantly to business success have led to a library of books being written and even graduate degrees being offered in the subject.
Many meetings are often facilitated rather than ‘chaired’ in the traditional sense, particularly where the outcome is open to and ultimately determined by the contributions of those attending. Some of the most successful teams or groups share the facilitation role around their members, resulting in improved co-operation, ‘buy-in’ to the outcomes and personal development of the individual. 
Because it has always been there, facilitation is a skill you will already be using whenever you take responsibility for leading a group or a team, formally or informally, towards an outcome. This learning guide will help you to build on your experience and identify how you can develop your skill as a facilitator in order to achieve greater success in those situations that involve a process of working in conjunction with others.
What is facilitation?
So what is facilitation? Webster defines 'facilitation' as 'increased ease of performance of any action'. Who wouldn’t be interested in that? To see whether this is something that you could benefit from, just think of the number of situations that arise in both your professional and personal life where you have to work with other people in order to:
· solve problems
· generate ideas
· get common agreement on issues
· make decisions
· get people committed to a course of action.
Consider what Webster’s 'ease of performance' of those actions would do for you:
· provide the best solutions from original and creative thinking
· reveal ideas that would otherwise have remained hidden
· avoid the pitfalls of consensus agreements
· make sound, fully-considered decisions
· have everyone pulling together to ensure that decisions result in success.
Benefits of facilitation
Ask anyone who has developed highly effective facilitation skills why they do it and they will talk to you enthusiastically about the benefits they have experienced, some of which will be:
· facilitation unleashes creativity and knowledge
· it gives people the courage to 'think outside of the box'
· it engenders team motivation
· it provides a fast route to realistic solutions
· it is highly cost effective.
They will tell you that facilitation enables all voices to be heard and ensures that equal importance is given to the ideas of everyone in the group. They will talk about the creative ideas that the facilitation process inspires. One example relates to an engineering problem where the inside of a massive tank needed to be painted and the obvious solution involved a major scaffolding project. A facilitated session delivered the simple process of filling the tank with water, using a raft as a platform and painting from the top down by gradually letting the water out. These people will also tell you that facilitation is challenging, stimulating and can be a lot of fun!
Arguably most important of all, they will stress that a well-run facilitated session will produce an outcome for which the group and the individual members are enabled and willing to claim collective ownership. Effective leaders who truly facilitate their teams are happy to forfeit their rights to credit for success in favour of the team. 
In the Tao Te Ching(1), Lao Tzu says, "Of the best leader, when the job is done the people say 'we did it ourselves.'"
So what does a facilitator do?
Ask highly effective facilitators what they do and they will tell you that they use some level of either intuitive or explicit knowledge of group process to come up with and deliver some interventions to help a group achieve what they want or need to do or get where they want or need to go. These interventions can be formal or informal, shallow or deep. 
Facilitators run regular meetings, workshops and experience-based training. They work on all sorts of problems and challenges. They can serve the group in helping it to deliver what it wants or they can be the driver, pushing the group to keep searching until it finds what it needs to do or where it wants to go. The group may recognise the facilitator as the 'front' to the process, but anybody in the group who jumps up and writes key discussion points on the flipchart or whiteboard in order to focus the group is playing the facilitator role; as is the group member who puts his or her hand up and suggests that the group concentrate on one problem at a time, perhaps based on nothing more than an intuitive feeling that something is not quite right.
But, if you are going to call yourself a facilitator, you will need to have some foundation to work to if you are going to be anything other than just another group leader or another note-taker.
A facilitation framework
The underlying principle of facilitation is the well-proven philosophy that people understand, agree and accept conclusions more effectively through what they have been able to discover for themselves than through what they have been told. The skill of facilitation applies the general principles of coaching to a team or group environment, but it is the 'free-wheeling' nature of facilitation that produces powerful results. That said, however, effective facilitators follow a framework such as that shown below within which the free-wheeling becomes most productive.

[image: ]

The framework begins with preparation for the facilitation in terms of considering the issues, agenda, people and objectives. The basic process interventions provide the methodology and media for:
· formulating and agreeing the group’s agenda and objectives
· formulating and agreeing the ground rules the group will follow in working together
· managing the group memory in ways that record what is discussed and provide a visual stimulus to the activity of the group
· evaluation, obtaining agreement and making decisions on outcomes
· finally, establishing and agreeing whether objectives have been met and formulating and agreeing objectives for the future as appropriate.
The following sections will begin by focusing on the key elements of preparation, agenda and objectives, ground rules, group memory and agreement on outcomes as consecutive stages in the facilitation framework, then move on to the basic process interventions that lie at the heart of effective facilitation.
Preparation
Whilst you may often find yourself facilitating without the opportunity to prepare, it is important to stress that it is wise for you to prepare before the session whenever possible. You will find it useful to talk to key players, looking for themes, areas of agreement and contention, working styles, and hidden agendas. This will help you to get a sense of what to expect, as well as giving you an opportunity to let the participants know what to expect. These are some of the key elements of good preparation:
· prepare objectives and a high-level agenda and go over them with the sponsor and/or other key players
· then expand the agenda to a detailed facilitator's agenda, specifying time frames, techniques, exercises, and materials
· work with a colleague, if you can, to bounce ideas off or at least get a sanity check on your design 
· pay attention to room logistics, in particular floor space, seating, tables, wall space, flipcharts and whiteboards
· think ahead to how the event will look, sound and feel and make sure that all the equipment you will need is available to the group.
Agenda and objectives
Unless the facilitation is an impromptu one, it is essential that you have an agenda and objectives for the session. Position these on large charts around the room in a prominent place where everybody can see them easily, and use them as frequent reminders to keep the facilitation focused. Making these charts visually stimulating with appropriate use of graphics and colour adds to the inspirational environment you are trying to create for the session.
The objectives are there to remind everybody that there is a purpose to the meeting, and the agenda is there to remind them that some thought has been given to how the group will achieve the purpose. When building your agenda for what needs to be an interactive session, you will have included appropriate exercises and activities. To make sure that these are successful, you always need to know what you're going to do with the output from them.
If you don't know in advance what the meeting is about, formulating and agreeing the agenda and objectives will be the first thing you must do with the group, gathering ideas from them and building the charts. A typical process might be as follows:
· ask individuals to consider the problem as they see it
· get them to write down what they see as problem statements
· ask them to share their ideas with the group
· capture their 'one-liners' on flipchart or whiteboard
· monitor the group responses to the ideas (sometimes one participant's statement of the problem will strike a chord with the group)
· be prepared to use voting or some other technique to prioritise the problems. (Be explicit about getting the group to agree to the process. If you're going to vote, get consensus that voting is okay: otherwise find another way of coming to a choice - ask for their suggestions on the method) 
· ensure that the group understands that the best results will come from working on one problem at a time - other problems can be dealt with later
· when the group has agreed the problem statement, use a similar process to get them to agree on an approach to solving the problem As you gain experience and knowledge as a facilitator, you will have a number of tools in your toolbox that you can offer. But a facilitative approach will explore ideas from within the group. They will have greater understanding and ownership of something they're familiar with, and are more likely to buy-in to their own process
· the agreed and posted agenda and objectives provide the focus to ensure that participants don’t stray from them for very long without either being asked to return to working on them or explicitly agree to changes in them.
It is important to remember that the role of facilitator is very different from the role of chairperson. As the chair of a meeting, it may be important to you to have a high-profile presence, being seen to orchestrate the proceedings and proscribe the process that participants will follow. At every opportunity, the skilled facilitator consciously and deliberately runs the risk that the group will not recognise his or her contribution by letting the group provide not only all the input on content, but as much of the process input as possible. This not only promotes buy-in from the group, but is also an excellent way for the facilitator to learn new tools and techniques.
Ground rules
With the agenda, objectives and the process now firmly in front of the group, the next step is to formulate and agree a set of 'ground rules' for the meeting. These will represent the way in which the group wants to work together towards a positive outcome, ensuring as much co-operation and harmony as possible. Again, the outcome will be an agreed amalgam of the ideas of individuals within the group, and will typically consist of some of the following:
· be open and honest
· agree to disagree
· challenge constructively
· support each other
· listen to each other
· take time to think
· give and receive constructive feedback
· accept that everybody’s contribution is valid
· welcome all ideas
· it’s OK to switch off occasionally
· stay focused on objectives
· respect confidentiality - keep sensitive issues within the group
· challenge when agreed ground rules are broken
· have fun!
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Record the agreed ground rules on flipchart or whiteboard and post in a prominent position in the room so that the group can refer to them and use them as a remedy for potential breakdown of relationships within the group as the session progresses.
Group memory
When a facilitated session really takes off and ideas buzz around the room, it will become very difficult, if not impossible, to deal with all the issues raised and to keep the group focused towards achieving the agreed objectives. For this reason, it is vital to keep a written record in the form of a group memory.
The group memory provides the thread that the facilitator uses to keep the group focused on working on one thing at a time in a logical order. It typically takes the form of bullet points on whiteboards or pieces of flipchart paper written on a board, then torn off and posted on the walls where everyone can see them. You can also use 'post-it' notes stuck to a whiteboard or wall or pieces of coloured card pinned to a suitable board or wall surface. The group memory is where you keep all ideas, comments, discussion points, agreements, thoughts, votes, and decisions, so that everybody can see what the group is dealing with at any point in time.
But group memory is more than just decoration to prove at the end of the session that the group has actually done something. It is a metaphorical tape recording of the discussion, where the tape can be stopped, rewound, replayed and fast-forwarded as a means of ensuring an efficient discussion flow from agreement of objectives to agreement on outcomes. 
· It minimises distracting conversation and discussion of generalities by keeping people focused on providing input that is specific enough be captured and processed. Seeing the things that they say being written down helps group members to stay focused on making progress, rather than indulging in chatter that doesn’t move the group forward.

· It lets the facilitator refer back to what has already been covered. If the group needs to go back in time, the facilitator can physically draw their attention to that part of the group memory and refocus them on where the discussion was.

· It enables the capture of thoughts and ideas that are often all over the place when the group becomes dynamic, followed by a return to those ideas to consider them in more depth. A productive group will often go through a creative phase, freewheeling on ideas without judging any of them at that stage. But when the time comes to make a decision, they will need to narrow their thinking to a few ideas that they are going to implement. Without group memory, the best ideas from a creative session may well be lost forever, and often only the ideas of the most influential group members will re-emerge for evaluation.
· When the group wanders off the problem it agreed to work on, the facilitator can show in the record posted around the room where they agreed to work on this problem and where they lost track. At this stage, it is often a good idea to check whether they want to agree to go in this direction or return to the direction they originally agreed to. If they agree to change, get them to be explicit about what the new direction is, and record that in the group memory.

· One of the destroyers of individual ideas and contribution is the reluctance that some people have to receive and accept criticism of their ideas from others within the group. The group memory enables participants to challenge positions shown in the group memory without offending the people who proposed them. Criticism becomes depersonalised by referring to the idea and not its proposer.

· If a member of the group keeps pushing a point from which the group has moved on, the facilitator can indicate where it has been captured and confirm that it is still a live issue for consideration later.

· When the group reaches consensus or voting on a motion, everyone can see exactly what they are agreeing or not agreeing to. 
Agreement on outcomes
The next stage in the facilitation framework is the point where the session achieves outcomes that will meet its agreed objectives. Thorough management of the group memory should enable the facilitator and the group to be aware when this stage has been reached. Options and alternatives should now be evident and on display for all to see.
Before starting the debate on decisions for the way forward, the facilitator (or a willing group member) will typically summarise the current status of the discussion, highlighting the options that the discussion has created (with physical reference to the group memory), and obtaining agreement as to how a group decision will be made – use of rating/scoring, consensus, voting or other practical solution. Decisions agreed will then need to be supported by agreement to action that is explicit enough for all group members to be aware of their personal responsibility for implementation.
The facilitation framework circle is completed when the group refers back to the agreed objectives for the session and determines whether they have been met. If anything is missing, the discussion can be reopened around those shortfall issues and a new outline set of objectives and agenda agreed for a future session. 
Basic process interventions
The basic duties of a facilitator can be summarised as follows:
· to ensure that everyone works on the same problem using the same approach
· to ensure that everyone is given and takes the opportunity to participate
· to protect individuals from verbal abuse from other group members.
At the core of the facilitation framework lie the skills of the facilitator in creating and managing a range of interventions that will elicit a high level of productivity from the group and provide a stimulating and enjoyable event for everybody involved in it. This section will consider some basic process interventions in terms of how they should be managed. You will find some examples of exercises and activities that you may want to try out in the development activities section.
Agreed objectives, the agenda, and the generation of problem statements all help to get the whole group focused on a single problem. The following are interventions based around the group memory that will help participants stay on the agreed track.
Use the framing question
Pose a framing question to the group and record it in the group memory, for example:
· 'what would a successful outcome of this meeting look like?'
· 'how would you define the problem we need to resolve?'
· 'what are the effects of the problem as you understand them?'
Ask for ideas and get them into the group memory. Use the rules of brainstorming (see development activities), or just go around the group, asking each person to offer an idea (round robin). If you want to do something different and inject some fun, ask for a volunteer to kick off, offering as a reward that he or she gets to throw an object at the person they want to contribute next. (Make sure the object is something safe, for example a tennis ball!). This avoids the 'creeping death' syndrome as the focus moves predictably around the room. Don’t worry if some people don’t participate very much at first. People respond to this sort of exercise in different ways. Some are more contemplative than others; some are more action-oriented than others. To give everyone a chance to take part, you might want to allow a few minutes for individuals to write down their ideas (silent brainstorming) before the round robin, or invite the group to write their ideas on 'post-it' notes or cards and then post them on a board or hand them in.
Play the umpire
Some people may find it difficult to participate because they are unable to get a word in edgewise until the topic they wanted to contribute to is gone and they have missed the opportunity. The facilitator can usually see from their body language that they want to speak, and it his or her job to create an appropriate opening for them. If these people are left to their own devices, they may well withdraw completely from the discussion. Use hand signals, your physical position within the group, and verbal interruptions to prevent and overcome any behaviours that limit participation, make participants feel threatened, or hold back the group’s progress. 
Overcome fear of evaluation
Participants in the session may also find it difficult to contribute because they are afraid that their ideas will be ridiculed. Despite the fact that ridicule is basically a display of bad manners, it does happen, results in the loss of valuable contributions and is a major obstacle to creativity. The facilitator needs to ensure that equal value is placed on all ideas by explaining that there are no bad ideas. Some ideas help to open up the flow of creativity, some help people to work out how they feel about an issue, and some may turn out to be quite good when they have been modified a little in the light of other contributions. Some individuals will propose ideas for their own ends or simply to be disruptive. They will only succeed if the facilitator reacts to them or allow others to do so. These issues make it all the more important to write down every idea in the group memory. Skilled facilitators design their agendas so that the process of generating ideas is separated in time from the process of evaluating ideas.
Manage disruptive behaviours
The best results are obtained from any facilitated session when individual members of the group participate fully in the event. Realistically, as a facilitator you are likely to meet a variety of forms of non-participation from individuals in addition to just not talking. You will come across disruptive behaviours such as interrupting, negativity, dominating the conversation and leaving the session, either physically or mentally.
When faced with these, remember that most people are reasonable. They sometimes just get carried away, scared, excited or tired. Experienced facilitators reckon that 95% of this behaviour comes from people who feel they haven't been heard or listened to, 3% comes from people who haven't learned how to switch off, and 2% from people who have an underlying life problem. You may not be able to figure out what is going on in their life to cause their behaviour, but you can learn to accept that there is some underlying reason for the way they behave.
It may even be that the process is the problem. You may need to consider changing the process or intervention so that you can meet the needs and concerns of a disruptive individual to hold on to their contribution and enable the group to move forward. Again though, it is important to get tacit or explicit agreement from the group that this person's contributions are worth taking the time or making the changes. You may need to decide for yourself whether you are you there to serve the immediate wants of the group, or longer-term, developmental needs. Either can be very right in some circumstances and very wrong in others.
Frequently, participants will be concerned about being ridiculed or attacked personally for their ideas. The facilitator needs to be quick and positive in putting a stop to personal abuse, preventing negative comments against a group member from going unchallenged. Use of group memory helps ideas to become disassociated from their originators, focusing comments on contributions rather than contributors. 
Neutrality and trust
A critical success factor of effective facilitation is the ability of the facilitator to demonstrate neutrality and earn the trust of the group, and it is easier to do this in some situations than it is in others. Neutrality comes from an open mind and a willingness to take ideas on board. Trust comes from demonstrating an approach to the group that is seen to be open, honest, fair, non-threatening, and even-handed in the treatment and consideration of contributions from the individuals in the group. The skilled facilitator works hard to build trust as the session progresses (adhering to agreed ground rules is a must), and is always aware that one single breach of trust can potentially destroy the whole session (and those sessions that may follow).
As far as neutrality is concerned, at one extreme, you may well find yourself with your own agenda and a clear idea of what the outcome of the session must look like. Although it is possible to facilitate the group towards this outcome, enabling them to create and buy into what was effectively your desired outcome in the first place, there are dangers. Unless you play it very carefully, you may well get found out. The group will perceive you as manipulating them to your own ends, paying only lip service to their contributions.
If, on the other hand, circumstances and your own needs allow you to keep an open mind about the validity of what you believe the outcome should be, you will find it much easier to remain neutral and demonstrate your willingness to change your view of the outcome in response to the ideas generated by your facilitation.
Demonstrating neutrality is by far the easiest when the facilitator has little or no idea what the outcome will be, and manages the session to achieve a genuine, group-engineered result through the facilitation process coupled with his or her interventions and skills. The value of neutrality is borne out by the astonishing results often achieved by external facilitators who step in from outside the group’s area of activity.
The skills facilitators use
Facilitation requires a blend of skills, including the following:
Active listening - not just hearing what is being said, but showing that you are listening by verbal and physical means:
· acknowledge contributions
· ask questions to clarify understanding
· paraphrase and summarise what others have said
· maintain appropriate eye contact
· use appropriate gestures.
Questioning - knowing when to use 'open' and 'closed' questions:
· use 'How? What? When? Where? Who? and What?' to encourage contributions that add value to the discussion
· when all you want is a confirmatory 'Yes' or 'No', use closed questions such as 'Do you?' or 'Is that?' to get the response you want.
Observation - being aware of what is happening within the group:
· practise the 'lighthouse' technique where you continually observe the group as a whole and the individuals within it
· watch for body language signals that may suggest something you should deal with - for example, boredom, disagreement, hostility, excitement, fear
· look for alliances that you may be able to harness for the benefit of the group and divisions that you may need to resolve by mediation
· quickly spot energy slumps that need your attention in the form of a change of pace or activity.
Problem solving - being equally comfortable with using analytical processes and creative or lateral thinking techniques
Conflict resolution - being able to stay calm and assertive in resolving disagreements and conflict whilst retaining the perception of neutrality and trust
Brainstorming - knowing and applying the 'rules' of brainstorming: separating the generation of ideas from evaluation to maximise creative thinking
Perhaps the one skill that demands the most from the facilitator and causes more stress than any of the others is dealing with difficult people. It is fair to say, though, that it is generally not the people who are difficult, but the way they behave. The following are some examples you may have come across (and certainly will when facilitating) and a few tips on how to deal with them:
Hecklers - are usually argumentative, aggressive and probably insecure. They enjoy winding people up. 
· Avoid getting upset
· Find something you can agree with, acknowledge them and move on
· Wait for them to get something wrong, then hand it over to the group to put right - remember, they are probably trying to take you on, one-to-one. Keep it with the group.
Talkers/know-alls - tend to want to dominate the discussion and show off how well informed they are.
· Wait till they stop to take breath, thank them and move on
· Ask the group to comment on their contribution
· Use difficult questions to force them to think before talking.
Whisperers - may be bored, unable to understand, interested and sharing ideas or just plain mischievous.
 •Stop talking in mid-sentence and wait for the silence to bring them back to the group
 •Refer to ground rules as appropriate
 •Ask them (with genuine interest) to share their thoughts with the group.
Non-contributors - may be bored or indifferent, shy or afraid.
· If you suspect they are shy, try to increase their confidence by asking questions they should be able to answer easily
· Refer to them by name - this is important for everybody in the group, but especially for those you need to bring out
· If you suspect they are bored or indifferent, challenge them with difficult questions
· Get them especially involved in the exercises and tasks you ask the group to do.
 
The above list is largely stereotypical and is by no means exhaustive. You will come across other examples of 'difficult' behaviour all the time. One piece of advice that has stuck with the author for many years is to avoid the nightmare of being set up as a personal target. Although you may often feel you are alone as a facilitator, with everyone looking to you to manage the process, it is important to remember that the group has the power to help you overcome even the toughest behavioural challenges. 
Conclusion
As well as giving you the potential to produce formidable results from the efforts of a group or team, your ability to facilitate will play a major part in increasing the profile you show to and the credibility you have with people around you. Early attempts at facilitation are often uncomfortable in the sense that it is hard to be spontaneous and freewheeling when you are following an agenda. But the more you facilitate, the easier it becomes to use the framework and the necessary skills in a way that becomes second nature. A large part of the ultimate satisfaction comes from being able to improvise, intervene, draw on your experience and lead the group in situations where you have no idea what might happen next! Don’t be concerned if the proceedings occasionally become chaotic. Facilitators will agree that it is much better to find yourself intervening to restore some calm and re-focus the group than it is to have to painfully extract contributions like teeth from a reluctant group. One final word of caution - if you find you relish facilitation, try to resist the temptation to use it all the time. Sometimes it is best just to inform. Instead, make it a powerful tool in your kit that you can bring out on any suitable occasion to produce the kind of results that no individual could produce on their own.
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