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and functional leaders—it’s far more than a guide for facilitators.”

—David Nelson, manager, organization development
and Conoco University, Conoco, Inc.

“Every group facilitator should be grounded in the values, assumptions, and
principles underlying the practice of group facilitation. Thankfully, in The
Skilled Facilitator, Roger Schwarz addresses these matters thoughtfully, coher-
ently, and more comprehensively than in any other book for group facilitators.”

—Sandor P. Schuman, editor, Group Facilitation: A Research
and Applications Journal, and moderator, The Electronic
Discussion on Group Facilitation

“As a new entry to the facilitation field, I wanted to find out what the industry
thought was the best resource for combining theory with the practices of facili-
tation. I submitted my request to the largest online discussion forum for active,
professional facilitators. Roger Schwarz’s book The Skilled Facilitator was by far
the favorite choice of people in the profession. I am ordering my copy now!”

—Malcolm Dell, former executive coordinator,
Woodnet Development Council, Inc.



“The expanded, revised edition provides new, innovative approaches and
insights not only to professional facilitators but also to those who want to use
facilitation skills to be effective leaders, consultants, or coaches. Roger makes
facilitation skills and techniques understandable and usable. These skills are
particularly important in labor-management relations and other settings in
which leaders must generate commitment rather than compliance and
where mutual understanding is critical to productive relationships.”

—Robert Tobias, former president, National Treasury Employees Union, and
professor of public administration, American University

“People with group and team expertise often referred to Roger Schwarz’s first
edition of The Skilled Facilitator as ‘the facilitators’ bible.’ The enhanced revised
edition will easily retain that title. The millions who have to cope with ineffec-
tive meetings on a daily basis would be wise to quickly acquire and absorb the
key points. Merely using the list of behavioral ground rules would so enhance
the effectiveness of their meeting process that it would pay for the book many
times over. Using the rest of the ideas in the book would generate significant
bottom-line return through swifter, higher-quality, more easily implemented
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—Michael M. Beyerlein, director, Center for the Study of Work Teams,
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

ix

It has been eight years since I wrote the first edition of The Skilled Facilitator.
The book has been successful. Many people have told me they used it to im-
prove their work and regularly consult it. I feel good about that.
When I started to revise the book, I knew I wanted to introduce some new

topics, expand others, and reframe others. As I began to write, I found that my
thinking about the core ideas of The Skilled Facilitator has not changed; if any-
thing, I now believe more deeply in the approach. I have also thought more
deeply and broadly about some issues, including how to integrate The Skilled
Facilitator with other methods.

But I myself have changed since the first edition. I have become aware of and
appreciate more than ever the emotional side of facilitation, particularly the role
that compassion plays in being a skilled facilitator. I hope this edition reflects
it; if you have read the first edition, you can decide for yourself.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT

The Skilled Facilitator is about how you can help groups become more effective,
whether you are a facilitator, leader, manager, consultant, coach, or trainer.
When I wrote the first edition, facilitative skills were something you would call
on a facilitator for. Now, many organizations realize that the set of skills an ef-
fective facilitator has are the same skills others need when they work with



groups. Facilitative skills are increasingly becoming a core competency for
leaders, consultants, and others who work with groups. It’s not just for fa-
cilitators anymore.

Throughout the book, I describe one approach—the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach—while recognizing that others exist. Rather than include an overview
of a number of approaches, I offer one relatively comprehensive and inte-
grated approach, so that you can apply it and use it as a point of reference in
analyzing other approaches.

The Skilled Facilitator approach has several key features. It is based on a set
of core values, assumptions, and principles. Whether you are serving as a fa-
cilitator, facilitative leader, consultant, coach, or trainer, you can always figure
out what to do in a particular situation by turning to core values, assumptions,
and principles to guide your behavior. This also helps you teach others.

The approach in this book integrates theory and practice. Throughout, I an-
swer two questions: “What do I say and do in this situation?” and “What are the
underlying principles that explain why I say and do this?” By answering the first
question, you learn the specific techniques and methods, which is a necessary
process. But by answering the second question, you understand why the tools,
techniques, and methods work; you can then teach them to others. You may
also develop your own techniques and methods, congruent with the approach.

The Skilled Facilitator approach is a systems approach. In a systems view,
everything is related to everything else, so you cannot change just one thing.
Working effectively with a group means recognizing that you and the group
function as a system. It means anticipating the potential positive and negative
consequences of your actions and those of group members, both short-term
and long-term.

Part of thinking and acting systemically is focusing on both the internal and
external work of facilitation. I believe that when a situation becomes difficult,
a challenging aspect of facilitation is being able to think in such a way that
you can share with the group what you are thinking, to create learning with-
out generating defensiveness in others. The Skilled Facilitator approach helps
you rigorously reflect on your own thinking and feeling, to understand that how
you think and feel leads you to act in a way that creates unintended conse-
quences. The approach also enables you to begin changing how you think and
feel in a difficult situation, so that you can be more effective. You can use
this same set of skills to help the group examine how they create unintended
consequences.

In this approach, the same set of principles applies to you and the group
members. There is not a set of principles, techniques, or methods for you and
another set for others. When you act effectively, you model effective behavior
for others.
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WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

Facilitative skills are essential today, whether or not you are a facilitator. You
will find The Skilled Facilitator useful if you work with groups and want to un-
derstand how they limit their effectiveness, and what you can do to increase the
group’s effectiveness as well as your own. This applies to

• Facilitators, internal and external, who deal with any kind of work
group: a board, top leadership team, management team, work team,
task force, committee, labor-management group, interorganizational
committee, or community group

• Leaders and managers, formal and informal, who are involved in the
content of conversation at the same time they need to manage group
process; informal leaders include group members

• Organization development consultants, internal and external, who
need facilitation skills to help a group manage the process of change,
regardless of the focus of the change

• Human resource managers, who are often involved in difficult conver-
sation regarding employee performance or behavior

• Expert consultants who work with a group in sharing their content
expertise

• Coaches who are helping people learn by leading them to think about
their behavior

• Trainers who facilitate discussion as part of training

• Mediators who want develop their facilitative skills or work with groups

• Faculty members who, as practical scholars, teach courses on conflict
management, groups, consultation, or organization development, in the
fields of management, public administration, planning, psychology, so-
cial work, education, or public health, or in other applied fields

HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED

I have organized The Skilled Facilitator into six parts. Here are brief descriptions
of the chapters within them.

Part One: How Facilitation Helps Groups
In Part One, I lay the foundation for using facilitative skills.
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Chapter One, “The Skilled Facilitator Approach.” In this chapter, I give an
overview of the Skilled Facilitator approach, including how you can use it in
whatever roles you serve.

Chapter Two, “What Makes Work Groups Effective?” If you work with groups,
it is important to have a model of what makes a group effective. In this chap-
ter, I offer a model of what groups need if they are to be effective, and I explain
how you can use the model to help a new group or one facing problems.

Chapter Three, “The Facilitator and Other Facilitative Roles.” Whether you
are a facilitator, leader, manager, consultant, coach, or trainer, it is important
that you and those you work with clearly understand and agree on your role
with the group. In this chapter, I describe how you can use the Skilled Facilita-
tor approach in any role you serve: facilitator, leader, team member, consultant,
coach, trainer, or teacher. I also introduce the core values that are the founda-
tion of the approach and that can help you develop new ways of working ef-
fectively with a group.

Part Two: Diagnosing Behavior in Groups
In Part Two, I describe how to observe a group (and yourself) and begin to de-
termine what is happening that is limiting the group’s effectiveness (or yours).

Chapter Four, “Understanding the Theories That Guide Our Actions.” Your
behavior and that of group members is guided by a set of values and assump-
tions. In a difficult situation, your values and assumptions lead you to take ac-
tion that generates negative consequences for you and the group. In this
chapter, I explore how this happens, and how you can help a group and your-
self create fundamental change that reduces negative consequences. I illustrate
this using verbatim examples of effective and ineffective theories.

Chapter Five, “Ground Rules for Effective Groups.” To help a group, you have
to know what behaviors contribute to or detract from effective group process.
In this chapter, I introduce the ground rules for effective groups, which you can
use to observe a group and lead it into productive conversation, and which the
group can use to improve its effectiveness. I present verbatim examples of how
to use (and how not to use) each ground rule.

Chapter Six, “Diagnosing Behaviors That Enhance or Hinder Group Effective-
ness.” In this chapter, I describe a six-step cycle that you can use to diagnose
and intervene in a group. This chapter focuses on the first two steps of the cy-
cle: how to accurately observe group behavior and how to decide whether, and
in what way, the behavior is helping or hindering the group.

Part Three: Intervening in Groups
In the chapters of Part Two, you learn whether to intervene and, if you decide
to do so, how to help a group become aware of its behavior and become more
effective.
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Chapter Seven, “Deciding Whether, How, and Why to Intervene.” In this chap-
ter, I explain how to decide whether to intervene at any given moment—the
third step of the diagnosis-intervention cycle. I present a set of questions you
can ask yourself to make the decision.

Chapter Eight, “How to Intervene.” In this chapter, I discuss how to intervene
in a group—literally, how you share what you are thinking, invite group mem-
bers’ reactions, and help them change their behavior if they decide to do so. This
chapter focuses on steps four through six of the diagnosis-intervention cycle.

Chapter Nine, “Using the Ground Rules to Intervene.” In this chapter, I give
verbatim examples of how to intervene in a variety of situations using the
ground rules and the diagnosis-intervention cycle.

Chapter Ten, “Using the Skilled Facilitator Approach with Other Processes.” In
this chapter, I show how to apply the Skilled Facilitator approach to get more
value from other processes your group uses, such as models of problem solv-
ing, process improvement, and strategic planning.

Chapter Eleven, “Beginning and Ending Meetings.” In this chapter, I describe
interventions you can make at the beginning of a meeting and at the end of a
meeting to increase group effectiveness.

Chapter Twelve, “Dealing with Emotions.” Expressing emotions appropri-
ately is a challenge for many people when a situation becomes difficult. In this
chapter, I explain how you and the group members generate your emotions,
and how you can help members (and yourself) express emotion in a way that
adds value to the conversation rather than detracts from it.

Part Four: Agreeing to Work Together
In Part Four, I describe how to reach an agreement to work with a group, or a
cofacilitator, and how to work together.

Chapter Thirteen, “Contracting: Deciding Whether and How to Work To-
gether.” In this chapter, I describe a step-by-step process that you and a group
can use to agree on whether and how to work together.

Chapter Fourteen, “Working with Another Facilitator.” In this chapter, I con-
sider how you and a cofacilitator can work together to help a group; the chap-
ter covers the potential advantages and disadvantages of cofacilitating, and how
you can divide and coordinate your work.

Part Five: Using Facilitative Skills in Your Own Organization
In this part, I explore how you can use the Skilled Facilitator approach, as an
internal facilitator and as a leader in your organization.

Chapter Fifteen, “Serving as Facilitator in Your Own Organization.” In this
chapter, I describe how your role as internal facilitator develops, the potential
advantages and disadvantages of the role, and specific strategies you can use to
be effective in your role.
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Chapter Sixteen, “The Facilitative Leader.” Facilitative skills are becoming a
core competency for leaders. In this chapter, I illustrate some problems with
traditional leadership models and show how you can use the core values, prin-
ciples, and methods of the Skilled Facilitator approach to become a facilitative
leader, whether you are a formal leader or an informal one.

Resources
The final part of the book contains eight resources, most of which are samples
of contracting agreements or guidelines for engaging in a particular facilita-
tion task.

FEATURES OF THE BOOK

There are a number of features of this book that will help you navigate and
learn the approach:

• To help you quickly grasp the main ideas in each chapter, I begin them
all with an overview and end with a summary.

• I have identified key principles of the Skilled Facilitator approach in
boldface type.

• A book cannot substitute for the skill-building practice of a workshop.
Still, I have tried to write the book in a way that gives you the kind of
detail you would learn in a workshop. Throughout the book, I present
verbatim examples illustrating how to put the principles into action.
This includes real cases of how group members act ineffectively and
how you can intervene in such cases.

• I relate my own stories and my colleagues’ stories to illustrate how to
apply the Skilled Facilitator approach—and how not to apply it. There
are examples of my own ineffective facilitation; I have learned from
them and assume you will too. In all the examples and stories, I have
disguised the name and type of client organization, as well the names
of individual members. I have sometimes created a composite of several
stories to quickly illustrate a point.

• Part of the Skilled Facilitator approach is being aware of and effectively
managing your own emotions. Throughout the book, I describe emo-
tions that I have had and that you may have as you learn and practice
this approach. I describe how I try to manage my emotions, so you can
see how to use your emotions to help rather than hinder the group.

• The end of the book contains eight resources you can use to develop
planning and contracting letters, and to plan for meetings with your
group, manager, and cofacilitator.
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WHAT IS DIFFERENT IN THE SECOND EDITION

If you have read the first edition, you may be wondering how this edition dif-
fers. There are a number of significant areas:

• Two chapters are completely new. Chapter One is an overview of the
Skilled Facilitator approach. Chapter Four describes the theories that
guide your actions, including the mutual learning model that underlies
the Skilled Facilitator approach.

• Most other chapters are either significantly revised or expanded.

- The discussion of facilitative roles (Chapter Three) examines five
roles in which you can serve: facilitator, leader, coach, consultant,
and trainer.

- There are now nine ground rules instead of sixteen.

- I have added a fourth core value: compassion.

- The diagnosis-intervention cycle is integrated with the ground rules
and core values.

- The material on ground rules (Chapter Five) contains real examples
of groups acting inconsistently with each ground rule and how you
can intervene in each case.

• The book is easier to navigate. There are more headings, figures, and
cases that make it easier to find things.

• The book is easier to read.

Regarding this last point, when I wrote the first edition I was an assistant pro-
fessor trying to show my lawyer faculty colleagues that facilitation is serious,
rigorous business. Unfortunately, I wrote in a stern, expert, third-person voice
that unnecessarily distanced the reader. People who came to my workshops af-
ter reading the first edition of the book were sometimes surprised to find that I
have a sense of humor. As one person said (in some amazement, it seems),
“You’re a regular guy.” In this edition, I have tried to write in a more conversa-
tional, regular-guy voice, using I and you (and fewer imperatives) and putting
more of who I am as a facilitator into the book.

Chapel Hill, North Carolina Roger Schwarz
May 2002
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PART ONE

HOW FACILITATION
HELPS GROUPS





CHAPTER ONE

The Skilled Facilitator
Approach

3

In this opening chapter, I briefly illustrate the need for facilitation, define
group facilitation, and give an overview of the Skilled Facilitator approach.
We also see the key elements and how they fit together to form a values-

based systemic approach to facilitation.

THE NEED FOR GROUP FACILITATION

Groups are becoming the basic work unit of organizations. Increasingly, we
turn to groups to bring together differing views, produce quality products and
services, and coordinate complex work. In doing so, we expect groups to work
effectively so that the product of their efforts is greater than the sum of the
parts. Yet our experience with groups often leaves us feeling disappointed or
frustrated. Consider these examples:

• A division manager, Michael, and his department heads meet regularly to
solve divisionwide problems. Michael has specific recommendations in mind
but is concerned that if he shares his views early on, the department heads
won’t share their true opinions or buy in to his recommendations. So Michael
asks the department heads a series of questions about the problems, while
withholding his own opinions. The department heads begin to feel that they are
being quizzed and that Michael is looking for certain answers. Uncertain what



the answers are, the department heads grow careful, giving their views in vague
terms so they do not commit to a position that might be at odds with their boss.
Frustrated with what he considers inadequate response, Michael reacts by
telling the group how the problems are to be solved. The department heads
reluctantly agree, but they are not committed to the decisions, which end up
being poorly implemented. After the meetings, the department heads discuss
privately how Michael is not sharing decision-making authority as he had
agreed. Down the hall, Michael confides to his assistant that he will be reluc-
tant to give his department heads more say in decisions if they do not demon-
strate clearer reasoning in these situations. No one ever discusses in the full
group the concerns aired after each meeting.

• A board meets every other week to make policy decisions. Each time an
issue comes up, members take sides and push their positions. They rarely share
their reasons for taking a position, and no one asks. Each member believes that
others are taking a position from questionable motives. Members leave the
meetings frustrated and angry, sometimes even after winning a vote. Despite all
the decisions they make, members feel the board has no unified direction.

• Members of an aspiring self-directed team believe that a couple of mem-
bers, Cora and Dean, are not doing quality work. The members talk about this
among themselves but never raise the issue directly with Cora and Dean be-
cause they are concerned that Cora and Dean will get embarrassed and defen-
sive. Instead, the other team members choose to redo the work for the two. As
the situation gets worse, the team members ask their leader, Leticia, to talk to
Dean and Cora. She agrees and then finds herself in a conversation with them
without any firsthand information about the situation, and with no other team
members to respond to the pair’s questions and concerns. Cora and Dean re-
sent being talked to by Leticia without having the team members present. Little
is resolved, the relationship between the two members and the rest of the team
worsens, and the team’s performance drops.

• A newly formed group comprising representatives from local business or-
ganizations, the police department, community groups, and the schools meet
to try to figure out how to reduce crime in their community. All the members
agree on the group’s goals and are willing to devote time, energy, and money to
solve the problem. Yet the group members’ optimism quickly evaporates as they
begin to blame each other for causing the problem.

• A top management team meets to solve a complicated problem that affects
the entire organization. All are experienced, successful executives, and they
quickly identify a solution and implement it. Just as they think they have solved
the problem, it returns in another form, and the problem gets worse.

Groups do not have to function in ways that lead to ineffective performance,
make it difficult for members to work together, and frustrate members. Groups
can improve how they work.
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This book is about helping work groups improve their effectiveness by using
facilitative skills. It is about helping all types of work groups: top management
teams, boards, committees, work teams, cross-functional teams, interorganiza-
tional groups, quality groups, task forces, and employee-management or union-
management groups. Anyone who works with others needs facilitative skills.

Organizational consultants, internal and external, need facilitative skills
when they contract with clients, diagnose problems, and recommend solutions.
Leaders and managers need facilitative skills to explore stakeholders’ interests
and to craft solutions based on sound data that generate commitment.

Because organizations change constantly, the need for facilitative skills to
support change is always increasing. This applies to a merger or acquisition, or
downsizing, and to efforts to improve the quality of products and services, em-
power employees, develop a shared vision, develop a self-managing work team,
create a learning organization, or develop an organizational culture that makes
these changes possible.

Organizations typically use groups to plan and implement change, and groups
typically need some form of facilitation. In addition, facilitative skills have be-
come more important as organizations try to openly and constructively manage
conflict arising from the change they try to create.

At the heart of improving group effectiveness lies the ability of group mem-
bers to reflect on what they are doing, to create the conditions necessary to
achieve their goals. Groups find it difficult to openly examine behavior on their
own; they often need the help of a facilitator.

WHAT IS GROUP FACILITATION?

Group facilitation is a process in which a person whose selection is acceptable
to all the members of the group, who is substantively neutral, and who has no
substantive decision-making authority diagnoses and intervenes to help a group
improve how it identifies and solves problems and makes decisions, to increase
the group’s effectiveness.

The facilitator’s main task is to help the group increase effectiveness by
improving its process and structure. Process refers to how a group works
together. It includes how members talk to each other, how they identify and
solve problems, how they make decisions, and how they handle conflict. Struc-
ture refers to stable recurring group process, examples being group member-
ship or group roles. In contrast, content refers to what a group is working on.
The content of a group discussion might be whether to enter a new market,
how to provide high-quality service to customers, or what each group mem-
ber’s responsibilities should be. Whenever a group meets, it is possible to ob-
serve both content and process. For example, in a discussion of how to provide
high-quality service, suggestions about installing a customer hotline or giving
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more authority to those with customer contact reflect content. However, mem-
bers responding to only certain colleagues’ ideas or failing to identify their as-
sumptions are facets of the group’s process.

Underlying the facilitator’s main task is the fundamental assumption that in-
effective group process and structure reduces a group’s ability to solve problems
and make decisions. Although research findings on the relationship between
process and group effectiveness are mixed (Kaplan, 1979), the premise of this
book is that by increasing the effectiveness of the group’s process and structure
the facilitator helps the group improve its performance and overall effective-
ness. The facilitator does not intervene directly in the content of the group’s dis-
cussions; to do so would require the facilitator to abandon neutrality and
reduce the group’s responsibility for solving its problems.

To ensure that the facilitator is trusted by all group members and that the
group’s autonomy is maintained, the facilitator should be acceptable to all
members of the group; this person needs to be substantively neutral—that is,
display no preference for any of the solutions the group considers—and not
have substantive decision-making authority. In practice, the facilitator can meet
these three criteria only if he or she is not a group member. A group member
may be acceptable to other members and may not have substantive decision-
making authority yet have a substantive interest in the group’s issues. By defini-
tion, a group member cannot formally fill the role of facilitator. Still, a group
leader or member can use the principles and techniques I describe in this
book to help a group. Effective leaders regularly facilitate their groups as part
of their leadership role.

To intervene means “to enter into an ongoing system” for the purpose of
helping those in the system (Argyris, 1970, p. 15). The definition implies that
the system, or group, functions autonomously—that is, the group is complete
without a facilitator. Yet the group depends on a facilitator for help. Conse-
quently, to maintain the group’s autonomy and to develop its long-term
effectiveness, the facilitator’s interventions should decrease the group’s de-
pendence on the facilitator. Ideally, the facilitator accomplishes this by inter-
vening in a way that teaches group members the skills of facilitation.

THE SKILLED FACILITATOR APPROACH

The Skilled Facilitator approach is one approach to facilitation. It is an approach
I have been developing since 1980, when I began teaching facilitation skills to
others. Facilitation approaches often represent a compilation of techniques and
methods without an underlying theoretical framework. The Skilled Facilitator
approach is based on a theory of group facilitation that contains a set of core
values and principles and a number of techniques and methods derived
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from the core values and principles. It integrates theory into practice to
create a values-based, systemic approach to group facilitation. Exhibit 1.1
identifies the key elements of the Skilled Facilitator approach and their purpose.

The Group Effectiveness Model
To help groups become more effective, you need a model of group effectiveness
as part of your approach. To be useful, the model needs to be more than de-
scriptive; it has to do more than explain how groups typically function or de-
velop, because many groups develop in a way that is dysfunctional. To be
useful, the model needs to be normative; that is, it should tell you what an ef-
fective group looks like. The group effectiveness model identifies the criteria
for effective groups, identifies the elements that contribute to effectiveness
and the relationships among them, and describes what these elements look
like in practice. The model enables you to identify when groups are having
problems, identify the causes that generate the problems, and begin to identify
where to intervene to address them. If you are creating new groups, the model
helps identify the elements and relationships among them that must be in place
to ensure an effective group.

A Clearly Defined Facilitative Role
To help groups, you need a clear definition of your facilitator role so that you
and the groups you are helping have a common understanding about the kinds
of behavior that are consistent and inconsistent with your facilitator role. This
has become more difficult in recent years, as organizations now use the word
facilitator to indicate many roles. Human resource experts, organization devel-
opment consultants, trainers, coaches, and even managers have sometimes
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• The group effectiveness model

• A clearly defined facilitative role

• Useful in a range of roles

• Explicit core values

• Ground rules for effective groups

• The diagnosis-intervention cycle

• Low-level inferences

• Exploring and changing how we think

• A process for agreeing on how to work together

• A systems approach



been renamed “facilitators.” The Skilled Facilitator approach clearly defines
the facilitator role as a substantively neutral person who is not a group
member and who works for the entire group.

The Skilled Facilitator approach distinguishes between two types of fa-
cilitation: basic and developmental. In the basic type, the facilitator helps a
group solve a substantive problem by essentially lending the group his or her
process skills. Once the facilitation is complete, the group has solved its sub-
stantive problem, but by design it has not learned how to improve its process.
In the developmental type, the facilitator helps a group solve a substantive prob-
lem and learn to improve its process at the same time. Here the facilitator also
serves as a teacher so the group can eventually become self-facilitating. Devel-
opmental facilitation requires significantly more time and facilitator skill, and it
is more likely to create fundamental change.

Useful in a Range of Roles
Although I have described the Skilled Facilitator approach as having a substan-
tively neutral third-party facilitator, the approach also recognizes that everyone
needs to use facilitative skills even if not a neutral third party or not working in
a group or team. So the Skilled Facilitator approach introduces roles in addition
to facilitator:

• Facilitative consultant

• Facilitative coach

• Facilitative trainer

• Facilitative leader

All of these roles are based on the same underlying core values and prin-
ciples as the role of facilitator. In addition, many of my clients have told me that
they use the core values and principles outside the workplace, with their fami-
lies and friends, and see positive results. The approach is broadly applicable be-
cause it is based on principles of effective human interaction. Consequently, if
you use this approach across your roles in life, you are likely to be viewed by
others as acting consistently and with integrity regardless of the situation.

Explicit Core Values
All approaches to facilitation are based on some core values. They are the foun-
dation for an approach and serve as a guide. They enable you to craft new
methods and techniques consistent with the core values and to continually
reflect on how well you do in acting congruently with the values. But if you are
to benefit most from the core values, they need to be explicit. The Skilled Fa-
cilitator approach is based on an explicit set of four core values, and on
principles that follow from them (see Exhibit 1.2). The first three core values
come from the work of Chris Argyris and Donald Schön.
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Exhibit 1.2. Core Values of the Skilled Facilitator Approach

• Valid information

• Free and informed choice

• Internal commitment

• Compassion

Making core values explicit has several benefits. Because they form the gov-
erning ideas of skilled facilitation, rendering them explicit enables you to un-
derstand and evaluate them directly rather than having to infer them from the
techniques I describe. As you read this book, you can assess whether the vari-
ous methods and techniques I describe are in fact consistent with the core val-
ues. This will help you make an informed choice about whether you want to
adopt this approach.

As facilitator, you need not only a set of methods and techniques but also un-
derstanding of how and why they work. As I describe the core values and the
principles that follow from them, you can see the reasoning that underlies each
technique and method of the Skilled Facilitator approach. Once you understand
the reasoning, you can improvise and design new methods and techniques con-
sistent with the core values. Without this understanding, you are like a novice
baker, who must either follow the recipe as given or make changes without
knowing what will happen.

Making the core values explicit also helps you work with groups. You can
discuss your approach with potential clients, so that they can make more in-
formed choices about whether to use you as their facilitator. If clients know the
core values underlying your approach, they can help you improve your prac-
tice, identifying instances when they believe you are acting inconsistently with
the values you espoused. Because the core values for facilitation are also the
core values for effective group behavior, when you act consistently with the
core values, not only do you act effectively as a facilitator, but you also model
effective behavior for the group you are working with.

Ground Rules for Effective Groups
As you watch a group in action, you may intuitively know whether the mem-
bers’ conversation is productive even if you cannot identify exactly how they ei-
ther contribute to or hinder the group’s process. Yet a facilitator needs to
understand the specific kinds of behavior that improve a group’s process.
The Skilled Facilitator approach describes these behaviors in a set of ground
rules for effective groups. The ground rules make specific the abstract core
values of facilitation and group effectiveness. Examples of the ground rules are
to test assumptions and inferences, share all relevant information, and agree on
what important words mean.
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The ground rules serve several functions. First, they are a diagnostic tool.
By understanding the ground rules, you can quickly identify dysfunctional
group behavior, which is inconsistent with the ground rules, so that you can
intervene on it. Second, the ground rules are a teaching tool for developing
effective group norms. If a group understands the ground rules and commits
to using them, the members set new expectations for how to interact with
each other. This enables the group to share responsibility for improving pro-
cess, often a goal of facilitation. Finally, the ground rules guide your behavior
as facilitator.

The behavioral ground rules in the Skilled Facilitator approach differ from
the more procedural ground rules (“start on time, end on time”; “turn off your
pagers and cell phones”) that many groups and facilitators use. Procedural
ground rules can be helpful, but they do not describe the specific behaviors that
lead to effective group process.

The Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle
The group effectiveness model, the core values, and the ground rules for effec-
tive groups are all tools for diagnosing behavior in a group. But you still need
a way to implement these tools. Specifically, you have to know when to inter-
vene, what kind of intervention to make, how to say it, when to say it, and to
whom. To help put these tools into practice, I have developed a six-step process
called the diagnosis-intervention cycle. The cycle is a structured and simple
way to think about what is happening in the group and then to intervene in
a way that is consistent with the core values. It serves to guide the facilitator
into effective action.

Low-Level Inferences
As a facilitator, you are constantly trying to make sense of what is happening in
a group. You watch members say and do things and then you make inferences
about what their behavior means and how it is either helping or hindering the
group’s process. An inference is a conclusion you reach about something that
is unknown to you, on the basis of what you have observed. For example, if in
a meeting you see someone silently folding his arms across his chest, you may
infer that he disagrees with what has been said but is not saying so.

The kinds of inferences you make are critical because they guide what you
say when you intervene, and affect how group members react to you. To be ef-
fective, you need to make inferences in a way that increases the chance of be-
ing accurate, that enables you to share your inferences with the group to see if
they disagree, and that does not create defensive reactions in group members
when you share your inferences.

The Skilled Facilitator approach accomplishes this by focusing on what I re-
fer to as “low-level” inferences. Essentially, this means that facilitators diagnose
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and intervene in groups by making the fewest and smallest inferential leaps
necessary. Consider two facilitators with different approaches, working with the
same group simultaneously and hearing this conversation:

TOM: I want to discuss the start time for the new project. Next week is too
soon. We need to wait another month.

SUE: That’s not going to work. We need to do it right away. We can’t wait.

DON: I think you’re both unrealistic. We will be lucky if we can start it in
ninety days. I think we should wait until the next fiscal year.

A facilitator making a low-level inference might privately conclude, and
then publicly point out, that members have stated their opinions but not ex-
plained the reasons for them, nor have they asked other members what leads
them to see the situation differently. Observing the same behavior, a facili-
tator making a high-level inference might privately conclude that the mem-
bers don’t care about others’ opinions or are trying to hide something. Making
high-level inferences such as this creates a problem when we try to say what
we privately think. High-level inferences are further removed from the data
that we used to generate them and so may not be accurate. If the inference
also contains a negative evaluation of others’ motives, sharing the inference
can contribute to the group members’ responding defensively. By learning
to think and intervene using low-level inferences, we can increase the
accuracy of our diagnosis, improve our ability to share our thinking with
others, and reduce the chance of creating defensive reactions when we
do so. This ensures that our actions increase rather than decrease the group’s
effectiveness.

Exploring and Changing How We Think
Facilitation is difficult work because it is demanding—cognitively and emo-
tionally. It is especially difficult when you find yourself in situations you con-
sider potentially embarrassing or psychologically threatening. Research shows
that if you are like almost everyone else, in these situations you use a set of
core values and think in a way that seeks to unilaterally control the con-
versation, win the discussion, and minimize expression of negative feelings
(Argyris and Schön, 1974). You think of yourself as knowing all you need to
know about the situation while thinking others who disagree are uninformed;
you think of yourself as being right and others as being wrong; and you think
of yourself as having pure motives while others’ motives are questionable.
All of this leads you to act in ways that create the very results you are trying
hard to avoid: misunderstanding, rising conflict, defensive reactions, and the
strained relationships and lack of learning that accompany these results. To
make matters worse, you are usually unaware of how your thinking leads
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you to act ineffectively. Rather, if you’re like most people you typically attrib-
ute the cause of these difficult conversations to how others are thinking and
acting.

The same problem that reduces your effectiveness as a facilitator hurts the
effectiveness of the group you are seeking to help. Like the facilitator, the group
members are also unaware of how they create these problems for themselves.

The Skilled Facilitator approach helps you understand the conditions
under which you act ineffectively, and understand how your own thinking
leads you to act ineffectively in ways that you are normally unaware of. It
offers tools for increasing your effectiveness, particularly in situations you find
emotionally difficult. This involves changing not only your techniques but also
how you think about or frame situations, and the core values that underlie your
approach. This is difficult but rewarding work. By doing this work for yourself,
you increase your effectiveness. Then you can help the group learn to reflect on
and change the ways they think in difficult situations so that they can work ef-
fectively together.

A Process for Agreeing on How to Work Together
Facilitation involves developing a relationship with a group—a psychological
contract in which the group gives you permission to help them because they
consider you an expert and trustworthy facilitator. Building this relationship is
critical because it is the foundation on which you use your facilitator’s knowl-
edge and skills; without the foundation, you lose the essential connection with
the group that makes your facilitation possible and powerful. To build this re-
lationship, you need a clear understanding and agreement with the group about
your role as facilitator and about how you will work with the group to help it
accomplish its objectives. I have found that many of the facilitation problems
my colleagues and I face stemmed from lack of agreement with the group about
how to work together.

The Skilled Facilitator approach describes a process for developing this
agreement that enables the facilitator and the group to make an informed
and free choice about working together. The process begins when someone
first contacts the facilitator about working with the group and continues with a
discussion with group members. It identifies who should be involved at each
stage of the process, the specific questions to ask, and the type of information
to share about your approach to facilitation. The process also describes the is-
sues on which you and the group have to decide if you are to develop an effec-
tive working agreement: the objectives of the facilitation, the facilitator’s role,
and the ground rules to be used. By employing this process, you act consis-
tently with your facilitator role and increase the likelihood of helping the group
achieve its goals.
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A Systems Approach
Facilitators often tell me stories of how, despite their best efforts to help a group
in a difficult situation, the situation gets worse. Each time the facilitator does
something to improve things, the situation either deteriorates immediately or
temporarily improves before getting even worse. One reason this occurs is that
the facilitator is not thinking and acting systemically. In recent years, the field
of systems thinking has been receiving the popular attention it deserves, in part
through the work of Peter Senge (1990) and his colleagues. The Skilled Facili-
tator approach uses a systems approach to facilitation. It recognizes that a
group is a social system—a collection of parts interacting with each other to
function as a whole—and that groups generate their own system dynamics,
such as deteriorating trust or continued dependence on the leader. As a facili-
tator, you enter into this system when you help a group. The challenge is to en-
ter the system—complete with its functional and dysfunctional dynamics—and
help the group become more effective without becoming influenced by the sys-
tem to act ineffectively yourself. The Skilled Facilitator approach recognizes
that any action you take affects the group in multiple ways and has short-
term and long-term consequences, some of which may not be obvious. The
approach helps you understand how your behavior as facilitator interacts
with the group’s dynamics to increase or decrease the group’s effectiveness.

For example, a facilitator who privately pulls aside a team member who, she
believes, is dominating the group, may in the short run seem to improve the
team’s discussion. But this action may also have several unintended negative
consequences. The pulled-aside member may feel that the facilitator is not rep-
resenting the team’s opinion and may see the facilitator as biased against him,
thereby reducing her credibility with that member. Even if the facilitator is re-
flecting the other team members’ opinions, the team may come increasingly to
depend on her to deal with its issues, thereby reducing rather than increasing the
team’s ability to function.

Using a systems approach to facilitation has many implications, a number of
which are central to understanding the Skilled Facilitator approach. One key im-
plication is treating the entire group as the client rather than only the formal
group leader or the member who contacted you. This increases the chance of
having the trust and credibility of the entire group, which is essential in serv-
ing as an effective facilitator.

A second implication is that effective facilitator behavior and effective group
member behavior are the same thing. Taking into account that the facilitator is
substantively neutral and not a group member, the Skilled Facilitator approach
does not have different sets of rules for the facilitator and group members. Just
as you use the core values and ground rules to guide your own behavior, you
use them to teach group members how they can act effectively. Consequently,
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when you act consistently with the core values and ground rules, you serve as
a model for the group. The more that group members learn about how you
work, the better they understand how to create effective group process. Ulti-
mately, as group members model effective facilitator behavior, they become
self-facilitating.

A third key implication is that to be effective, your system of facilitation
needs to be internally consistent. This means that how you diagnose and inter-
vene in a group and how you develop agreement with the group all need to be
based on a congruent set of principles. Many facilitators develop their approach
by borrowing methods and techniques from a variety of other approaches.
There is nothing inherently wrong with this; but if the methods and techniques
are based on conflicting values or principles, they can undermine the facilita-
tor’s effectiveness as well as that of the groups they work with. For example, a
facilitator who states that her client is the entire group and yet automatically
agrees to individual requests by the group’s leader may soon find herself in the
middle of a conflict between the group and its leader, rather than helping to fa-
cilitate the entire group. By thinking and acting systemically, you increase your
long-term ability to help groups.

THE EXPERIENCE OF FACILITATION

Facilitation is challenging work that calls forth a range of emotions. Part of this
work involves helping group members deal productively with their emotions
while they are addressing difficult issues. But it is equally important to deal
with your own emotions as facilitator. Because your emotions and how you
deal with them profoundly determine your effectiveness, the Skilled Facili-
tator approach involves understanding how you as a facilitator feel during
facilitation and using these feelings productively.

These feelings are about yourself and the group you are working with. For
example, you may feel excited after a group calls with a new request to do in-
teresting and important work. Your excitement may turn to worry or anxiety,
though, as you wonder whether you are skilled enough to really help the group.

Throughout the facilitation, various events trigger your own reactions. You
may feel satisfied, having helped a group work through a particularly difficult
problem, or proud to see the group using some of the skills they have learned
from you. Yet, when your work goes so smoothly that the group doesn’t recog-
nize your contribution, you may feel unappreciated. When the group is feeling
confused and uncertain how to proceed in their task, you may be feeling the
same way about the facilitation. If your actions do not help the group as well as
you would like, you may feel ashamed because your work doesn’t meet your
own standards. You may be frustrated by a group’s inability to manage conflict
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even if you have been asked to help the members because they are having prob-
lems managing conflict. You may feel sad watching a group act in a way that
creates the very consequences the members are trying to avoid, feel happy that
you can identify this dynamic in the group, and feel hopeful seeing that the
group’s pain is creating motivation for change.

I have experienced each of these feelings as a facilitator. They are part of the
internal work of facilitation. If I can presume that readers of this book attribute
to me some expert level of knowledge and skill as a facilitator, then for some
readers my disclosure may come as a relief. You yourself may be thinking, If he
wrote a book on facilitation and has these feelings himself, then what I feel must
be normal also. Or my disclosure may raise your anxiety if you are thinking
something like, If he is skilled enough to write this book about facilitation and
still has these feelings, how long am I going to have to deal with these feelings?
One answer lies not so much in whether you or I have these feelings but rather
in our awareness of them in ourselves and in others, and our ability to manage
these feelings productively—what some refer to as emotional intelligence
(Goleman, 1995; Salovey and Mayer, 1990). Although there are many ways to
improve my facilitation skills that do not focus on dealing with my emotions,
my use of any of these skills becomes more powerful if I am attuned to my feel-
ings and to others and deal with them productively.

When I discuss these feelings with colleagues, I find that although the
specific situations that trigger our emotions and our specific responses may
vary, our own feelings are a significant part of our work as facilitators.

In this book, I do not address all of the issues related to the emotions you
may experience in facilitation. But I do identify some of those you are likely to
experience in certain situations, and I offer an approach for effectively dealing
with your emotions. I hope this serves as both a guide to what you might en-
counter, recognizing that people may have varying reactions to the same situa-
tion, and as a support, so that when you experience these feelings you will
know you are not alone and that it comes with the territory.

Through facilitating groups, you can also come to know yourself by reflect-
ing on how you react to certain situations, understanding the sources of your
feelings, and learning how to work with your feelings productively. In doing so,
you not only help yourself but in turn increase your ability to help the groups
with which you work—the people who face the same issues.

MAKING THE SKILLED FACILITATOR APPROACH YOUR OWN

Part of learning this approach is integrating it with your own style—making it
your own. Throughout the book, as you read examples of what I would say in
various situations, sometimes you may think that the words are natural and
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make sense; other times, you may think This sounds awkward; I can’t imagine
myself saying those words. You are likely to have the same experience as you
begin to practice using this approach with groups. This awkward feeling is a
common one, stemming partly from learning a new approach.

But it can also stem from trying to force-fit my style to yours. You can’t be
me (and I don’t assume you would want to). When I was first learning how to
use the core values in facilitation, I tried hard to imitate Chris Argyris, from
whom I learned the core values in graduate school at Harvard. As deeply as I
respected Chris—and still do—our styles are different; I could not intervene ex-
actly as he did and still sound like me. (My colleague Dick McMahon would
sometimes remind me of this by calling me “little Chris.”) It was not until I
found my own voice that the approach became mine. I assume the same is true
for you. Learning to use the core values and principles is a journey; part of
the journey is finding your own voice. Welcome to the journey.

SUMMARY

The Skilled Facilitator approach is one approach to facilitation. Based on a set
of core values and using a systems thinking approach, it enables you to clearly
define your facilitator role and develop explicit agreement with a group about
how you will work together. Together, the core values, the group effectiveness
model, the ground rules, and the diagnosis-intervention cycle help you identify
functional and dysfunctional aspects of the group and intervene to help the
group increase its effectiveness. The approach enables you to explore and
change how you think, to improve your ability to facilitate difficult situations.
It also helps groups explore and change their thinking, to help them create fun-
damental change. The core values, principles, and methods of the Skilled Fa-
cilitator approach are equally applicable to facilitative leaders, consultants,
coaches, and trainers.

As I said earlier, one of the elements of the Skilled Facilitator approach is the
group effectiveness model. Chapter Two describes the model and shows how
you can use it to help a group identify problems and address them.
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CHAPTER TWO

What Makes
Work Groups Effective?

17

Because you are called on to help groups become more effective, it is
important to have a model of group effectiveness as part of your approach.
To be useful, the model needs to tell you what an effective group looks like.

In this chapter, I describe a group effectiveness model and how to use it. We be-
gin by defining what makes a work group; identifying criteria for assessing a
group’s effectiveness; and then discussing how a group’s process, structure, and
organizational context contribute to effectiveness. The chapter concludes with
discussion of the potential and the limits of facilitation in creating an effective
group.

You probably have had a variety of experiences working in groups. For most
people, the experience is mixed. In some groups, the members work well to-
gether, accomplish the task, and meet some of each member’s needs. In other
groups, the task is done poorly (if at all), the members do not work well together,
and members feel frustrated. What factors, according to the members, might
contribute to the group’s success? For example, do they have clear goals? Do the
members agree on how they should work together? What factors might mem-
bers say contribute to the group’s ineffectiveness? Is there undiscussed conflict?
Are members not motivated by the tasks? Are they missing certain expertise?

The answers to these questions begin to describe a model of group effec-
tiveness. I think of a model as a particular way to see and think about some-
thing. The group effectiveness model is like a special pair of glasses (or contact



lenses, in my case) that enable you to see and understand what is determining
the group’s effectiveness. Each of us has a model about what makes a group ef-
fective, even if the model includes only two or three elements. Even if you are
not conscious of your model, you still use it to guide your diagnosis and inter-
vention, to decide where to look when things go wrong, and to know what to
change.

As George Box, mentor of W. Edwards Deming said, “All models are wrong;
some are useful.” Because a model is a simplified way to describe how something
works—in this case, a group—it does not need to capture all the complexities of
what it attempts to model. But if your model of a group is underdeveloped, it lim-
its your ability to help the group.

To draw an analogy, one difference between my auto mechanic and me is
that when he looks at my car engine, he can figure out what is wrong because
he has a model in his head of which engine parts should be present, what they
should look like, how they should interact, and what the output should be. By
comparing his mental model of the engine with the actual engine, he can iden-
tify what might be missing or malfunctioning. In contrast, my mental model of
an engine is primitive; I don’t know many of the parts or how they should func-
tion together. So I have found myself staring at the car en gine with my me-
chanic, without a clue about where to look, as he points out a faulty part that
I didn’t know should be part of the engine to begin with.

Not knowing the details of how an engine works used to bother me, but I’ve
made peace with the fact that I can rely on others to know this for me and to
fix my car. As a facilitator (or facilitative leader), you do not have this option
when it comes to groups. Here, my analogy breaks down because the interac-
tion in a group is more complex than in an engine, and because the facilitator
is not a fixer. Still, you need a model of groups that shows you what an ef-
fective group looks like, the elements that contribute to its effectiveness,
and how the elements should interact. Then you can use the model to help
members of a group diagnose problems they are having, and help them make
changes to improve their effectiveness.

THE GROUP EFFECTIVENESS MODEL

The group effectiveness model contains several parts. First, I define what it
means to be a work group. Second, I identify criteria for an effective group.
Third, I describe the factors and elements that interact to create an effective
group. The model in this chapter (see Figure 2.1) draws on the work of J. Rich-
ard Hackman (1987) and Eric Sundstrom, Kenneth P. De Meuse, and David
Futrell (1990).
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WHAT IS A WORK GROUP?

To discuss what makes an effective work group, we need to first consider the
term work group, which has certain characteristics. First, a work group has a
collective responsibility for performing one or more tasks, and the outcome of
the tasks can be assessed. The outcome may be a product, service, or decision.

Second, a work group is a social system. It has boundaries that distinguish
members from nonmembers; in addition, the members have specific roles and
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Source: Adapted from Hackman, 1987, and Sundstrom, De Meuse, and Futtrell, 1990.



are interdependent in producing their work. Sometimes, a group is formed
from representatives of two or more interdependent groups, as with a cross-
functional team or a union-management group. A set of people working on
similar but essentially individual tasks is not a work group.

Third, a work group operates in a larger context, which requires managing
its transactions with other individuals, with groups, and sometimes with or-
ganizations. Examples of groups that have these three characteristics are a
board of directors, a task force, or a work team.

In summary, a work group is a set of people with specific interdependent
roles who are collectively responsible for producing some output (service,
product, or decision) that can be assessed, and who manage their relation-
ships with those outside the group. In this definition, what makes a group is
the presence of key structural elements rather than the level of motivation or
effectiveness of its members. In recent years, many people have used the word
team to describe what I define as an effective group (Katzenbach and Smith,
1993). In this book, I use the terms group and team interchangeably, recogniz-
ing that either can be more or less effective.

THREE EFFECTIVENESS CRITERIA:
PERFORMANCE, PROCESS, AND PERSONAL

Before answering the question of what elements contribute to a work group’s
effectiveness, we need to first consider what it means for a group to be effec-
tive. An effective work group meets the three criteria listed in Exhibit 2.1.
Rather than simply measure the quality and quantity of the service or product
against some objective or internal group standard, the first criterion—perfor-
mance—uses the expectations and satisfaction of the group’s customers to de-
termine whether the service or product is acceptable. There are two reasons for
this. First, many groups do not have objective standards of performance that
can be measured clearly or easily. Second, because the group is a system, the
value of its output depends greatly on those outside the group, who either eval-
uate its performance directly or receive its products or services, more than on
any objective performance index alone. This criterion reinforces the idea that a
group must respond to the demands of its customers if it is to be effective (Katz
and Kahn, 1978; Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry, 1990). A group must meet
the demands of two types of customer: internal (those inside the organization
who either receive the group’s work or evaluate its performance) and external
(those outside the organization who receive the group’s work). The group’s
own standards for performance are still important, but they do not replace the
assessments of others.

The second criterion, which I call process, takes into account that most groups
work together over an extended period on a series of tasks. Consequently, the
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processes and structures they use must enable them to work together in a way
that enhances their ability to do so in the future. For example, group processes
that burn out members or that erode trust among members reduce their capa-
bility to work together on subsequent group tasks. Having a process and skills
for reflecting on their behavior in order to learn from it becomes an essential
tool for meeting the second criterion.

The third criterion, which I call personal, is that the group experience con-
tributes to the growth and well-being of its members. Group members reason-
ably expect that through their work group they can meet some of their personal
needs—say, doing work that is important or that makes a difference in others’
lives, or the need to feel competent, or the need to learn. The members’ needs
can also lead them to set their own standards of quality for their service or prod-
uct. In the long run, a group that does not meet its members’ needs is less ef-
fective than one that does.

To be effective, the group must meet all three criteria, which are interrelated.
For example, consider a group in which members manage conflict such that
trust among the members is diminished. This in turn leads members to with-
hold information from each other. As a result, key information is not available
to the full group, and the quality of the service the group produces begins to
drop. Finally, members’ personal needs for feeling competent suffer as they find
themselves part of a group with declining quality and no means of solving the
problem. As this example illustrates, if in the long run one criterion is not met,
it affects the other two criteria. Groups are not, however, either effective or in-
effective; their effectiveness is measured on a continuum of effectiveness.

Three factors contribute to group effectiveness: group process, group
structure, and group context (Hackman, 1987; Hackman, 1990). Each factor
has a number of elements (Figure 2.1). On the one hand, group process and
group structure can be thought of as characteristics of a group. The group
context, on the other hand, comprises elements of the larger organization that
are relevant to the group’s structure and process. The interrelationships among
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Exhibit 2.1. Three Criteria for Effective Groups

Performance: The services that the group delivers or the products it makes
meet or exceed the performance standards of the people who receive it,
use it, or review it.

Process: The processes and structures used to carry out the work maintain
and preferably enhance the ability of members to work together on sub-
sequent group tasks.

Personal: The group experience contributes to the growth and well-being of
its members.

Source: Adapted from Hackman (1987).



group process, group structure, and group context are complex. For now, it is
sufficient to say that each element can influence the others, as illustrated by the
arrows in the diagram. As I will discuss later in this chapter, facilitators inter-
vene primarily through a group’s process and structure, enabling the group
to examine and perhaps change its process, structure, and group context.

GROUP PROCESS

Process refers to how things are done, rather than what is done. To be effective,
a group must manage a number of processes, which are shaded in Figure 2.2.
Two primary group processes are problem solving and decision making.

Problem Solving
Except for a group that has a mission to carry out orders without asking ques-
tions or making judgments, problem solving is a central part of any group’s
activities. A problem is simply a gap between what is desired and what ex-
ists. For example, a problem exists when a product is shipped to customers in
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ten days when the customers expect the product within three days. Problem
solving is the systematic approach a group uses to identify a problem, establish
criteria for evaluating potential solutions, collect relevant information, identify
the causes of the problem, evaluate and select a solution, implement it, and
evaluate it.

A group with an effective problem-solving process meets two conditions.
First, members use a systematic process for solving problems that is appropri-
ate for the problem they are trying to solve. This seems obvious, but many
groups do not use a systematic approach. Members often begin to solve the
problem by suggesting solutions before agreeing on the problem or its causes.
Consequently, potential causes are not considered, and the group’s solution
does not solve the problem. Similarly, if a group does not consider the effect of
its solution over time and throughout the system, the members can solve one
problem in a way that creates more difficult ones. The second condition for ef-
fective problem solving is that all members focus on the same step of the pro-
cess at the same time. A group gets off track when some members are trying to
identify the cause of the problem and other members are already proposing a
solution.

Decision Making
Decision making involves reaching a conclusion or making a choice. In a prob-
lem-solving process, people think of the decision as the point at which the
group selects the best solution from among several choices. But a group makes
many decisions in the process of solving a problem, such as how to define the
problem and what information should be considered in evaluating solutions.
Decision making includes who should be involved when, in what decisions,
and how those involved will decide.

In an effective decision-making process, a number of people are involved:
those responsible for planning, those responsible for implementing the deci-
sion, those affected directly by the decision, and those affected indirectly or
who can influence whether or how the solution is implemented. The core val-
ues of facilitation state that the group includes people who have the relevant in-
formation about the problem and its causes, its solutions, and potential effects.

How should members decide? Groups have various ways of deciding. In
some cases, the leader of the group decides alone, with or without consulting
other members. In other cases, the leader becomes a member of the group with
the same influence (theoretically) as other members. In still other cases, the
leader delegates the problem solving to other group members, agreeing to im-
plement any decision they reach, given certain criteria. If more than one per-
son is to make the decision, they need to decide whether they will do so by
consensus, majority vote, or some other means. The core values of facilitation
state that a group is more effective if the group is internally committed to
its choices.
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Conflict Management
An effective group considers conflict a natural part of group life; if it is man-
aged well, conflict improves members’ ability to accomplish their task, work to-
gether, and contribute to personal growth. They use conflict to learn more
about the problem and how others see it, rather than to simply persuade people
that they are right and others are wrong. They assume that others have relevant
information they may not have, that others are well intended, and that their
own solution may be missing something, instead of assuming that others are
uninformed or misinformed and have ulterior motives.

To do this, members share previously hidden thoughts and feelings and
openly test any difference of opinion. They can openly disagree without fear of
retribution. Unlike a group that avoids conflict to help a member save face,
members of an effective group openly confront each other, believing that each
person is strong enough to receive negative feedback directly. Ultimately, an ef-
fective group resolves conflict so that not only does the conflict remain resolved
but also members understand how the conflict arose, how they contributed to
it, and how they can act differently to prevent unnecessary conflict (Eiseman,
1978). The core values and ground rules of the Skilled Facilitator approach are
central to managing conflict effectively.

Communication
The communication process is embedded in all other group processes. Essen-
tially, communication involves exchanging information such that the sender
and receiver understand the meaning in the same way. An effective group com-
municates in a way that creates valid information. The ground rules and core
values of the Skilled Facilitator approach describe elements of effective com-
munication. I refer to several of them here.

To generate valid information, members share not just their opinions and
conclusions but also how they arrived at them. In other words, they make their
reasoning explicit, by sharing their intent, the assumptions and inferences they
made, the information and examples they used, and the logical steps they went
through to arrive at a conclusion. They encourage others to identify gaps in
their reasoning and ask others to share their own reasoning as well.

Whenever possible, members communicate directly with each other, rather
than using an intermediary, to ensure that their meaning has been received as
they intended it and to be able to respond to questions and concerns that might
arise. In a group meeting, members seek reaction to their comments to focus
the conversation and move it forward, avoiding a series of unrelated mono-
logues in which member after member states her or his views.

Members openly express disagreement with any other member, regardless of
difference in position or status. The individuals offer specific examples to illus-
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trate a view rather than communicating only in the abstract. For example, a
member might say, “We had a problem with inventory. Last Friday, we sched-
uled assembly of Model 2800 and had only fifteen of the forty primary switches
needed for assembly”; contrast this with saying “We had some problems last
week scheduling production.” If a member makes an inference about another,
the person tests out the inference to determine whether it is valid.

In an effective group, members test out their assumptions and inferences to
determine if they are valid, rather than simply acting as if they are true. For ex-
ample, if the leader states that the group needs to focus on a particular project,
a member would test his or her inference that the leader also wants them to give
lower priority to the other group projects.

Testing inferences applies to nonverbal communication as well. Many books
have been written to help in identifying what certain body language means and
how to convey things to people (such as how to ask someone to stop talking)
without saying anything directly. In an effective group, members communicate
directly rather than use nonverbal behavior, which is easily misinterpreted. In
some cultures, for instance, putting one’s feet on the table is considered disre-
spectful; I once facilitated a meeting at which one member accused another of
not having respect for her because he propped his feet on the table. It turned out
that the other member had an illness that required him to keep his legs elevated.

Finally, an effective group deals with undiscussable issues—the important
issues, relevant to the group’s task—that members often believe they cannot
discuss openly in the group without negative consequences.

Boundary Management
An effective work group manages its relationships with the organization by
simultaneously differentiating itself and coordinating with the organiza-
tion. Groups need to establish boundaries in order to function (Schein, 1988).
In an effective group, members can articulate the group’s task and what they
are responsible for accomplishing, so that they do not take on tasks unrelated
to their purpose and outside the group’s expertise. Similarly, they know what
kind of authority and autonomy the group has.

At the same time, a group must coordinate its work with other parts of the
organization to produce a service or product. This includes deciding what in-
formation to share and how, what tasks each party performs, and how deci-
sions are made. For example, a product design team needs to coordinate its
work with marketing and manufacturing teams to determine whether the pro-
posed product design meets customer needs and can be manufactured. A group
also needs to manage boundaries to ensure that the larger organization pro-
vides the materials, technology, people, and information needed to accomplish
the task. Some groups also have to manage boundaries directly with the exter-
nal customers of the organization.
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The Relationship Among Group Processes
Although this chapter discusses each process separately, in reality a group uses
many processes simultaneously as its members work together. For example, in
solving a problem, a group also makes decisions about who will be involved
and manages conflict that arises if members disagree about what to do. Of
course, all of the group’s conversation is communication. Similarly, when a
group manages its boundaries, it also solves problems, manages conflict, and
communicates with other parts of the organization or people outside. Seg-
menting the group’s behavior into processes simply helps a facilitator and the
group understand more clearly how the group is acting effectively or ineffec-
tively. But because the group is a system, each process is related to the other el-
ements of the model; so any intervention to improve one process needs to take
into account the effect on other parts of the model.

How Group Process Increases Group Effectiveness
A group applies its problem-solving, decision-making, and other processes to
solve problems associated with the particular services or products for which
they are responsible. A group of auto engineers and scientists may use a prob-
lem-solving process to determine how to improve the fuel efficiency of a car,
while a group of executives may use a problem-solving process to determine
how to reduce redundant personnel resulting from a merger.

But groups also use their processes to identify and solve problems that
arise from their process, structure, and organizational context. The group’s
process is the means by which it increases effectiveness. In other words, the
group relies on its processes to help identify and solve problems caused by in-
effective group structure, organizational context, and even ineffective group
process. In one way, group processes, especially a group’s problem-solving
process, represent the group’s ability to diagnose and intervene on any ele-
ments that limit its effectiveness.

GROUP STRUCTURE

An effective group requires an effective structure. Group structure (shaded in
Figure 2.3) refers to the relatively stable characteristics of a group, including
mission and vision, tasks, membership, roles each member fills, the time mem-
bers have available, members’ shared values and beliefs, and norms. Unlike the
structure of a building or the human body, group structure has no physical
counterpart. In fact, group structure is simply a stable, recurring group process
that results from members’ constantly interacting with each other in certain
ways (Allport, 1967). It is the causal relationships among the repeating cycle of
activities that create structure. You do not “see” structure directly; you see the
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resulting behavior that the structure generates. But understanding the dynamic
relationships that create the structure is important because changing the rela-
tionships in the activity changes the structure.

Clear Mission and Shared Vision
A group’s mission answers the question “Why do we exist?” A group attempts
to achieve its mission by accomplishing various goals, which in turn are
achieved by performing various tasks. A vision is a mental picture of the future
that a group seeks to create. Whereas mission clarifies why the group exists, vi-
sion identifies what the group should look like and how it should act as it seeks
to accomplish its mission. In an effective group, members can articulate their
mission and vision, find it engaging, and use it to guide their work.

Effective Group Culture
Along with mission and vision, group culture embraces the guiding ideas for
the group. Group culture is the set of fundamental values and beliefs that mem-
bers of a group share and that guide their behavior. A belief is an assumption
about what is true (for example, “people are naturally motivated to do a good
job”). A value is an assumption about what is worthwhile or desirable (for
example, “maintaining honesty at all times”). In an effective group, members
can articulate the group’s core values and beliefs, and they take actions and
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make decisions that are consistent with the shared values and beliefs. If a
group’s culture is consistent with effective management principles, the group
can be positively influenced by the culture. For example, a group that values
quality service is likely to seek and respond to customer suggestions for im-
proving service. However, if the group’s culture is inconsistent with effective
management principles, the group can be negatively influenced; if a group be-
lieves that conflict is to be avoided or else won rather than seen as an opportu-
nity for learning, then the group is not likely to learn from its own conflict.

I believe the core values of the Skilled Facilitator approach contribute to a
culture of effective group process. Unfortunately, groups—and organizations
generally—rarely have these core values as part of their culture. You cannot
identify a group’s culture simply by listening to what members say they value
or believe. Members often espouse values and beliefs that are inconsistent with
their actions and are often unaware of the inconsistency (Argyris and Schön,
1974). The values and beliefs that constitute the group’s culture can be inferred
by observing the artifacts of the culture (Schein, 1985), including how mem-
bers act. An artifact is a product of the culture—a policy, a procedure, or a
structure that members create. Inferring values and beliefs is a primary method
that developmental facilitators use to help a group examine its process.

Clear Goals
Whether a group sets its own goals or receives them from the larger organiza-
tion, an effective group has a clear goal that is consistent with the organization’s
mission and vision and that allows members to select the means by which they
achieve the goals. Clear goals enable a group to measure its progress toward
achieving them. Without clear goals, a group has difficulty solving problems
and making decisions, and this often leads to conflict.

A Motivating Group Task
To claim a real group task, group members must be interdependent with each
other in accomplishing the task and share collective responsibility for the
group’s output. The group’s task is the work the group performs to accomplish
its goal. However, the task and the goal are not the same. For example, if a goal
is to ensure that the public has safe housing, a group may perform the tasks of
inspecting dwellings and educating the public. Tasks that motivate group mem-
bers meet certain conditions (Hackman, 1987):

• The group task requires members to use a variety of their skills.

• The group task is a whole and meaningful piece of work with a visible
outcome.

• The outcomes of a group task have significant consequences, either for
customers or for others in the organization.
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• The group task gives members significant autonomy over how they ac-
complish the task so that they feel ownership of their work.

• Working on the group task generates regular and trustworthy feedback
to group members about how well the group is performing.

Appropriate Membership
An effective group has a membership that is carefully selected according to sev-
eral criteria. First, the members bring an appropriate mix of knowledge and
skills to successfully complete the task. A task force formed to resolve conflict
among groups should include a representative of each group to represent that
perspective.

Second, the group is just large enough to handle the task. Every additional
member requires that the group spend additional time coordinating activities.
A group with more members than it needs to complete the task spends time on
coordination that could be spent working directly on the task. In addition, as
the group grows, members can lose interest in the work and reduce their effort.

Finally, the composition of the group should be stable enough that the group
can maintain its continuity of effort, yet be fluid enough to ensure that mem-
bers do not all think the same way and discourage new or differing ideas. A
group that is perpetually losing and replacing members spends much time ori-
enting the new members and learning how to work together (Schwarz, 1991).

The values and beliefs that members bring to the group shape the group’s
culture and, in turn, how it works. The Skilled Facilitator approach is based on
a set of core values that contribute to creating an effective group.

Clearly Defined Roles, Including Leadership
A group comprises individuals filling interdependent roles. In an effective
group, members understand clearly what role each member plays and what be-
havior people expect in each role. In a surgical team, members need to know
who directly assists the surgeon, who monitors patient data, who gets supplies,
and who handles paperwork. If roles are understood clearly and agreed upon,
members can coordinate their actions to complete the task. Without clear,
agreed-upon roles, members are likely to experience conflict and stress.

In some groups, each member fills only one role; in others, the members are
capable of filling all the roles in the group and often shift roles. An example of
the latter situation is seen when members take turns leading the group.

In theory, a position description identifies the set of behaviors expected for
that role so that behavior is consistent, regardless of who fills the role. In prac-
tice, the role a person plays results from a combination of the formally defined
role, the individual’s personality, the person’s understanding of the role, the ex-
pectations that others have for that role, and the interpersonal relationships that
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the person has with others in the group (Katz and Kahn, 1978). This means that
different people may fill the same role somewhat differently. Consequently, an
effective group clarifies its roles as the task changes or as members change.

One key role is that of leader. In an effective group, members understand and
support the leader role. Defining this role includes deciding what kinds of
decisions the leader is involved in and to what extent; what kinds of group tasks
the leader performs; how the leader helps the group obtain resources and
manage the boundaries with the larger organization; and how the leader helps
group members manage conflict. Defining the leader role means defining
the relationship between the leader and other group members regarding
how the group handles its processes, structures, and organizational context.
How the leader role is filled and whether it is filled by one person or shared by
several depends in part on the extent to which the group intends to be self-
directed. As a group becomes more self-directed, more elements of the leader-
ship role are integrated into the roles of the members. Chapter Fourteen
describes the facilitative leader role in detail.

Group Norms
A norm is an expectation about how people should or should not behave that
all or many group members share. Norms stem from the values and beliefs that
constitute the group’s culture. The ground rules for effective groups are a set of
group norms that are based on the core values and beliefs of the Skilled Facili-
tator approach.

A group can develop a norm regarding anything. It may be that members
should help each other when someone is facing a deadline, that members
should not talk negatively about the group to non–group members, or that
members should not openly question the leader’s decisions. Regarding this last
norm, if it is shared then they may agree to do things they have concerns about,
without understanding the leader’s decisions.

Norms are important in integrating members into the group by helping them
predict how others will act in a given situation and by constituting a guide for
member behavior. Not all group norms help a group become effective, however;
a norm might be that “the leader will take responsibility for solving group mem-
bers’ problems,” or “don’t openly state any concern you have about how the
group is working.” In addition, a group norm may be different from an indi-
vidual member’s personal view. A member may prefer not to rotate tasks among
group members, believing that it reduces efficiency; but he may do so because
that is the expectation. In this way, norms also influence conformity.

In an effective group, members explicitly discuss and agree on the norms
that they want to guide their group. They also agree to hold each other ac-
countable for following the norms by raising the issue if someone acts in a way
that they believe is inconsistent with the norms. When a new member joins the
group, it reviews the norms so that the new person does not first learn about
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them by violating one and being told “that’s not the way we do things here.”
Chapter Five introduces a set of group norms, called ground rules, for effective
groups.

Sufficient Time
Obviously, a group needs enough time to complete its tasks and achieve its
goals. Specifically, a group needs two kinds of time: performance time and ca-
pacity-building time. During performance time, the group produces its product
or service. During capacity-building time, the group engages in activities that
help build capacity to improve performance. Examples are redesigning the flow
of work to increase efficiency, learning to use new software to generate better
performance data, or reflecting on how the group managed a conflict so as to
improve its skills. Sometimes a group performs and builds capacity simultane-
ously, as in a facilitated meeting in which members are learning to improve how
to productively resolve a real conflict they are currently facing. But if these two
modes are mixed, the group’s normal rate of performance slows down, in order
to ultimately speed it up.

Typically, a group spends too little time on building capacity. An effective
group thinks and acts systemically about the relationship between performance
time and capacity-building time. The individuals recognize that to perform at a
level meeting or exceeding constantly rising external standards, they must de-
vote time to improving their group process and structure; initially, the amount
of time they take from performance is more than compensated for later if they
choose their capacity-building efforts well. In systems thinking, people refer to
this as going slow to go fast.

GROUP CONTEXT

The group context, shown in Figure 2.4, includes aspects of the larger organi-
zation that influence the group’s effectiveness but that the group usually does
not control. An effective group recognizes that, although it may not control the
group context, it might influence the larger organization to create a more sup-
portive context. The group seeks to do so, rather than assuming that the larger
organization cannot be influenced and that the members are powerless to ef-
fect change. Understanding the group context helps a facilitator identify how
the larger organization is likely to help or hinder a group’s efforts to improve
effectiveness. It also helps identify the extent to which facilitation alone can
help a group.

A Clear Mission and a Shared Vision
The organization’s mission and vision furnish the context for the group’s own
mission and vision. An effective group understands and shares the organiza-
tion’s mission and vision and makes group decisions consistent with them.
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Sometimes, a group does not know the organizational mission or vision or does
not understand the logic of it. In this situation, an effective group asks others
to explain the mission or vision rather than ignoring it or complaining within
their group that others have not made it clear.

Supportive Organizational Culture
Group culture refers to the set of values and beliefs that are generally shared by
members of a group; organizational culture refers to the set of values and be-
liefs that members of an organization generally share and that guide their be-
havior. Because each group can have its own culture and because groups differ
with respect to function, the professionals it may employ, and the demographic
characteristics of the members, a group’s culture may differ from the overall
culture in the organization.

A group is more effective if the organizational culture is supportive. This
means the organizational culture is consistent with effective management prin-
ciples, including the core values of the Skilled Facilitator approach. Unfortu-
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nately, as I noted earlier, organizations rarely hold the core values as part of
their culture (Argyris, 1990); altering an organizational culture is perhaps the
most difficult kind of change to create. Therefore a strong, ineffective organi-
zational culture can make it difficult for a group to sustain any increase in
effectiveness.

Rewards Consistent with Group Objectives and Design
An organization influences groups by rewarding certain behaviors. To create an
effective group, the organization rewards behavior that is consistent with the
group’s objectives. If, for example, a construction crew’s objective is to build
quality homes, then rewarding the group solely according to the number of
homes it builds unintentionally encourages members to increase the reward at
the expense of work quality. It would be more consistent with the group’s ob-
jective to reward members also for the quality of their construction.

Rewarding the group consistently with its design means rewarding the group
as a group. If the group task is designed so that it requires the effort of all mem-
bers, at least part of the reward should be made to the group as a whole. If an
organization espouses teamwork and then rewards only individually, it sends a
mixed message, undermines credibility, and creates potential conflict among
group members that is sure to reduce the group’s effectiveness (Kerr, 1975).

A colleague of mine consulted to an organization that gave a financial reward
for suggestions that reduced costs. A team submitted a suggestion and won a
reward but was told by human resources that the reward could only be given to
an individual. The team responded that they had thought of and developed the
idea as a team, building on each other’s ideas, and could no longer identify
which individuals contributed which ideas. Having been required to make what
they considered an arbitrary distinction, the group fell into conflict, and per-
formance as a team declined. My point is not that an organization should con-
fer only team rewards to a team (a balance of team and individual rewards
seems more congruent), but rather that how the rewards are given should be
congruent with how the work was done.

Information, Including Feedback About Performance
An effective group has access to the valid and relevant information needed to
perform the work, whether it is information about markets, staffing, production
scheduling or costs, or other topics. Similarly, an effective group has access to
information about the constraints within which the members must make their
own decisions and the effects that the decisions will have on other parts of the
organization. A product design group has to know what constraints are placed
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on the design and how their design affects the ability to market, engineer, and
produce the product. An effective group also solicits and receives feedback
about the group’s performance, including working relationships with other
parts of the organization. This enables the members to continually improve
their performance.

Training and Consultation
Effective groups have access to training and consultation to help them increase
their knowledge, develop skills, and solve problems necessary to perform tasks.
The resources may be task-related, such as learning how to improve the tech-
nical accuracy of their work, or process-related, such as learning how to man-
age conflict within the group.

Technology and Material Resources
Technology is the means by which a group converts or transforms its raw ma-
terials into a product or service. A health care team uses medical technology
and health education to help sick people become healthy and to keep healthy
people from becoming sick. A top management team uses organizational mis-
sion and vision, and information about the marketplace and the strengths and
weaknesses of the organization, to make strategic choices. Faculty members
use various teaching and learning methods to help uneducated students be-
come learned students. Material resources include the tools, supplies, and raw
materials needed for the finished product or service. An effective group has ac-
cess to the materials and technology necessary to accomplish its goals. In par-
ticular, computer technology that enables group members to communicate and
coordinate their work becomes critical as groups increasingly have members
who are not located at the same physical location.

Physical Environment That Fits the Group’s Needs
Within the organization, the physical environment refers to where members are
physically located and how their physical space is designed. Most of us have
experienced the difference between a space that makes working easy and a
space that makes it difficult. The same is true for groups. An effective group has
a workspace that is designed to meet the demands of the work. This may mean
designing space for meetings, private conversation, viewing a large document,
easy access to other groups, or other needs. Group members do not necessar-
ily have to be physically located at the same site; in a virtual group the mem-
bers are in different locations and coordinate their work largely by computer
and phone. Still, the physical space in which virtual group members work is de-
signed to meet their needs.
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INTERORGANIZATIONAL GROUPS

To simplify the discussion about what makes a group effective, I have assumed
that all group members work for the same organization. Clearly, this is not al-
ways the case. First, a facilitator may help a group whose members form an um-
brella organization, such as an association of organizations. Here, members
share a common cause, but each member represents the interests of one or-
ganization to the umbrella organization. Second, a facilitator may also assist
groups that are not an organization or part of a larger organization but whose
members represent different organizations; an example is a group that deals
with environmental issues and includes representatives from business, labor,
and environmental entities and government agencies.

An interorganizational group has structural and process elements that are
similar to those of other groups. However, the interorganizational group is sub-
ject to the organizational cultural influences of each organization that the group
represents. Consider a group composed of a representative from a division of
state government, an environmental organization, a home builder’s association,
and a real estate association. The environmental organization influences the
group’s functioning through its representative, the state government agency
shapes the group’s functioning through its representative, and so on. In addition,
the group is subject to the influences of related organizations not represented. In
short, an interorganizational group operates in a complex organizational con-
text, which makes group facilitation quite challenging.

HOW THE MODEL HELPS FACILITATORS

The group effectiveness model helps you determine whether a group is being ef-
fective, identify which factors and elements that contribute to effectiveness are
missing or present, decide how to intervene to help a group become more effec-
tive, and determine whether facilitation alone can improve group effectiveness.

First, you can use the three criteria for group effectiveness to help determine
initially whether and how a group is working ineffectively. Ineffective groups
will, over time, fail to meet at least one criterion.

Next, you can consider how each element identified in the model may con-
tribute to the group’s ineffectiveness. The model implies there are predictable
issues that a group must resolve if it is to be effective. You can think of each
element of the model (supportive culture, clearly defined roles, group
norms, and so on) as a piece of a puzzle that has to fit together for the group
to be effective. Each element also represents a foreseeable problem that a
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group must solve, and keep solved, in order to be effective. Each factor
(structure, process, group context) and each constituent element plays a unique
role in making a group effective. The strength of one factor or element cannot
compensate for the weakness of another. For example, by itself a good struc-
ture cannot guarantee competent group behavior; it can only create conditions
that make it easier for group members to take advantage of their knowledge,
skills, and process. Similarly, effective group process can take advantage of a
sound structure and supportive group context but cannot alone create the re-
sources necessary to sustain a group. Finally, a supportive group context can
provide ongoing resources and reinforce effective group process but by itself
cannot ensure effectiveness.

It is not possible to specify which elements to focus on if a group does not
meet a particular effectiveness criterion. Groups are too complex to permit such
prediction. Because an element in a group can affect other elements, any ele-
ment or combination of elements could be contributing to the group’s ineffec-
tiveness. The model simply gives you and the group the elements to consider.

Third, the model helps a group decide what changes to make to become
more effective. Because the group is a system, all elements of the group’s pro-
cess, structure, and group context can influence each other, and changes in
one element can lead to changes in others. In other words, in a group you
cannot change just one thing. Changing how the group’s task is designed is
likely to change the role relationships in the group; together these changes have
an impact on each of the three effectiveness criteria. It is not enough for each
element to function well; the relationships among the elements must also
be congruent.

Making changes without thinking through the effects on the rest of the sys-
tem can create new problems that may be worse than the original one the group
sought to solve. For example, managing group conflict in a way that relies on
the leader may reduce team members’ motivation to learn how to manage their
own conflict and reduce the leader’s ability to accomplish his or her work.

Even a systemic solution can create new problems for a group, in part be-
cause it can require greater capability from the group. Because every solution
generates new problems, by thinking systemically facilitators and groups can
better anticipate the problems that will arise from a particular solution. In this
way, the group can actively choose which secondary problems to create and
then try to solve.

You can share the group effectiveness model with the members of the group
and ask them to identify how the various elements of the model work in the
group. In doing so, members make explicit their mental models of how the
group is working and why. Then you can help the group identify which changes
will produce the greatest leverage for increasing group effectiveness. If members’
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views differ, you can help them inquire into these differences. Recognizing that
all models are wrong, you can suggest that members modify the model itself as
they build a map of their particular group. This mapping process can range
from pure conversation to mapping using flipcharts and diagrams, and even to
advanced methods using modeling software.
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AUTHORITY AND RESPONSIBILITY:
THE LIMITS OF FACILITATION

Group facilitation is a powerful method for helping a group improve effective-
ness, but like any method it has its limits. Understanding the inherent limita-
tions of facilitation helps you aid the group in making informed choices about
creating change.

Group facilitators intervene largely on process and structure, to help groups
improve their process, structure, and group context (see Figure 2.5). Therefore
facilitation can directly improve the group’s effectiveness to the extent that
there is authority within the group to change its process, structure, and
group context, and to the extent that responsibility and accountability for
change is shared by group members. If the group’s ineffectiveness is caused
in part by elements or relationships among the elements that the group does
not control (and cannot influence), group facilitation can help the group iden-
tify the problems but not solve them. Perhaps this is why one researcher (Kap-
lan, 1979) reported that research on group facilitation had not found that group
facilitation enhances the group’s performance of tasks.

Similarly, if the responsibility and accountability for improving group effec-
tiveness rests only with the leader or with managers outside the group, it is not
a group task. Group members in such a case have less free choice about the
changes and are less likely to be internally committed to them.

As a group moves from being manager-led to being self-managing and then
self-designing, the group as a whole assumes more responsibility for man-
aging its effectiveness, and it can benefit more from group facilitation, par-
ticularly developmental facilitation.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have presented a group effectiveness model that helps us un-
derstand what makes an effective group. The model proposes three criteria for
an effective group: performance, process, and personal. Three factors—pro-
cess, structure, and context—contribute to making a group effective. Each fac-
tor comprises its own elements. We can think of the elements (such as conflict
management, a motivating task, and technology and material resources) as
pieces of a puzzle that must fit together for the group to be effective. The ele-
ments themselves have to be effective, and the relationships among the ele-
ments need to be congruent.

You can use the group effectiveness model to help groups explore how well
they are meeting the effectiveness criteria, and what elements and relationships
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among elements may need to change to improve effectiveness. Like all ap-
proaches, group facilitation has its limits. The approach becomes powerful first
to the extent that the group has authority to change the elements that contribute
to effectiveness and second to the extent that responsibility and accountability
for this change is shared by the full group.

In the next chapter, we explore the role of the facilitator in helping a group
increase its effectiveness.
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In this chapter, I begin by describing several facilitative roles—facilitator,
facilitative consultant, facilitative coach, facilitative leader, and facilitative
trainer—and explain how to choose an appropriate one. Then there is a de-

scription of the core values that guide these facilitative roles. For the rest of the
chapter, I explain how to perform these roles in a way that is consistent with
the core values.

CHOOSING A FACILITATIVE ROLE

Many of you reading this book need to use facilitative skills but are not (or at
least sometimes are not) a substantively neutral third-party facilitator. Instead,
you are involved in the group’s discussions and decisions as an expert consul-
tant, a team leader or member, a coach, or a trainer. Increasingly, people who
serve in these roles are recognizing that facilitative skills are essential for work-
ing effectively with groups. If you serve in any of these roles, you can apply the
same core values, principles, and ground rules discussed throughout the book
in working with groups. You do not have to give up your leadership role or
your expertise to use facilitative skills. On the contrary; using facilitative
skills enhances your leadership or consulting role and expertise.

It is important to understand how the facilitative roles are similar and
different and to select the appropriate facilitative role—the one that accu-

CHAPTER THREE
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rately represents your relationship with the group. If group members see
your facilitative role as appropriate, they are likely to be legitimately influenced
by you. If members think you are filling an inappropriate facilitative role, they
may not be open to being influenced by you, even if your observations and sug-
gestions make sense within that role. For example, a group sometimes rejects
the help of an expert consultant who, by inappropriately serving as a neutral
facilitator, leads the members to wonder whether the consultant is trying to sub-
tly steer them in a certain direction without saying so. Table 3.1 shows the five
facilitative roles and how they are similar and different.

The Facilitator Role
As I described in Chapter One, a facilitator is a substantively neutral third party,
acceptable to all members of the group, who has no substantive decision-
making authority. The facilitator’s purpose is to help a group increase its effec-
tiveness by diagnosing and intervening largely on group process and structure.

Substantively Neutral. By substantively neutral, I do not mean that you have
no opinions on the issues that the group is discussing. That would be unrealis-
tic and inhuman. Rather, I mean that you facilitate the discussion without shar-
ing your opinions and so that group members cannot tell what you think about
the group’s issues; consequently, you do not influence the group’s decisions.
Group members are easily and justifiably annoyed by a facilitator who claims
to be neutral and then acts in a way that is not.

To remain neutral requires listening to members’ views, and remaining curi-
ous about how their reasoning differs from others (and from your private
views), so that you can help the group engage in productive conversation. If you

Table 3.1 Facilitative Roles

Facilitative Facilitative Facilitative Facilitative
Facilitator Consultant Coach Trainer Leader

Third party Third party Third party or Third party or Group leader
group member group member or member

Process expert Process Process Process Skilled in
expert expert expert process

Content-neutral Content Involved in Content expert Involved in
expert content content

Not substantive May be May be Involved in Involved in
decision maker, involved in involved in content decision content
nor mediator content deci- content deci- making in class decision

sion making sion making making



trade your curiosity for a belief that some members are right and others are
wrong, or that the group as a whole is going in the wrong direction, you give up
your ability to help group members explore their own views and differences and
replace it with your desire to influence the content of discussion. If you find
yourself invested in an issue or in having the group reach a particular out-
come, or if you have expertise on the subject that makes it difficult for you
to remain neutral, then consider serving in one of the other facilitative roles.

Third Party. A facilitator needs to be a third party because it is difficult to act
neutrally in your own group. If you are a group member or leader, an individ-
ual would reasonably expect you to be involved in the content of discussion and
to have a role in decision making.

The term third party is open to interpretation. Even if you are not a member
of the immediate group that requests facilitation, members may not consider
you a third party. This may happen, for example, if the group is seeking facili-
tation to address concerns with the division it is part of and you are an internal
facilitator working in the larger division. To serve as a facilitator, the group re-
questing help needs to consider you a third party.

Process Expert. A facilitator is content-neutral but also a process expert and ad-
vocate. As a process expert, you know what kinds of behavior, process, and un-
derlying structure are more or less likely to contribute to high-quality problem
solving and decision making, and you know which elements contribute to mak-
ing an effective group. If you ask a group to use certain ground rules or if you
identify certain ineffective behavior in the group, it is on the basis of this pro-
cess expertise. Process expertise makes each of the four roles a facilitative role.

As a process expert, you advocate for processes, structures, and behav-
iors necessary for effective facilitation, such as appropriate membership, use-
ful problem-solving methods, sufficient time, and ground rules. You inquire
whether the group you are working with sees any problems with your design
for the facilitation. For all of these decisions about the facilitation process, you
are a partner with the group.

The Facilitative Consultant Role
Unlike the facilitator, a facilitative consultant is used for expertise in a particu-
lar area. The facilitative consultant is a third-party expert whose purpose is to
help the client make informed decisions. The consultant does this by applying
the area of expertise (marketing, management information systems, service
quality, and so forth) to the client’s particular situation, recommending a course
of action, and in some cases implementing it for the client. Any substantive
decision-making authority the consultant has results not from the role per se
but from its being delegated by the client. A facilitative consultant uses facilita-
tive skills while serving as an expert in a particular content area. Like the facil-
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itator, the facilitative consultant may be external or internal to the organization.
Internal human resource or organization development consultants often serve
as facilitative consultants in an organization.

Facilitative skills are essential for expert consulting, which typically requires
developing effective relationships, working with groups, and dealing with dif-
ficult conversations. The issues on which the expert consultant is called in are
often ones on which members have strong and differing views. Consequently,
the ability to help the group address the issues depends partly on the consul-
tant’s ability to effectively manage the process of exploring the issues. To para-
phrase one of my clients, who is an expert consultant, “What do I do when I
am talking to the client about what I found and what I recommend, and people
start disagreeing with each other in front of me?” When this occurs, the facili-
tative consultant can help in the conversation while still being a participant in
the content of the discussion. By integrating facilitative skills with expertise, the
facilitative consultant increases the value provided to the clients.

The Facilitative Coach Role
In recent years, organizations have made coaches available for many of their ex-
ecutives and managers. A coach usually works one-on-one with people, help-
ing them improve their effectiveness. Depending on his background, a coach
may bring subject-area expertise in certain areas. At the heart of the facilitative
coaching role is the ability to help people improve their effectiveness by help-
ing them learn to rigorously reflect on their behavior and thinking.

When I coach clients—whether facilitative leaders, facilitators, or someone
serving in another role—we explore difficult situations that they face, the out-
comes they seek, and what it is about the situation that makes it difficult for
them. Using the core values and principles described in this book, I help them
think about how the way they are thinking and acting (or have thought and
acted) contributes to the outcomes they seek as well as creating negative unin-
tended consequences. Over time, clients develop the ability to do this kind of
analysis themselves and produce the outcomes they seek with few unintended
consequences.

A facilitative coach jointly designs the learning process with the client in-
stead of assuming that she knows how the client can best learn. She also mod-
els mutual learning by exploring with the client how her coaching methods are
helping or hindering the client’s ability to learn. Facilitative coaches and clients
explore the coaching relationship itself as a source of learning for both the
client and the coach.

The Facilitative Trainer Role
Like the expert consultant, a trainer also has knowledge to share with partici-
pants; like the facilitative consultant, the trainer models the core values and
ground rules and uses facilitative skills to enhance the participants’ learning
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experience. When feasible, a facilitative trainer should work with the partici-
pants to design the training so that it meets their interests. During the train-
ing, the facilitative trainer regularly inquires whether the training is meeting the
participants’ needs and is flexible enough to modify the design if not. The fa-
cilitative trainer also considers the training setting an opportunity for her own
learning, not just for participant learning. This means she is open to changing
her views and inviting participants to challenge her assumptions, just as the
trainer herself challenges participants. The facilitative trainer also facilitates the
interaction among participants to enhance learning.

In recent years, some trainers have changed their title to facilitator. To the de-
gree that this signals a shift in trainers’ recognizing the value of facilitative skills
and integrating them into their work, it makes me hopeful. Yet calling a trainer
a facilitator obscures the fact that the individual is expert in and has responsi-
bility for teaching some particular topic. I use the term facilitative trainer to
recognize both sets of responsibilities and skills.

The Facilitative Leader Role
The facilitative leader uses the core values and principles to help groups increase
their effectiveness, which includes helping to create the conditions in which
group members can also learn to use the core values and principles. The facili-
tative leader may be the formal leader of the group or just a group member. In
either case, the facilitative leader role is the most difficult to fill because he
needs to use his facilitative skills at the same time that he has strong views
about the issue being discussed. For example, this requires that the facilitative
leader openly state his views on a subject, explain the reasoning underlying
those views, and then encourage others to identify any gaps or problems in his
reasoning. Underlying the facilitative leader role is the premise that a group in-
creases its effectiveness as members take on more responsibility for the group
and increase their ability to learn from their experiences. In Chapter Sixteen, I
discuss the facilitative leader role in detail.

Choosing the Appropriate Role
The appropriate facilitative role is the one that accurately represents your
relationship with the group; if you select an inappropriate role, you create
problems for yourself and the group. One common problem occurs when an
internal or external consultant or leader tries to serve as a facilitator, rather than
as a facilitative consultant or facilitative leader.

Consider, for example, an internal HR manager who works with groups
across the organization to develop and implement HR policy. The manager be-
gins the group meeting by describing her role as a facilitator and asking for each
group’s thoughts about a particular policy. But the manager is an expert in the
area of HR and has her own thoughts about what makes effective HR policy.
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When she realizes that the groups have ideas differing from those of HR, the
“facilitator” begins asking leading questions in order to influence the group
members’ views without saying so explicitly, or she simply identifies some
problems with others’ proposals. Other group members begin to feel set up, be-
lieving that the HR person misled them about her role. At the same time, the
manager is frustrated because she feels she cannot openly influence the group’s
ideas in the facilitator role. In this case, serving as a facilitative consultant or fa-
cilitative leader enables the manager to share subject-matter expertise, be in-
volved in the decisions, and still use facilitative skills to improve the quality of
the group’s interaction.

A leader faces a similar problem in trying to serve as a neutral facilitator with
his or her own group, or other groups in the organization. As a facilitator, the
leader does not get a chance to openly share thoughts and feelings about the is-
sue, to influence others and to be influenced, or to be involved in making de-
cisions in which the leader has a legitimate role. Group members may need the
leader’s relevant information on the issue and find it hard to believe that the
leader has no opinions. Acting as a facilitator, the leader may see a decline in
the quality of the group’s decisions, as well as his or her own commitment to
group decisions. This can cause the leader to change group decisions that were
made while he or she was serving as facilitator, which undermines both the
leader’s credibility and the role of a genuine facilitator. Serving in the facilita-
tive leader role eliminates these problems.

In short, the facilitator role is appropriate for a situation in which you are
not a member of the group, you have no stake in the issues, and no role in
the group’s decision making given your roles in the organization.

SERVING IN MULTIPLE FACILITATIVE ROLES

At times, you may serve in two or more of these facilitative roles. You may be a
facilitative leader in your own group, a facilitator or facilitative consultant to
other parts of the organization, and a facilitative trainer as well. Because all five
facilitative roles are based on the same core values and principles, you can
move among the roles as necessary with integrity. Whether serving in one fa-
cilitative role or more than one, the underlying principle is the same: select the
appropriate role given the situation, accurately and explicitly describe to
the group the facilitative role you plan to fill, seek agreement with the
group, and then fill the role according to that agreement. If you plan to use
facilitative skills in a nonfacilitator role, say so, being clear to distinguish be-
tween using facilitative skills and serving as a substantively neutral third-party
facilitator.
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THE CORE VALUES OF THE SKILLED FACILITATOR APPROACH

Every third-party role is based on a set of assumptions about human behavior.
Assumptions include values (things worth striving for) and beliefs (things con-
sidered to be true) that typically are accepted as valid without testing. Because
assumptions clarify biases, identifying them is important.

Core Values
The Skilled Facilitator approach is based on four values: valid information,
free and informed choice, internal commitment to those choices, and com-
passion (see Table 3.2). The first three core values come from the work of Chris
Argyris and Donald Schön (Argyris, 1970; Argyris and Schön, 1974); I have
added the fourth.

Valid information means that you share information in a way that enables
others to understand your reasoning and, ideally, to determine for themselves
whether the information you have shared is accurate. This means sharing all in-
formation relevant to an issue, including your assumptions and your feelings
about how the issue is being addressed. It means using specific examples so
that other people can understand clearly what has been said and can determine
independently whether the information is accurate. Valid information also
means that others understand the information that you share with them. This
means that you share not only your conclusions but also the reasoning by
which you reach them. Having done so, you inquire whether others have in-
formation that is different from yours.

Free and informed choice means that you and others can define your own
objectives and the methods for achieving them, and that these choices are
based on valid information. When you make a free choice, you are not coerced
or manipulated. Consequently, the facilitator does not change people’s be-
havior. The facilitator provides information that enables people to decide
whether to change their own behavior. If they decide to, the facilitator helps
them learn how to change.

Internal commitment to the choice means that you feel personally respon-
sible for the choices you make. You are committed to the decision because it is
intrinsically compelling or satisfying, not because you will be rewarded or pe-
nalized for making that choice. If people are internally committed to a decision,
there is little need for traditional over-the-shoulder monitoring to make sure
they are really doing what they said they would do.

Compassion means adapting a stance toward others and ourselves in which
we temporarily suspend judgment. It involves having a basic concern for the
good of others that leads you to be concerned about their suffering. By suffer-
ing I mean simply the pain that people feel when their needs are not met. When
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you act with compassion, you infuse the other core values with your intent to
understand, empathize with, and help others.

Compassion literally means “to suffer with” and is sometimes mistakenly
thought of as having pity for others. Unfortunately, this pity-based compassion
leads people to help others in a way they do not want to be helped, and to pro-
tect others in a way they do not want to be protected. The kind of compassion
I am describing enables you to have empathy for others and for yourself in
a way that holds you and others accountable for your actions, instead of uni-
laterally protecting yourself or others. This kind of compassion strengthens
rather than diminishes the other core values.

Table 3.2 Core Values

Core Value Description
Valid information • People share all relevant information.

• People share information in such a way that
others understand their reasoning.

• People share information in such a way that
others can independently validate it.

• People constantly seek new information to deter-
mine whether past decisions should be changed
on the basis of new, valid information.

Free and informed choice • People define their own objectives and methods
for achieving them.

• Choices are not coerced or manipulated.
• Choices are based on valid information.

Internal commitment • People feel personally responsible for their
choices; they own their decisions.

• Commitment to action is intrinsic, rather than
based on reward or punishment.

Compassion • People temporarily suspend judgment.
• People are concerned for others’ and their own

good.
• People appreciate others’ and their own

suffering.

Source: The first three core values come from the work of Chris Argyris and Donald Schön (Argyris,
1970; Argyris and Schön, 1974); I have added the fourth.



If you act out of compassion, rather than out of fear and guilt, you are able
to move beyond defensiveness and to be vulnerable. This vulnerability in turn
enables you to create conversation in which you can mutually learn with oth-
ers how to increase effectiveness.

The kind of compassion I am describing enables you to have empathy for oth-
ers and for yourself in a way that still holds people accountable for their actions
rather than unilaterally protecting others or yourself. With a systemic view, this
involves understanding how people, presumably acting in good faith, each con-
tribute to creating or sustaining a problem, rather than placing blame. It means
exploring what other people see that you do not, rather than assuming that those
who do not share your view “just don’t get it” or have questionable motives.

The core values create a reinforcing cycle. People need valid information to
make an informed choice. Compassion creates an environment in which people
are willing to share valid information. When they make free and informed
choices, they become internally committed to the choices. Compassion leads
people to be concerned about others’ free and informed choices, aside from
their own. If people are internally committed to their decisions, they take re-
sponsibility for seeing that the decisions are implemented effectively. Internal
commitment leads people to continue seeking new information to determine
whether their decisions remain sound or should be revisited. Compassion leads
people to avoid focusing on blame when things are implemented in a way that
creates unintended consequences.

Guiding Facilitator and Group Behavior
Central to the Skilled Facilitator approach is the assumption that the same
core values that increase your effectiveness as a facilitator increase the
group’s effectiveness. This means that when you act effectively, you are mod-
eling effective behavior for group members. The notion that using the core val-
ues leads to effective process is not an untested assumption. It has been borne
out by more than twenty-five years of research (Argyris, 1982, 1985, 1987,
1990; Argyris, Putnam, and Smith, 1985; Argyris and Schön, 1974). To exam-
ine how values serve as a guide for effective behavior, consider what happens
when a group’s actions are inconsistent with core values.

To take an example, group members often try to influence a decision by shar-
ing information that supports their position and by withholding information
that is inconsistent with it. They place a higher value on winning the discus-
sion or protecting their own interests than on sharing valid information. Be-
cause valid information has been withheld, the group often makes poor
decisions. The Challenger space shuttle disaster—caused by the failure of an O-
ring, which some organizational members already believed might malfunc-
tion—is a vivid and tragic example of what can happen when valid information
is withheld and choices are not as informed or free as they could be.
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Group members are often asked to commit to achieving a goal without hav-
ing any control over how they will accomplish the goal—or what it should be.
They often become compliant, doing only what is minimally necessary to com-
plete the task, expending extra effort only when they believe others are moni-
toring their work. Because of the lack of internal commitment, the group may
fail to accomplish the goal.

The facilitator helps the group improve process by acting consistently with
core values. In developmental facilitation, the group members develop the
ability, over time, to identify when they have acted inconsistently with the
core values and to correct their behavior—without a facilitator’s help. In
basic facilitation, the group uses a facilitator to help it act consistently with
the core values, temporarily, while working with the facilitator.

You use the core values to guide your own behavior. You create valid infor-
mation by sharing your observations and checking with the group about how
members have acted consistently or inconsistently with core values and other
principles of group effectiveness. By helping group members see the conse-
quences of their behavior and by asking them whether they want to change,
you enable the group to make free and informed choices. Consequently, mem-
bers become committed to the choices they make during facilitation. By acting
with compassion, you model your intent to understand, empathize, and help.

Core Values Are Ideals
Core values are ideals to strive for, recognizing that in some situations opti-
mization is not possible. For example, a group sometimes needs to make a de-
cision without full valid information because it may not be available. Similarly,
a strategic choice that members at one level of an organization make might
limit the free choice that members at lower levels of the organization can make.

Because we are human, there are times when you as facilitator and the group
you work with miss the mark and act inconsistently with the core values. As fa-
cilitator, perhaps you withhold valid information and act so as to reduce the
group’s ability to make an informed free choice to which the members can com-
mit. Or you respond out of fear or guilt rather than compassion. When this in-
evitably occurs, your ability to reflect on your behavior keeps you on the path
of learning, to close the gap between what you say you value and how you act.

THE ROLE OF THE FACILITATOR

Having briefly described five facilitative roles, let us explore the facilitator role
in detail. Essentially, the facilitator’s role is to help the group improve its pro-
cess in a manner consistent with the core values. The facilitator accom-
plishes this by helping the group establish ground rules for effective group
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process, identifying behavior that is inconsistent or consistent with the ground
rules and core values, and helping members learn more effective behavior.

BASIC AND DEVELOPMENTAL FACILITATION

I divide facilitation into two types on the basis of the group’s objectives (Table
3.3). In basic facilitation, the group seeks only to solve content problems,
such as reducing the time for responding to customers or developing a strat-
egy for marketing a new product. The group uses a facilitator to temporarily
improve its process to solve the problem. Once the group solves its problem,
the facilitation objective has been achieved. But the group has probably not im-
proved its ability to reflect on and improve its process. Consequently, if other
difficult problems arise, the group is likely to require a facilitator again.

In developmental facilitation, the group seeks to develop its process
skills while solving problems. The group uses a facilitator to learn how to im-
prove its process and applies newly developed skills to solving the problem.
Once the group accomplishes its objectives, as in basic facilitation it has solved
the problem. But the group will also have improved its ability to reflect on and
manage the process. Consequently, if other difficult problems arise, the group
remains less dependent on a facilitator than before. In practice, facilitation oc-
curs on a continuum from purely basic to purely developmental, rather than as
two discrete or pure types.

Table 3.3. Basic and Developmental Facilitation

Developmental
Characteristic Basic Facilitation Facilitation

Client objective Solve a substantive Solve a substantive prob-
problem lem while learning to im-

prove the group’s process

Facilitator role Use facilitator’s skills to Help group develop its 
temporarily improve process skills; share re-
group’s process; take sponsibility for managing 
primary responsibility the group’s process
for managing the
group’s process

Process outcome for client Same dependence on Reduced dependence on 
facilitator for solving facilitator for solving 
future problems future problems



Choosing the Type of Facilitation
To help a group decide where on the basic-developmental facilitation contin-
uum it needs help, it is useful to consider how your role differs with the ap-
proach. In basic facilitation, although the group can influence the process
at any time, in general it expects you to guide the group, using what you
consider effective group process. In developmental facilitation, members
expect to monitor and guide the group’s process and expect you to teach
them how to accomplish this goal.

Basic and developmental facilitators intervene for different reasons. In gen-
eral, as a basic facilitator you intervene when the group’s process or other
factors affecting the group interfere with its accomplishing a specific goal.
Your intervention is designed to help the group accomplish the goal without
necessarily learning how to improve process.

A developmental facilitator intervenes under the same conditions as a
basic facilitator. But in addition, as a developmental facilitator you inter-
vene when the group’s process or other factors affecting the group hinder
the group’s long-term effectiveness, or when reflecting on the process will
help members develop their process skills. Your intervention is designed to
help the group learn how to diagnose and improve process. A fundamental dif-
ference between basic and developmental facilitation is doing something for a
group in the former case and teaching a group how to do the same thing for it-
self in the latter case.

Throughout the book, I use the terms basic facilitator and basic group to re-
fer to a facilitator and a group using basic facilitation. Similarly, I use develop-
mental facilitator and developmental group to refer to a facilitator and a group
using developmental facilitation.

Given that ineffective group process hinders a group’s ability to solve sub-
stantive problems, basic facilitation is essentially limited. It helps a group solve
one problem without exploring why it has trouble solving problems in general.
In contrast, developmental facilitation identifies why the group, functioning as
it does, has difficulty solving problems and helps the group learn how to ad-
dress the fundamental causes. In doing so, developmental facilitation requires
a group to reflect on its behavior and often change the basic values and beliefs
that guide behavior in the group. In this sense, developmental facilitation is
more systemic and produces deeper learning than basic facilitation.

When Is Developmental Facilitation Appropriate?
Still, developmental facilitation is not always the more appropriate choice for
every group. The extent to which you use a basic or a developmental approach
with a particular client depends on several factors. Obviously, the group’s pri-
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mary goal is a major one. A second important factor is time; a group unable to
devote the time necessary for developmental facilitation should not pursue it.
Even with adequate time available, if the group is a temporary one (such as a
task force) then the investment required for developmental facilitation may not
be worthwhile. A third factor is group stability. Even with a group initially
learning to facilitate itself, if membership changes frequently or drastically the
group may not be able to sustain the skills. A final factor is control over pro-
cess. Unless the group has control over process, including how it makes deci-
sions, developmental facilitation may be of limited use.

Even so, developmental facilitation is essential for some groups given their
stated identity. For example, a truly self-directed work team must be self-
facilitating; an organization that purports to be a learning organization has
to have groups that can reflect on their actions in a manner consistent with
developmental facilitation.

THE GROUP IS THE CLIENT
One significant implication of the core values and your objective to help
groups improve their effectiveness is that your client needs to be the entire
group rather than only the group leader. When you choose the group as your
client, you are telling your clients that your responsibility is to help the group
as a whole rather than only the leader (or a subset of the group). This simple
choice has many implications. In practice, it means you offer valid information
that enables the group to make a free and informed choice about whether to
work with you, so that if they choose to do so they are likely to be internally
committed to the process. It means that you do not automatically agree to the
group leader’s requests (say, to use a certain agenda or process) simply because
they come from the group leader.

It can be scary to choose the group as your client. The leader has more au-
thority and often more power than other group members. You may be afraid
that if the group is your client you will alienate the leader and jeopardize future
work with the group or the larger organization. But if you meet the leader’s
needs at the expense of other group members, you lose your credibility with the
group and your ability to facilitate. Viewed in this either-or way, you find your-
self in a dilemma; either choice creates problems. The challenge is to recognize
that the leader’s role in the group is different and still treat the group as your
client. I explore this issue in detail in Chapter Thirteen.

Facilitator’s Responsibility for Group Outcomes
One challenging part of your facilitator role is deciding what responsibility you
have for the group’s outcomes. Some facilitators believe they are largely re-
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sponsible; they reason that they are hired to help the group accomplish a task,
such that if the group does not accomplish its objective then the facilitator con-
siders himself at fault. Other facilitators believe that they have little responsi-
bility for outcomes, reasoning that they are hired to help the group improve its
process, so if the group does not accomplish its desired outcome, the facilitator
is not at fault.

The Facilitator’s Contribution. Thinking about this systemically means think-
ing about your role and potential contribution rather than what you can be
blamed for. As a facilitator, your contribution involves acting effectively so that
you help the group accomplish its goals. To the extent that you act ineffectively,
you contribute to the group’s ineffective behavior and its consequences.

Consider, for example, a top management team that commits to making de-
cisions by unanimous agreement but then votes six to four to install a new or-
ganizationwide intranet, although several members insist that the intranet will
not meet divisional needs. Once installed and debugged, the computer intranet
remains underused, largely because it cannot perform critical tasks needed by
several divisions. As the facilitator, you are partly responsible for the effect of
the group’s poor decision if you have not shared with the group that several
members’ interests are not met in the decision, that the group is acting incon-
sistently with its own ground rule by voting, and that negative consequences
can develop as a result of these behaviors.

A basic facilitator fulfills her responsibility to the group by designing an ef-
fective process for the group to accomplish its work, acting consistently with the
core values, identifying for the group when members have acted inconsistently
(or consistently) with principles of effective group behavior, and letting the
group make free and informed choices on the basis of the facilitator’s interven-
tions. In addition, a developmental facilitator helps group members learn how
to identify when they have acted inconsistently with principles of effective
group behavior, how to explore the conditions that create the ineffective behav-
ior, and how to change these conditions to generate more effective behavior.

Although you are not directly responsible for what the group decides, you
are responsible for helping the group consider how its process leads to more or
less effective decisions. Imagine that a group is trying to decide what data to
use to predict the size of the market for a service. As facilitator, you do not of-
fer an opinion about which are the best data to use. But you do help the group
consider which criteria it uses to make the decision. If members disagree about
the best data to use, you help them design a way to test their disagreement.

If the group makes a decision that creates a problem, you are responsible for
helping the members analyze the process they used in making that decision. By
determining where the group went wrong (perhaps there was an erroneous as-
sumption), members can agree on what they will do differently next time.
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Process Is Necessary But Not Sufficient. If the content of a group’s decisions
improves as the process improves, it would seem to follow that all problems in
a content decision flow from poor process—and therefore are partly the facili-
tator’s responsibility. But they are not, for several reasons.

First, effective group process, and problem solving in particular, is based on
assumptions that all relevant information is available and accurate and that the
consequences of actions can be predicted accurately. Obviously, such assump-
tions are often incorrect. If the assumptions are violated, a group can make a
content mistake even though the process is effective.

Second, as Chapter Two describes, effective group process is necessary but
not sufficient for creating an effective group. An effective group also requires an
effective structure and a supportive organizational context. An effective struc-
ture includes such elements as members who have appropriate knowledge and
skills; well-designed, motivating jobs; and adequate time for members to com-
plete the task. A supportive organizational context includes aspects of the larger
organization that influence the group: a supportive culture, rewards consistent
with the group’s objectives, and various resources.

Finally, even if you facilitate effectively, the group may engage in ineffec-
tive process, because part of facilitating effectively is enabling the group to
make free and informed choices, including choices about their own process.
Sometimes you may feel you are abandoning a group by allowing it to make a
free and informed choice that you are certain will have negative consequences.
Or you may feel frustrated that a group does not seem to understand what you
understand. For some facilitators, this is the hardest test of whether they enable
the group to make a free and informed choice. Yet it may also be the most im-
portant test. If, by trying to help a group avoid poor process, you prevent the
group from making its own choice, you act inconsistently with the core values
being espoused. Ultimately, this reduces your credibility as facilitator. Also, it
may suggest incorrectly to the client that the core values can be ignored if they
are inconvenient or if the stakes are high.

Colluding with the Group
Collusion is a secret agreement or cooperation between parties that affects oth-
ers. When you collude with a group, you are explicitly or implicitly asked (or
you ask others) to act in a particular way but not to reveal that you are doing
so, or why. Collusion is inconsistent with the facilitator’s role, because it re-
quires you to withhold valid information in a way that unilaterally places
the interests of some group members above the interests of the group as a
whole, which prevents the full group from making a free and informed
choice. You can collude in several ways: with one or more members against one
or more other members, with one or more members against a non–group mem-
ber, and with a non–group member against one or more group members. Here
are illustrative examples of the three forms of collusion:
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• Jack, a group member, approaches you before a meeting. Jack says he
wants to raise an issue in the meeting but does not want the group to
know it is his issue. He is concerned that the issue will not get the atten-
tion it deserves if the group thinks he is raising it. Jack asks you to raise
the issue “at an appropriate time” but to not tell the group where it origi-
nated. You agree.

• A task force is about to meet with Erika, the department head to whom
it reports, to recommend changes in the department. (Erika is not a
member of the task force.) It has been agreed that as the task force facili-
tator, you will facilitate the meeting. Before the meeting, the task force
members realize they have made some assumptions about Erika that
were not confirmed with her. The recommendations will work only if
the assumptions are true. But they are reluctant to ask her about the as-
sumptions, because a sensitive issue is involved. They ask you not to
raise the assumptions in the meeting or to pursue them if the Erika men-
tions them. You agree.

• Sven, a manager, tells you that a team that reports to him (and that he is
not a member of) is spending too much time on an issue. Sven is espe-
cially concerned that the team is spending time discussing issues that are
not in its charge. He asks you to attend fewer group meetings and, when
facilitating, to steer the group away from those issues. You say, “OK, I’ll
see what I can do.”

Colluding with group members is a solution that creates new problems and
often makes the situation worse. In an attempt to help the group by colluding,
you act inconsistently with the core values you espouse, reducing your effec-
tiveness and credibility. Further, by shifting the responsibility for raising issues
from a group member to you, you miss the opportunity to help group members
develop their skills in dealing productively with difficult issues, and you rein-
force ineffective group behavior. Over time, you may wonder why the group is
overly dependent on you, without realizing how your own actions contributed
to the very outcome you set out to avoid.

Even if you agree with this rational explanation, in any of these situations
you may still feel a lot of emotion. You may feel angry if you attribute to a mem-
ber that he intends to deceive others by asking you to act collusively. You may
feel trapped if faced with choosing between meeting the request of a powerful
member (who might pay your bill or salary) and acting inconsistently with your
role and not helping the group. If members ask you to raise issues for them
because they are worried about the consequences if they raise the issue
themselves, you may feel sorry for them and want to protect them. In some of
these situations, you may be naturally more compassionate than in others. The
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challenge is to respond out of compassion when it is not your immediate re-
sponse—and to do so in a way that does not shift member responsibility onto
you, because of how you are feeling about yourself or about others.

Dealing with Collusion
One way to avoid colluding with the group is to discuss, as part of the con-
tracting process, what you as facilitator can and cannot do, explaining your
reasoning. You can give examples of requests that you cannot fulfill because
they would lead to collusion.

When you receive a request that requires you to collude with the group, you
can explain how fulfilling the request obligates you to act inconsistently with
the role of facilitator, which in turn reduces your ability to help the group in the
long run. You can then ask the individual if he sees the situation differently. In
this way, you can work with the person making the request to find a way for
him to raise the issue directly with relevant individuals. You might begin by say-
ing, “I think it’s important that the group hear your concern, and I think it’s ap-
propriate for you to raise it with them because it’s your concern. If I raise the
issue in my role as facilitator, people might think I’m steering the conversation,
which is inconsistent with my role. I can’t raise the issue for you. But as soon
as you raise it, I’ll actively facilitate to help you and the other group members
have as productive a conversation as possible. Do you see any of this differ-
ently? If not, do you want to talk about how you can have that conversation with
the group?”

LEAVING THE ROLE OF FACILITATOR

I have emphasized how important it is to clarify your facilitator role and to act
consistently with it. Yet sometimes it is appropriate to temporarily leave the fa-
cilitator role and serve in another role. This section considers the other roles,
when it is beneficial to take them on, and what risks you face in doing so.

The Facilitator as Mediator
When is it appropriate to serve as a mediator? Before we discuss that question,
let us explore the similarities and differences between the roles of facilitator and
mediator.

Comparing Facilitation and Mediation. People sometimes use the words
facilitation and mediation interchangeably. According to Christopher Moore
(1996, p. 15), “mediation is the intervention in a negotiation or a conflict of an
acceptable third party who has limited or no authoritative decision-making
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power but who assists the involved parties in voluntarily reaching a mutually
acceptable settlement of issues in dispute.”

Although there are similarities between facilitation and mediation, there are
also important differences. Both facilitation and mediation involve intervention
by a neutral third party who is acceptable to the clients and who has no sub-
stantive decision-making authority. Both seek to help people reach a decision
acceptable to all who are involved. The facilitator and the mediator share many
of the same skills and techniques, but they apply them in varying situations and
sometimes to accomplish different objectives. In general, mediation is more
similar to basic facilitation than to developmental facilitation.

I see several distinctions between facilitation and mediation. First, they have
differing objectives. Parties seeking a mediator have a conflict they have been
unable to settle, so traditionally the objective of mediation has been to help the
parties negotiate a settlement to a particular conflict. Note, however, that at
least one approach to mediation (by Bush and Folger, 1994) also focuses on
transforming relationships among participants and the participants themselves.

The objective of facilitation is to help a group improve its process for solving
problems and making decisions so that the group can achieve goals and in-
crease overall effectiveness. Although dealing with conflict can be a significant
part of facilitation, it is not necessarily the primary focus. In addition, develop-
mental facilitation seeks to help the group develop its own ability to improve
the process for solving problems by teaching facilitative skills to the group.

Second, because a mediator helps parties resolve their conflict, the parties
typically seek a mediator after they reach an impasse—that is, once they be-
lieve they can progress no further without third-party help. When a facilitator
helps a group resolve conflict, she too is sometimes called in after the group has
reached an impasse. But the facilitator often becomes involved earlier. For ex-
ample, a group may seek basic facilitation because members understand that
they do not have skills sufficient to manage the process of what is expected to
be a difficult or complex discussion. A facilitator might also enter the process
after the group has gone through a critical incident, such as a significant change
in group membership or group mission.

Third, a facilitator works in the presence of the entire group, whereas a me-
diator may work with the parties together as well as separately. The potential
problem with a facilitator playing the role of mediator is illustrated by the dif-
ferences in the roots of the two words. Mediate comes from a Latin word mean-
ing “to come between”—in our context, to come between group members.
Facilitate comes from a Latin word meaning “to make easy”—in our context,
to make it easy for the group to be effective. One of the facilitator’s goals is to
help members improve their ability to work together effectively; serving as
an intermediary usually limits achievement of this goal if members do not
develop the skills for dealing directly with each other.
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Temporarily Becoming a Mediator. There are three common situations in
which I am asked to move from facilitator to mediator by coming between
members of the group: (1) in the beginning of a facilitation, when subgroups
have concerns either about working with me as a facilitator or about working
with the other subgroups; (2) during a facilitation, when a member or members
want information raised in the group or some action taken without it being
attributed to them; and (3) in a conflict, when the facilitation breaks down and
one or more subgroups are unwilling to continue.

Acting as a mediator in these situations, I face a common risk of acting in-
consistently with the core values, similar to collusion. Members share infor-
mation with me outside of the group conversation and want me to use it to
intervene in the full group. But because the members do not want the full group
to know the source of the information (or even that it was shared with me), the
members ask me to share the information for them or else act on their infor-
mation without explaining that I am doing so (much like what is seen in the
earlier examples of collusion). If I explicitly or implicitly agree not to share the
information that was shared with me, and this becomes the basis of my inter-
vention, then I cannot explain why I am intervening, and so I am withholding
relevant information from the group. In addition, if the person who shared the
information with me is not willing to identify herself in the full group, neither
the group nor I can determine whether the information is valid.

The risk is actually a dilemma. If I act on the information given me without
testing its validity or explaining my intervention, I act inconsistently with the
core values I am espousing and may make an intervention that is ineffective.
On the other hand, if I do not act on the information given me, the group and
I miss an opportunity to get the group together initially or keep it from com-
pletely breaking down.

Returning to the three common situations I described earlier, in each one if
certain interests are met then I can temporarily serve as a mediator without re-
ducing the integrity of my facilitator role. In each situation, I seek first to serve
as a facilitative coach, helping one or more members of the group raise con-
cerns or questions about the other members in the full group (as I illustrated in
the section on avoiding collusion). This role is still consistent with the facilita-
tor role, as long as I am helping the group members raise their own issues. In
any event, I do not agree to raise the issue for the members. Doing so could lead
to a situation in which, after I raise the issue for the members, the members
claim that they did not raise the issue with me. It also increases the group’s
dependence on me as the facilitator.

I may also meet with subgroups when I am beginning to work with a group,
and one or more subgroups might have a concern about whether I am impar-
tial and sensitive to their needs. Initially, I ask the subgroup what makes them
reluctant to share this information in the full group, share my reasoning on the
advantages of doing so, and ask what would need to happen for them to be will-
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ing to do so. If they are not yet willing to share these concerns in the full group,
I consider it reasonable to meet separately with them to hear their concerns. If
the concerns are relevant for the other subgroups, I help the subgroup figure
out how to share these concerns in the full group, if they are willing.

I may temporarily act as mediator if conflict between subgroups threatens
a complete breakdown in communication. I facilitated a union-management
cooperative effort in which the seven union members of the union-management
committee simultaneously closed their notebooks and walked out in the middle
of a meeting. The discussion had become tense, and union members were frus-
trated by what they perceived to be management’s efforts to undermine the pro-
cess. As the facilitator, I saw two choices. I could stay in the room, let the union
leave, and see the process unravel, along with the progress the committee had
made. Or I could temporarily assume the role of mediator and talk with the
union members, trying to find a way to help union and management members
to work together again. I chose the latter course and spent the next six hours
mediating in meetings and phone calls. The next morning, the union and man-
agement subgroups were back in the room, discussing why the process had
broken down and exploring ways to prevent it from recurring.

When the facilitator meets with a subgroup, especially if the facilitator
decides to mediate by conveying information between subgroups, the facil-
itator needs to state clearly that she or he is serving in the mediator role and
the facilitator and subgroups need a clear agreement about what informa-
tion, if any, the facilitator will share with the other subgroups. Without this
agreement, a subgroup can easily feel that the facilitator has not acted neutrally,
violated confidentiality, or colluded with another subgroup.

The facilitator acting as mediator entails advantages and disadvantages. Me-
diating can sometimes prevent a difficult conflict from escalating to the point
where the group essentially breaks down and ceases to function. However, by
agreeing to mediate, the facilitator may reduce the likelihood of the group de-
veloping the skills to resolve conflict. Also, working with a subgroup may lead
group members to question the facilitator’s neutrality. Therefore, before serving
as mediator the facilitator should consider whether the advantages outweigh
the disadvantages.

The Facilitator as Evaluator
As a facilitator, you face a role conflict whenever someone in the organization
asks you to evaluate the performance of one or more members in the group. For
example, a manager who is outside the facilitated group may be concerned
about the performance of one of the members. She may ask you to evaluate the
member to help her decide whether to take any corrective action. Alternatively,
she may be considering promoting one of several members of the group and ask
you to evaluate the members to help her make the promotion decision.
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You face a potential role conflict in this situation because evaluating group
members can jeopardize the members’ trust in you. One reason members trust
you is that the facilitator has no authority and adheres to the principle that the
facilitator does not use information obtained within facilitation to influence
decisions about group members that are made outside facilitation, except
with the agreement of the group. Evaluating group members increases your
power in the organization and therefore decreases the likelihood of members
discussing openly information that they believe could prove harmful to them.

Still, it can be difficult to tell a manager that you cannot share information
about subordinates, especially if you want to share positive information that
can be used to help the subordinates’ careers.

One way a manager can obtain this information from you, the facilitator, in a
manner consistent with core values is to have the group member about whom
the evaluation is being sought agree that you can share your observations with
the manager. In this case, you would provide specific examples that you observe
about the group member’s behavior. You share these observations in the pres-
ence of the group member—ideally, in the presence of the entire facilitated
group—and ask the evaluated group member (and other group members)
whether they would make a different evaluation. Making your information avail-
able to all group members such that they can validate or disagree with it enables
the members to make an informed choice about whether you have shared valid
information with the manager. This can reduce member concerns about trust to
the extent that they are based on concern about your sharing valid information.
If you share all relevant information with the group, the information that you
share during the evaluation session has already been discussed with group
members as part of your facilitator role.

The Facilitator as Content Expert
Earlier in this chapter, I discussed when it is appropriate to serve as a facilita-
tive consultant more than as a facilitator. Even if you decide to serve as a fa-
cilitator, the client may still ask you questions in an area in which you have
expertise (marketing, performance management systems, finance, and so on).

The group is able to quickly obtain information when you serve as a content
expert; doing so helps you feel good by showing the group you are knowledge-
able about their work and that you can add value to their conversation. But of-
fering this information also creates risks. One is that the group begins to see
you as a nonneutral third party, which reduces your credibility and ultimately
your effectiveness. A second risk is that the group becomes dependent on you.
Group members may grow sensitive to whether you approve of their decisions,
which then affects the decisions they make.

The facilitator as content expert or information resource is an appropri-
ate role if you and the group explicitly contract for it. In this situation, you
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can take several steps to reduce the risk that imparting expert information will
negatively affect your facilitator role. First, acting as a content expert only when
asked by the group, and only when the group reaches consensus to do so, re-
duces the prospect of meeting the needs of only some group members. Second,
announcing to the group when you are temporarily leaving the role of facilita-
tor and afterward that you are returning to the facilitator role reduces confusion
about the role you are currently serving in. Finally, by avoiding serving as a
content expert in the early stages of working with a group, you reduce the like-
lihood of the group coming to depend on you in this role.

People who facilitate groups in their own organizations are often asked by
group members to play an expert role. Chapter Fifteen discusses how an inter-
nal facilitator can offer expert information and facilitate effectively.

When the Content Is About Group Process:
The Myth of Total Neutrality

It is a myth that you can always be neutral about the substance or content of a
group’s discussions while being partial about what constitutes effective group
process. Recall that “substantively neutral” means a facilitator conveys no pref-
erence for any solution the group considers.

You are partial about what constitutes effective group process because that
is your area of expertise. As a skilled facilitator, you know what kind of behav-
ior is more or less likely to lead to effective problem solving and other impor-
tant group outcomes—and you convey this knowledge through your actions as
facilitator.

When I ask group members to follow certain ground rules (such as sharing
all relevant information) or when I identify how members act inconsistently
with the core values, I am also identifying my beliefs about what constitutes ef-
fective group process. When I use the core values to guide my own behavior,
my behavior is a reflection of my theory of effective interpersonal process. In
fact, embedded in each of my interventions is some prescription for effective
behavior. In other words, because as facilitator I am always striving to model ef-
fective behavior, and because embedded in my behavior are beliefs about ef-
fective group process, I am constantly conveying my beliefs through my
actions.

Consequently, the facilitator cannot be neutral about the content of a
group’s discussion when it involves how to manage group or interpersonal
process effectively. In this case, your theory about what makes group process
effective can be used to address the group’s discussion of how to manage pro-
cess effectively. As the group process becomes the subject of discussion, your
comments about process focus on the group content. Consequently, you be-
come involved in the content of the discussion. Because many management is-

THE FACILITATOR AND OTHER FACILITATIVE ROLES 61



sues involve some aspect of interpersonal or group process, your theory of
group effectiveness has implications for how groups handle many issues.

However, your role is not to impose upon the solution the principles that
guide your intervention with the group. To do so is inconsistent with the facil-
itator’s role. The chapters on intervention describe some ways to address this
issue.

SUMMARY

Group facilitation is the process by which a person who is acceptable to all
members of the group, is substantively neutral, and has no substantive deci-
sion-making authority intervenes to help a group improve the way it identifies
and solves problems and makes decisions, in order to increase the group’s ef-
fectiveness. Basic facilitation seeks to help a group solve an important problem.
Developmental facilitation seeks to help members solve a problem while learn-
ing to improve their group process. Both types of facilitation are based on core
values of valid information, free and informed choice, internal commitment,
and compassion. The facilitator’s role is designed to help a group act consis-
tently with the core values. Although temporarily leaving the role of facilitator
is appropriate at times, it may also jeopardize the facilitator’s (and the group’s)
ability to act consistently with these values.

Anyone needing to use facilitative skills while being involved in the sub-
stance of a conversation can do so by serving as a facilitative consultant, a fa-
cilitative leader, or a facilitative trainer.

In the next chapter, we explore why it can be so difficult to act consistently
with core values and to remain in your facilitator role, especially when you are
faced with a difficult situation.
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This chapter is about the most fundamental work in facilitation: the internal
work you do with yourself to help a group as much as you can. I discuss
how the way you think can lead you to act less effectively than you would

like, and what you can to do to fundamentally change your thinking so that you
can better help groups become more effective.

THE CHALLENGE

Facilitation is difficult work because it is mentally demanding, cognitively and
emotionally. Many of us espouse core values similar to those of the Skilled Facili-
tator approach and embody them, we hope effectively, in a variety of situations.
But if we find ourselves in a difficult situation—one we consider potentially em-
barrassing or psychologically threatening—we still think and act in a way that
reduces our competence. Our own ineffectiveness diminishes the effectiveness
of the groups we serve.

Group members face the same challenge as you. The same kind of think-
ing that leads you to act ineffectively as a facilitator also leads group mem-
bers to act ineffectively. Like you, the group members are probably unaware
of how they create these problems for themselves. Part of being a developmen-
tal facilitator is helping group members reflect on and change their thinking to
increase their effectiveness.



This is not simply a matter of learning new strategies, tools, or techniques.
Your ineffectiveness results from the core values and assumptions you hold.
You use these core values and assumptions to design and select strategies and
techniques that create your ineffectiveness. In other words, if you change
strategies and techniques without changing the underlying core values and as-
sumptions that give rise to them, you simply have new strategies that generate
the same negative consequences. In addition, you remain unaware of the core
values and assumptions that you use to design your ineffective behavior.

The challenging internal work of facilitation is to identify and explore
the core values and assumptions that guide your actions, to rigorously re-
flect on how they increase or decrease your effectiveness, and to develop a
new set of values and assumptions that you can use to increase your effec-
tiveness and that of the groups you work with.

The “Creating a Vision” Case
How you think can lead you to act in a way that is ineffective. To see this, con-
sider a real case. Emily, a facilitator for a group of senior information technol-
ogy managers, has met with them to develop a vision. The group’s leader, Joe,
was absent from this particular meeting because of a family medical emergency,
but he stated that the group should meet without him, and Emily agreed. (When
Emily agreed, she created a problem, one that I address in Chapter Thirteen, on
contracting.) Prior to the meeting in question, Emily talked individually with
members and inferred that they were dissatisfied and untrusting of Joe.

In the real-life case that Emily wrote up as a participant in one of my work-
shops, she said her goals were “to get the group to feel accomplished in their
vision and be able to follow-up with Joe on barriers and plans to achieve the
vision; to get the group to not be cynical and bored, but engaged and motivated;
and for them to be open about their frustrations.” Her strategy in the conver-
sation was “not to directly confront the issues around Joe, since he wasn’t there,
but to get them to work better together and perhaps mitigate the problems with
Joe’s management by being a real team.” Reflecting on the case, she stated,
“The difficulty was that nobody would openly discuss his or her issues—only
by innuendo. We never got to the core issues.”

Exhibit 4.1 reproduces the conversation Emily had in her meeting with the
group when Joe was absent. It includes two columns. In the right-hand column
is a difficult part of the verbatim conversation that Emily had with the group as
best she recalled it. In the left-hand column are Emily’s thoughts and feelings—
her internal conversation—that she had during the public conversation,
whether or not she expressed them. As you read the case, notice how Emily is
thinking about the situation and how she chooses to act as a result.
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Exhibit 4.1. Unilateral Control Model: Emily’s Case

Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation
Wow. She’s not liking what I’ve got BARBARA: Why are we doing this [work
them doing. on developing a vision]?

I think this stuff is not very exciting. EMILY: This is the process we laid out,
And they’ve done this kinda stuff given the purpose and goals of the day.
before, and it goes nowhere. Without Is there another suggestion you have
Joe here, it’s rather futile. It’s another for achieving our vision?
[useless] exercise. Plus, they have such
reservations about working for him.

They won’t tell the truth. I wonder how BARBARA: Well, we seem to not be get-
many of them really have had it, too. ting anywhere. Maybe it’s just me and 

my mood today. I’m not sure what this
is going to do for us.

I’d like to tell them I wanted Joe to do EMILY: What could I do to make it more
the “undiscussables” and he vetoed it, useful?
saying they can talk about anything
with me. But that would be turning
against him and doing so in his ab-
sence. Not good to do that. But they
might trust me more. Nah! Can’t
trust them!

Oh boy, now they won’t want to use me BARBARA: I don’t know, you’re the facili-
as a facilitator in their organizations, if tator. I just know I have so many things 
they think I can’t handle them. Maybe I to do and I don’t think this is getting us
should have talked to them each one-on- where we need to go.
one to build more trust. Too late for
that now!

They participated in saying what to do EMILY: We built the agenda around the
today, and the agenda reflects that. deliverables that everyone agreed to. Is 
Why is she acting like she wants no this not reflecting what you thought 
part of it? we’d do?

Joe was so late in getting back to me, BARBARA: No, no. Maybe it’s just me. I
he didn’t finalize the agenda until can’t see this getting us anywhere.
three days before, which didn’t give
them much time. Everything always is
so rushed around there! Maybe she
didn’t look at the agenda. Probably not.
But I can’t blame them, since they are



Emily’s Contribution to the Group’s Problem
What may be difficult to see at first reading is that Emily acts in ways that reduce
the chance of creating the kind of open conversation she seeks in the group; on
the basis of my discussing the case with her, I would say she was unaware of how
she was doing this as she was doing it. Even with the best of intentions, Emily
was undermining her own effectiveness by operating from a set of values and
assumptions that are incongruent with the Skilled Facilitator approach. Emily is
typical of almost all the facilitators I have worked with and taught, when they
find themselves in a situation that they consider threatening or embarrassing in
some way. What leads a facilitator to seemingly undermine the values that she
openly espouses? How do we explain this puzzle? First, let’s look at Emily.

As part of her goals, Emily wanted the group to be engaged and motivated
and open about their frustration. Yet, reflecting on her case, she noted that “the
difficulty was that nobody would openly discuss his or her issues—only by in-
nuendo. We never got to the core issues.” She inferred that they were about
why some members seemed reluctant to engage in the process. I agree with
Emily’s assessment in that Barbara expressed general concern about the pro-
cess but did not state the source of her concern.

But Emily also contributed to this result in ways that she was unaware of un-
til we discussed her case in the workshop. Essentially, she thought that the pro-
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Exhibit 4.1. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

so overworked and undervalued. And I
know Barbara particularly wants to get
a reorg going, so maybe we’re not
moving fast enough for her on that
right now.

Let’s see what anyone else thinks. Moe EMILY: How about the rest of you?
had suggested this overall flow, which
I adjusted, so what is he thinking?

They are defending me, but I somehow MOE: Well, this is a process that takes 
don’t completely buy it! time, and I think we need to play it out.

I think I need a break myself to see EMILY: Well, let’s try to finish this piece 
what to do now. They are just going and break for lunch and see how we do.
through this by rote, although some of
them seem to be engaged or enjoying
it a bit. They did, after all, do a pretty
good job on their vision posters, which
showed some commitment on their part.



cess was not very exciting, that they had done this before, and that it goes no-
where; yet she withheld all of these thoughts from the group and acted as if
there were no problem with the activity. This is the same thing that she was crit-
ical of the group for.

If Emily does not model the behaviors she expects of the group, it is unlikely
that she can create the kind of environment that enables others to demonstrate
those behaviors.

YOUR THEORIES OF ACTION

One way to think about this puzzle, developed by Chris Argyris and Donald
Schön, is that you have in your head theories of action about how to act effec-
tively in various types of situations. You need these theories of action to respond
quickly to a situation; without them, you would have to invent a new response
to every situation you face and never be able to act in time. You have two types
of action theories in your head: your espoused theory, and your theory-in-use.
To oversimplify, there is what we say we do, and what we actually do.

Espoused Theory
Your espoused theory is what you say you do. It is how you tell others you
would act in a given situation; you usually express it in general terms, includ-
ing your values and beliefs. In my experience, facilitators often have an es-
poused theory that reads like a good group-process textbook; they often
espouse the need for people to have the same information, understand differ-
ent perspectives, and use a decision-making process that can generate commit-
ment to a group decision. One way to recognize your espoused theory is to say,
“I believe . . .” and finish the sentence. In Emily’s case, she espouses the value
of having people be engaged and motivated and the belief that people should
be open about expressing their frustration.

Theory-in-Use
Your theory-in-use is essentially reflected by what you actually do. It is called
theory-in-use because it is the theory you actually employ to design and act
out your behavior. Theory-in-use can only be inferred from watching your ac-
tual behavior. It includes (1) a set of core values and assumptions, (2) strategies
that follow from the core values and assumptions and that specify how you
should act, and (3) the consequences of your interaction with others. One way
to recognize it is to phrase it as “When I’m in situation X and Y happens, I do Z”;
for example, “When I’m facilitating a group of my peers and people start to ex-
press negative feelings about each other, I defuse the conflict by looking for com-
mon goals.” In Emily’s case, I inferred that part of her theory-in-use was “when
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we are going through a process I developed and people raise concerns about it, I
do not fully inquire into their concerns. And if I have similar concerns, I act is if
I do not.”

You are unaware of your theory-in-use. Part of what makes your theory-in-
use so powerful is that it operates quickly, skillfully, and effortlessly. Most
significant, it operates outside of your awareness. You are often acting or react-
ing using core values and assumptions, yet you are typically unaware of what
your theory-in-use is or how you are using it to design your behavior. All of this
is a benefit if you get the kind of results you seek. In fact, if you had to think
about your theory-in-use while acting, it would slow you down considerably
and, at least temporarily, make you less skilled. For example, consider how
your skill in driving a car quickly drops if while driving you start thinking about
all the things you are doing in driving. You can’t respond quickly and your
thinking about driving gets in the way of your driving.

You can, however, become aware of your theory-in-use. There is a time
to become aware of and question your theory-in-use. Although we all have
various espoused theories, when we find ourselves in an embarrassing
or psychologically threatening situation, almost all of us activate just one
theory-in-use to guide our behavior, one which I am about to describe (Ar-
gyris and Schön, 1996). Your theory-in-use leads you to create misunderstand-
ing, conflict, and defensiveness; it reduces your ability to help the group.
Unfortunately, now the speed, effortlessness, and unawareness of your theory-
in-use becomes a liability and compounds your problem. Not only are you act-
ing ineffectively but your theory-in-use is leading you to do it quickly, skillfully,
and effortlessly, without even being aware that you are doing so. Consequently,
you are blind to the inconsistency between your espoused theory and your the-
ory-in-use, and to how your theory-in-use is reducing your effectiveness. You
are not walking the talk, so to speak.

This blindness makes it difficult for you to discover inconsistency for your-
self and then reduce the negative consequences that stem from your theory-in-
use. Fortunately, others can often see you being inconsistent and help you
become aware of what is going on. Let’s explore what the theory-in-use is that
you implement in determining your behavior in a difficult situation.

UNILATERAL CONTROL MODEL
The unilateral control model refers to the theory-in-use with which we design
our behavior in a psychologically threatening or embarrassing situation (see Fig-
ure 4.1). I have adapted the model from the work of Argyris and Schön (1974),
who developed the model and called it Model I, and Robert Putnam, Diana
McLain Smith, and Phil McArthur at Action Design, who adapted Model I and
refer to this as the unilateral control model.1 I use the term unilateral control
model because it captures the essence of the model.
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Core Values
When you use a unilateral control model, you design your behavior using this
set of core values (Argyris, 1993; Argyris and Schön, 1974, 1996): (1) achieve
your goals through unilateral control, (2) maximize winning and minimize los-
ing, (3) minimize generating or expressing negative feelings, and (4) act ac-
cording to what you consider rational.

People use a mix of these core values and to differing degrees. You can only
infer the presence of these values by observing people’s behavior and test-
ing your inferences with them.

Achieve My Goal Through Unilateral Control. Achieving a goal through uni-
lateral control essentially means to get others to do what you want them to do.
It includes conceiving of the purpose of the meeting, task, or activity by your-
self, rather than jointly deciding the purpose with others. Once you have defined
your goal, you try to achieve it by acting unilaterally to control the conversation.

In Emily’s case, one of her espoused goals is for the group to develop its vi-
sion. When Barbara asks why the group is doing this and notes that it is not
getting the group anywhere—comments that call into question the goal of de-
veloping the vision—Emily continues to facilitate with the goal of developing
the vision. For example, by asking Barbara “Is there another suggestion you
have for achieving our vision?” and “What could I do to make it more useful?”
Emily never asks explicitly, “Do we need to revisit the goal for this meeting?”

Win, Don’t Lose. This core value is a corollary to the first value and means
defining winning as achieving your intended purpose. Anything that leads to
either changing the purpose or not achieving it is considered losing and a sign
of weakness. In talking with Emily about her case, I understood that she con-
sidered success as developing the vision; as she saw it, if the group did not de-
velop the vision, she would be acting ineffectively.

Minimize Expressing Negative Feelings. Minimizing expression of negative
feelings means keeping your unpleasant feelings out of the conversation, in the
belief that to show anger or frustration, for instance, is to act incompetent or
undiplomatic because it can hurt people and make it difficult to accomplish
goals. Similarly, allowing others to express negative feelings is also considered
ineffective. Emily espouses that the group members should be “open about
their frustrations,” but she too is frustrated and neither inquires into Barbara’s
frustration nor shares her own. In the unilateral control model, raising negative
feelings can lead to things getting out of control.

Act Rational. Acting rational means remaining objective, not becoming emo-
tional, and thinking of any discussion of the issues as being purely objective,
regardless of the emotions that might underlie them.
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Together, the core values are a basis for shaping how you think.

Core Assumptions
In conjunction with core values, there is a set of assumptions that everyone us-
ing the unilateral control model makes: (1) I understand the situation, but
those who disagree do not; (2) I’m right, and those who disagree are wrong;
(3) I have pure motives, but those who disagree have questionable motives; and
(4) my negative feelings are justified.

I Understand the Situation; Those Who See It Differently Don’t. The first as-
sumption means that whatever information you bring to understanding the
situation is valid and complete, as are the conclusions you draw. In other words,
how you see things is how things really are. Those who disagree with you are
misinformed and just do not get it. If they understood what you understand,
they would agree with you. In Emily’s case, her belief that others won’t tell the
truth, that they can’t be trusted, and that some people seem to be enjoying the
conversation is considered truth; she does not test the validity of the belief. It
does not occur to her during the conversation that it would be valuable to test
whether her belief is valid.

I Am Right, Those Who Disagree Are Wrong. You assume that there is a right
and wrong perspective to begin with and that if you are right then others who
disagree or see it differently must be wrong.

I Have Pure Motives; Those Who Disagree Have Questionable Motives. You
assume you are acting in the best interests of the group or organization and that
those who disagree with you are motivated by self-interest or other motives in-
appropriate for the situation.

My Feelings Are Justified. Because others do not understand the situation as
it is (meaning, as you see it) and because their lack of understanding results in
part from their questionable motives, you are justified in being angry or feeling
whatever you feel toward them.

In the unilateral control model, you consider your feelings as the natural and
inevitable result of others’ actions toward you. You do not consider the possi-
bility that your feelings result from your own thoughts and that, to the extent
your thinking may not be reflecting the full situation, neither do your feelings
reflect it.

Strategies
You use the combination of the core values and assumptions to develop strate-
gies for dealing with conversation. These are strategies that you use to guide
your actions, whether or not others use them. The unilateral control strategies
are (1) advocate my position, (2) keep my reasoning private, (3) don’t inquire
into others’ reasoning, (4) ease in, and (5) save face.
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Advocate My Position. “Advocate my position” means to tell people what de-
cision should be made or which course of action should be taken.

Keep My Reasoning Private. As you advocate your position, you are careful
to keep your reasoning private. The position you advocate is a conclusion that
results from the values and beliefs you hold, the assumptions you make, the
data you are using, and the inference you draw from the data. How you put all
these pieces together to draw a conclusion makes up your reasoning process.
Yet you share little of your reasoning with others. Notice that at the end of
Emily’s case, she advocates the group continuing to finish the piece of work,
but she does not explain what leads her to advocate this, given Barbara’s un-
addressed concerns.

A key part of sharing your reasoning is explaining the strategies you use in
working with the group. In Emily’s case, part of her unilateral control strategy
was “I’ll ask the group questions about their concerns and withhold my own rel-
evant information about concerns. This way, I won’t have to tell the group about
my conversation with Joe and I won’t have to share information I don’t trust
them to have.” Given that Emily’s strategy is designed to unilaterally control the
situation and minimize expression of negative feelings, she needs to keep it pri-
vate. Sharing it with group members would reduce her ability to implement the
strategy. The ability to implement a unilateral control strategy often depends
on the ability to withhold the strategy from those on whom you are using it.

Do Not Inquire into Others’ Reasoning. You also do not inquire into others’
reasoning. As others advocate their point of view, you may respond by telling
them why they are wrong, but you typically do not ask them to explain how
they reached their conclusion. If you do inquire into another’s reasoning, you
do so in a way that does not fully answer your private questions. For example,
Emily privately wonders what Moe is thinking, given that she adjusted the over-
all process that he suggested the group use. Yet Emily simply asks, “How about
the rest of you?” without asking Moe directly what his reactions are.

Ease in. You often ease in, to indirectly convey your point of view. Easing in
can involve asking others questions or making statements that are designed to
get others to figure out and state what you are privately thinking without your
having to say it. It is an indirect approach designed to get others to see things
your way for themselves. For example, Emily subtly eases in when she says,
“We built the agenda around the deliverables that everyone agreed to. Is this
not reflecting what you thought we’d do?” Essentially, Emily is indirectly stat-
ing her point of view: “This does reflect what we said we would do.” In another
form of easing in, you make a general statement of the sort “I think it’s impor-
tant that everyone take initiative on this project” when you are thinking of two
people in particular but do not want to identify them by name.
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Save Face. Together, these strategies enable you to save face in order to uni-
laterally protect yourself and others. If you fully explain your reasoning—in-
cluding the assumptions you are making, the data you base your conclusions
on, and your inference—you make yourself vulnerable by enabling others to
question your reasoning and identify a place where your reasoning has a gap
or inconsistency. If you allow others to point out that your reasoning has gaps
in it, this makes it difficult to continue to advocate for your original position and
achieve your goal.

Had Emily shared her full reasoning with the group about why it made sense
to her to finish the piece of work, she would have stated that she needed a break
herself at that point to figure out what to do. By withholding this information,
she unilaterally protects herself from letting the group know she is not sure
what to do at this point. Of course, after Emily shared this with the group, it
would make it more difficult for her to continue to unilaterally control the situa-
tion to achieve her goal.

In addition, you do not share the specific examples that you use to reach
your conclusions because that would require identifying people by name,
which you believe makes people defensive and raises negative feelings.

For similar reasons, you do not inquire genuinely into others’ reasoning to
understand how they have come to advocate their position. Instead, you might
engage in rhetorical inquiry by asking a leading question (“Don’t you think it
would be better if we tabled this conversation till later?”). This is simply a state-
ment dressed up to look like a question.

If you were to inquire into others’ reasoning, you might find out that their
reasoning makes more sense than yours, or at least it takes into account some
things that your reasoning does not. This again makes it more difficult for you
to prevail. Second, if you inquire into others’ reasoning, they will probably ex-
pect and feel free to inquire into yours. Third, by inquiring into others’ reason-
ing, you fear making public what you have privately thought: that there are
gaps and flaws in the other person’s reasoning. You assume this would embar-
rass or threaten the other person or yourself, and that this would lead to rais-
ing negative feelings, which you are trying hard to suppress.

Rather than inquiring into others’ reasoning or behavior, you simply assume
that you know what they are saying and why they are saying it. Instead of test-
ing with the other person whether your inference is accurate, you privately con-
clude it is and then use your untested inference to respond to the person. For
example, when Barbara says, “I just know I have so many things to do and I
don’t think this is getting us where we need to go,” Emily thinks, Why is she
acting like she wants no part of it? In this way, Emily transforms her untested
inference that Barbara wants no part of it into what she considers hard data that
she then uses to guide her future interaction with Barbara.

If Emily tests her inference by saying something like, “From what you said,
Barbara, I’m thinking you don’t want to do this vision piece. Is my inference
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accurate?” Barbara might say, “No, I think it’s so important that I don’t want us
to do it in a way that’s not working.”

But in the same way that Emily acts on her untested inference, assuming it
is accurate, your untested inferences form the faulty foundation for all sorts of
conclusions you make and actions you take toward others. In short, you build
a compelling but potentially flawed database about others.

Consequences
All of these strategies are designed to unilaterally control the situation and to
suppress negative feelings and defensiveness. Ironically, by attempting to con-
trol the situation you also create the very consequences you say you are trying
to avoid: (1) misunderstanding, conflict, defensiveness, and mistrust; (2) self-
fulfilling and self-sealing processes; (3) limited learning and reduced effective-
ness; and (4) diminished quality of worklife. Your core values and assumptions
and strategies interact in a complex way to create these consequences.

Misunderstanding, Conflict, and Defensiveness. For example, you create
misunderstanding because you assume that the situation is as you see it, and
you base your actions on untested inferences about others instead of testing
your inferences with others. To the extent that you make negative attributions
of others’ motives and do not test them, you generate your own mistrust of oth-
ers and their mistrust of you. For example, Emily attributes to the group that
they won’t tell the truth and can’t be trusted, which leads her to withhold in-
formation, increasing the chance that she will not be trusted by the group.

Self-Fulfilling and Self-Sealing Processes. Similarly, by attempting to control
the conversation and simply pushing your point of view, and by not being open
to being influenced by others, you are seen as defensive. Believing that openly
sharing your reasoning with others makes them defensive, you ease in by ask-
ing others questions without explaining why you are asking them. This rea-
sonably leads them to be wary and cautious in their response, which you see
as defensive. In this way, you create a self-fulfilling process, generating the very
consequence you set out to avoid.

Others recognize that you are withholding information but acting as if you
are not doing so, and this leads them to mistrust you. Of course, others are un-
likely to point this out to you because that would be potentially embarrassing,
so they play along and withhold their concern about you. If you sense that they
have a concern about you but are not raising it, you do not bring up the issue
with them either. In this way, you create a self-sealing process, eliminating the
opportunity for learning how your own behavior may be contributing to the
group’s reduced effectiveness.
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Emily thinks that Moe is defending her, but in a way that she does not find
persuasive. Yet she does not test with Moe whether her inference is true be-
cause to do so could be embarrassing for her. It would also publicly raise the
issue that group members have a concern about her performance.

Getting results that you did not intend leads you to be even more controlling
and focused on winning. You try to suppress negative feelings, thus reinforcing
your unilaterally controlling approach.

Reduced Learning and Effectiveness. In this approach, you reduce the op-
portunity for learning about content and process. By focusing on unilaterally
controlling the conversation and having your point of view prevail, you reduce
the opportunity to learn how others see the issues differently and to learn about
flaws or gaps in your own reasoning. In addition, you reduce the opportunity
to learn how your own behavior may be contributing to the group’s reduced ef-
fectiveness. Emily misses this opportunity by not asking Barbara and Moe
specifically about things she is doing that they may find ineffective. This re-
duces effectiveness in working with the group.

Diminished Quality of Worklife. The unilateral control model also reduces
the quality of worklife. It can be stressful if you cannot say what you are think-
ing without creating negative consequences. It can be difficult to make untested
inferences about others that lead them to get defensive. It can also be difficult
when others use the unilateral control model in dealing with you.

I am capable of the same unilaterally controlling behavior I have been de-
scribing throughout the chapter. To take a simple example, I was conducting a
facilitation for a prestigious international consulting firm. The group included
some of their internal consultants and the internal consultants’ valuable clients,
along with world-renowned external organizational development consultants.
The stakes were very high for me. At one point, in response to my question
about how things were going, one of the internal consultants said, “This is the
most overfacilitated session I’ve ever been to.” My immediate thought was that
he was talking about my facilitation approach and that I had been ineffective.
Seeking to control the conversation to protect myself, I made a joke and
changed the subject. If I had acted ineffectively, I responded even more inef-
fectively by trying not to be vulnerable in front of the client. As a result, I never
learned what I had done, if anything, that led the client to say that. The client
also never asked me back to facilitate again.

Creating a Left-Hand Column Dilemma
Using a unilaterally controlling approach creates a set of dilemmas in which
there is no good answer to the question “What should I do with the thoughts
and feelings in my left-hand column?” As Table 4.1 shows, there are several op-
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tions when your left-hand column contains unilateral control thinking: be direct,
self-censoring, or indirect. In the direct option, if I say exactly what I am think-
ing and feeling in the form in which I am thinking and feeling it, it is likely to
create a defensive reaction in others. Emily does not use this option in her case.
On the other hand, in the self-censoring option, if I do not share at all what I am
thinking and feeling, others do not hear my views. Emily uses this option when
she decides not to raise the issue that she cannot trust the group members.

The third option, being indirect, which people adopt as a solution to resolv-
ing the dilemma of the first two options, is to say what I am thinking and feel-
ing, but to make it sound nice. This involves easing in, saving face, and not
being specific. However, being indirect still creates some defensiveness in oth-
ers, and it still prevents others from hearing my views specifically. This ap-
proach combines the negative results of both previous solutions, although
perhaps in a less severe form. In addition, it requires that others correctly read
between the lines to understand my view and prevents me from checking di-
rectly to see whether I have been understood as I intended. Emily uses this op-
tion when she thinks Why is she acting like she wants no part of it? and says,
“We built the agenda around the deliverables that everyone agreed to. Is this
not reflecting what you thought we’d do?”

Using a unilateral control approach creates an unsolvable dilemma: no
matter which option you use to share or not share your thoughts and feel-
ings, you create a problem. Emily’s case is typical of almost all facilitators. It
is also consistent with the research showing that when faced with an embar-
rassing or threatening situation, 98 percent of professionals use a unilaterally
controlling approach to work with others (Argyris and Schön, 1996).

Because as a facilitator you are charged with helping a group become more ef-
fective, your own ineffectiveness reduces group effectiveness. The group may see

78 THE SKILLED FACILITATOR

Table 4.1. The Dilemma of Dealing with Unilateral Control Thinking

Strategy What I Say Element of Dilemma
Direct Exactly what I am thinking Others will get defensive.

and feeling

Self-censoring Nothing Others will not hear my views.

Indirect Part of what I am thinking and Others will still get somewhat
feeling, but indirectly, alluding defensive and will not hear 
to what I do not say my views directly; they will

have to correctly read between
the lines to understand my
view, and I will not be able to
find out if they have inter-
preted my views correctly.



you espousing a particular way of acting but then acting in a unilaterally con-
trolling manner. If they see you use a unilateral control approach, they may use
your behavior to confirm that it is legitimate to use a unilateral control approach.

GIVE-UP-CONTROL MODEL

When people recognize that they use the unilateral control model, they often
want to change. Unfortunately, they often shift from one form of control to an-
other—the give-up-control model. (The give-up-control model was developed
by Argyris [1979], who called it Opposite Model I. Robert Putnam, Diana Mc-
Lain Smith, and Phil McArthur at Action Design [1997] adapted it and refer to
it as the give-up-control model.)

The core values of the give-up-control model are (1) everyone participates in
defining the purpose; (2) everyone wins and no one loses; (3) express your feel-
ings; and (4) suppress using your intellectual reasoning (Argyris, Putnam, and
McLain Smith, 1985). An assumption in the give-up-control model that differs
from the unilateral control model is that in order for people to learn and be in-
volved and committed, they must come to the right answer by themselves. Of
course, the right answer is the one you have already come up with. When oth-
ers don’t see the answer that you see, a common strategy is to ask easing-in or
leading questions to help the people get the answer by themselves. The results
of the give-up-control model are the same as those of the unilateral control
model: increased misunderstanding, conflict, and defensiveness, as well as re-
duced learning, effectiveness, and quality of worklife.

The easing-in strategy of the give-up-control model is often part of the uni-
lateral control model. I think of the give-up-control model as a subset or varia-
tion of the basic unilateral control model.

People often move from the unilateral control model to the give-up-control
variation and back. A common occurrence is with managers who seek to em-
power their employees. After recognizing that he has been micromanaging and
unilaterally controlling the group, the manager shifts to letting his group make
decisions. He delegates an important decision to the group and in an effort not
to influence them, does not share relevant information he has, including crite-
ria that need to be met in the solution. When the group proudly returns with a
solution, the manager rejects it because it does not meet the criteria (which he
did not share) or take into account the information he withheld. As a result, the
group infers that the manager doesn’t want to give up control and that the man-
ager thinks the group is not ready to be empowered. The manager responds by
shifting back to a unilaterally controlling approach.

Facilitators use the give-up-control model when they get frustrated with a
group’s lack of responsiveness. A facilitator may think to herself, They seem not
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to want to my help. I’ll just let the group continue to make assumptions about
each other and get off track and take cheap shots. Eventually they’ll implode and
figure out something’s wrong.

In the unilateral control model you take control; in the opposite model you
give up control. But because you take control and give up control unilaterally,
fundamentally both models are unilaterally controlling.

Let us explore an alternative to the unilateral control and give-up-control
theory-in-use, one that resolves the problems we have just seen.

MUTUAL LEARNING MODEL

The mutual learning model is the theory-in-use that enables you as a facilitator
and the group you are working with to enhance your effectiveness, particularly
under difficult conditions. The Skilled Facilitator approach is based on the
mutual learning model. I have adapted the model from the work of Argyris
and Schön (1974), who developed it and called it Model II, and Robert Put-
nam, Diana McLain Smith, and Phil McArthur at Action Design, who adapted
it and call it the mutual learning model. Like the unilateral control model, it
has three components: (1) core values and assumptions, (2) strategies, and
(3) consequences.

In Exhibit 4.2, I show what Emily’s left-hand column case might look like if
she used more of a mutual learning approach. As you read this, you may won-
der why Emily would say or think certain things. I explain this in the rest of the
chapter.

Exhibit 4.2. Mutual Learning Model: Emily’s Case

Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation
Hmm. I wonder what leads her to ask. BARBARA: Why are we doing this [work 
Does she have concerns, is she just un- on developing a vision]?
clear, or what? Let me check.

EMILY: Barbara, I’m not sure what
you’re asking. Are you not sure about
the purpose of doing it, or do you have
concerns about doing it, or is there
something else that leads you to ask?

Yeah, I agree. They seem stuck. And BARBARA: Well, we seem to not be get-
this isn’t the first time. It’s beginning to ting anywhere. Maybe it’s just me and
look like a pattern. my mood today. I’m not sure what this

is going to do for us.
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Exhibit 4.2. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

EMILY: So, I’m inferring that you’re
thinking that even if the group accom-
plished the vision work, you’re not sure
it would be useful. Have I got that right?

So this is not just an issue of the pro- BARBARA: Yeah, I just can’t see this get-
cess being poor. This is a bigger issue. ting us anywhere, and the group just
What does she mean by “dragging”? seems to be dragging.

EMILY: When you say “dragging,” can
you give me an example of a time when
you thought it was dragging? That’ll
help me understand what you mean. . . .

Yeah, I agree. I didn’t intervene on that BARBARA: Well, a few minutes ago when
either. Too bad. Oh well, I can’t see we were talking about creating a work-
everything. place that values risk taking, we kept

on repeating ourselves. And we never
came up with something we were all
willing to support.

EMILY: Moe, what are your thoughts
about what Barbara said?

I’m not sure what he means by that. Is MOE: Well, this is a process that takes 
he saying the process has problems time, and I think we need to play it out.
or not?

EMILY: Moe, I agree that the process
takes time. Are you also saying that you
don’t see any problems with the process
and have no concerns about what it will
get you when you complete it?

Moe seems less concerned than Barbara MOE: That’s what I’m saying. I think 
about the issue. there will be value for us in the vision.

The process is dragging a little, but I
think that’s because it’s just before
lunch.

Let’s check to see what people agree EMILY: Barbara, I share your concerns
on here. about the session dragging. I agree that

when the group was discussing creating
a vision of a risk-taking organization,
each of you repeated your point of view
and the group was not able to identify
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Exhibit 4.2. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

a solution that everyone could support.
Does anyone see that differently?

OK, let people know my contribution [All team members agree with Emily]
to this.

EMILY: I think I contributed to your not
doing as well as you could have by not
intervening sooner when people were
repeating themselves. Was there any-
thing else you think I did or did not do
that contributed to the group dragging?

DAVID: Yeah, one thing. I think you
could have checked sooner to see if the
conversation was still on track—like
the time when we got into a conversa-
tion about workflows.

Wait a second. A few minutes ago EMILY: I agree with you. I will try to do
Barbara agreed that even if the group that sooner.
develops a vision, it won’t be useful.
That seems to suggest that there’s a
problem beyond the vision process it-
self. I’m curious why that would be. I
wish I had picked that up earlier, but I
didn’t. It’s still not too late to find out.

Let me check to see if I remembered it EMILY: Barbara, a few minutes ago you
accurately. said that even if you complete the vi-

sion it won’t be useful. Yes?

BARBARA: Yeah.

EMILY: I’m curious, what would lead the
vision to not be useful?

Why is that? What does Barbara see BARBARA: We’ve had visions in the past 
that I don’t? and they just never got implemented.

EMILY: And what do you think led to
them not being implemented?

I wonder where the differences are. BARBARA: Like I said earlier, I think 
They’ve made a number of comments there are different views about how to
earlier about things being too forward implement.
thinking for Joe, and Joe seeing it dif-
ferently. It might be related to Joe.
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Exhibit 4.2. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

I wonder what prevents them from DAVID: And we don’t reach agreement 
reaching agreement? I think I see some on them.
relationships here with Joe and lack of EMILY: I have some thoughts about why 
progress and things dragging. I’m going this session is dragging and how it re-
to lay this out and see what people lates to what you’ve been saying about
think. If people are concerned about the vision not getting implemented. Let
Joe implementing any vision, I can see me explain what I’m thinking and get 
why this session would drag for them. your reaction. First, this is not the first

time you have tried to create a vision
for the group. In fact, I worked with
you before on one. And each time the
vision does not get implemented. Yes?

OK, I can continue. [Team members nod in agreement]

I wouldn’t want to be in the position EMILY: I think it is difficult for you to try 
they are in. Come to think of it, I to agree on a vision for the group when 
helped create it. Well, I need to tell Joe, who is the leader of the group, is 
them. not here. I know he had a family emer-

gency, but as the facilitator, I think I
contributed to the problem by agreeing
to facilitate when Joe couldn’t make it.
Barbara and David, I’m thinking that
you also thought that was a problem,
given your comments about “having
the same meeting again” when Joe re-
turns. Have I inferred correctly?

BARBARA: Yeah, it’s happened before.

Sounds like David is seeing this as an DAVID: And I think it will happen again.
ongoing problem. OK, I need to raise
the issue about Joe and the group. See
if that’s what’s going on. This may be
difficult, but if I don’t raise it, I’m just
letting the group falter.

EMILY: I think your comments relate to
what I’m inferring is the more funda-
mental issue here. My inference is that
at least some of you have concerns that
Joe is never going to implement a vi-
sion that includes risk taking, despite
setting up this visioning process. Let
me give some examples of things you
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Exhibit 4.2. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

have said that led me to make this in-
ference and find out if you see it differ-
ently. This may be a difficult issue, but
I want to raise it because if my infer-
ence is correct, it will be very hard for
you to accomplish the task today. My
intent is not to put you on the spot but
to figure out what needs to happen so
you can work effectively as a group.

Here’s what I’ve heard that led me to
raise the issue. Barbara and David, after
each of you presented ideas you are ex-
cited about, you dropped them, saying,
“Joe will never agree to that; it’s too for-
ward-thinking.” Moe, you’ve said sev-
eral times in this meeting that you
thought it was hard to implement a vi-
sion without a visionary. Have I remem-
bered this accurately?

OK. BARBARA AND DAVID: Yeah.

OK, he’s still with me. MOE: Well, I don’t think that’s exactly
what I said, but it’s close enough.

EMILY: Those comments are what lead
me to think that you are concerned that
Joe won’t implement a vision you de-
velop, and that makes this a useless ex-
ercise. “Useless exercise” are my words,
not yours. Have I misinterpreted your
comments, or am I missing anything?

BARBARA: No, I didn’t feel comfortable
raising it, but since you did, I think that
was in the back of my mind when I said,
“I don’t think the process will get us
anywhere.”

It sounds like Barbara and David are DAVID: That pretty much captures it. It’s
pretty frustrated about this. I can un- like, does this train go anywhere?
derstand that. They just spent another
half a day on visioning that they think
will be useless.
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Exhibit 4.2. (continued)
Emily’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

This doesn’t surprise me. It’s consistent MOE: Well, I wouldn’t say that Joe won’t
with what Moe has been saying implement any vision we develop. But
throughout. Still, all three believe that his limits are different than mine. I 
it’s an issue. don’t think I’m as concerned as David

and Barbara; it’s a smaller issue for me.

EMILY: Barbara and David, from the
tone of your voice I’d say you sound
frustrated. Yes?

BARBARA: Yeah, it’s a pain to spend time
on something that is not going to hap-
pen, when I could be working on other
things I need to get done.

DAVID: I feel the same way.

EMILY: Well, let’s figure out together
where we go from here, given your con-
cerns. My interest as your facilitator is to
help you accomplish what you think you
need to accomplish, not to keep you on a
task if it doesn’t make sense anymore.
Let’s craft an approach that all of you can
support. I can think of a couple of op-
tions. If you want, you can talk about
how to address the concerns about Joe
that you just raised. I can help you think
about addressing the issue with Joe if
you want. Or you can continue the vi-
sioning if you think having this conversa-
tion changes things for you. Or we can
stop meeting if you think that makes the
most sense. I’m sure there are other op-
tions I haven’t thought of. The choice is
yours. What are your thoughts?

Although the case begins with the same comment, it immediately changes
from Emily’s actual conversation. When you use a mutual learning approach, it
is not just what you say that changes, but how you think. As a result, the con-
versation quickly takes another course.



Core Values
The core values that guide the mutual learning model are those of the Skilled
Facilitator approach that I described in Chapter Three: (1) valid information, (2)
free and informed choice, (3) internal commitment, and (4) compassion. (See
Figure 4.2.)

Valid Information. By valid information, I mean that you share all information
relevant to an issue, including your assumptions and your feelings about how
the issue is being addressed. It means using specific examples so that other
people can understand clearly what you mean and, ideally, determine inde-
pendently whether the information is accurate. Valid information also means
that others understand the information you share with them. This means that
you share not only your conclusions but also the reasoning by which you
reached them. Valid information is the primary core value, on which the next
two are built.

In the mutual learning version, Emily generates valid information in a num-
ber of ways. She shares her own concerns about the process, including how she
contributes to the group’s problem. When she wonders why someone is saying
something, she asks them about it rather than assuming she knows the answer.
She also checks with people to make sure she has heard them correctly.

Free and Informed Choice. When you make an informed choice, it is based on
valid information. You make a free choice to the extent that you can define your
own objectives and the methods for achieving them. In making a free choice,
you do so not because you are being coerced, manipulated, or acting out of
defensiveness, but because the choice is related to fulfilling some important
personal need. Emily enables the group to make a free and informed choice
when she asks them how they want to proceed, given their concerns about Joe.

Internal Commitment to the Choice. You are internally committed if you feel
personally responsible for the choice you make. You are committed to the de-
cision because it is intrinsically compelling or satisfying, not because you are
rewarded or penalized for making that choice. If you are internally committed
to a decision, you take ownership for implementing it. As a result, there is little
need for traditional over-the-shoulder monitoring to make sure you are really
doing what you say you will do. In Emily’s case, the group is likely to feel com-
mitted to the decision they make, given how she raises the issue and enables
them to make the choice.

Compassion. Compassion involves adapting a stance toward others and your-
self in which you temporarily suspend judgment. In acting with compassion,
you infuse the other core values with your intent to understand, empathize
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with, and help others. Compassion means “to suffer with”; it is sometimes mis-
takenly thought of as having pity for others. Pity leads you to help and protect
others such that in the long run it is not helpful and leaves people less protected.

The kind of compassion I have in mind enables you to have empathy for oth-
ers and for yourself while holding yourself and others accountable for action
rather than unilaterally protecting others or yourself. This kind of compassion
enhances the other core values, rather than diminishing them.

Compassion comes from the heart. If you act out of compassion, rather than
out of fear and guilt, you are able to move beyond defensiveness and be open
and vulnerable. This enables you to create conversation in which you can mu-
tually learn with others how to increase your effectiveness.

Emily demonstrates compassion for the group by recognizing that they are in
a difficult and frustrating situation, rather than blaming them for not accomplish-
ing thevisionwork. Shedemonstrates compassion forherself by recognizing that,
although she has missed some potential interventions, she can’t see them all.

Core Assumptions
The mutual learning core assumptions are that (1) I have some relevant in-
formation, and other people also have relevant information; (2) each of us may
see things the others do not; (3) differences are opportunities for learning; and
(4) people are trying to act with integrity, given their situation.

I Have Some Relevant Information, and Other People Also Have Relevant
Information. In the mutual learning approach, you assume that you have only
part of the information necessary to understand and address the issue. You as-
sume that others have relevant information that would affect how you think
about the subject if they shared the information. In other words, you know that
you don’t know all that you need to know. Information includes many things:
what you believe to be facts, your point of view, the reasoning by which you
come to a point of view, and your feelings. Emily assumes this when she shares
her view on the issues and checks to see if people have other views.

Each of Us May See Things the Others Do Not. In a mutual learning approach,
you assume that just as you may know or see things that others do not, others
may see things that you miss. You see a conversation partly as a puzzle in which
each person brings different pieces; the task is to jointly figure out what pieces
each person is bringing and how the pieces fit together. You recognize that,
whether you are working with another person, a group, or an organization, you
are part of a system, and that the information and perspective you bring is lim-
ited; you can see only certain things from your vantage point in the system.
Emily demonstrates this when she asks whether she has missed anything in her
description of what is occurring. In a unilateral control approach, you assume
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that you have all the pieces of the puzzle and that if other people have pieces
differing from yours, their pieces are not part of the same puzzle.

A key part of this mutual learning assumption is the idea that I may be con-
tributing to the problem and not seeing it. In a unilateral control approach, it is
the behavior of others that is the problem, not your own behavior. In a mutual
learning approach, by starting with the assumption that you may be contributing
to the problem and be unaware of it, you are recognizing your own limits. This
leads you to be curious and to ask about how others see you as contributing to
the problem. Emily demonstrates this when she asks if there is anything else
she does that contributes to the group dragging.

Another part of this assumption is that my feelings may be one of the ways
I am contributing to the problem and not seeing it. In the unilateral control
model, you consider your feelings as the natural and inevitable result of others’
action toward you. In the mutual learning model, you consider the possibility
that your feelings have resulted from your own conclusions being based on un-
tested inferences, assumptions, and attributions. You recognize that to the ex-
tent you act on these feelings, you are contributing to the problem. Using the
mutual learning model does not preclude your feeling angry or disappointed; it
asks you to reflect on the thinking you use that generates the feelings.

In the unilateral control model, if someone has a different point of view you
consider it an obstacle to overcome. You may try to persuade the person that
she is wrong or avoid the issue; in either case, you want to have your view pre-
vail. In the mutual learning approach, you consider multiple points of view as
an opportunity for learning. This means that if a group member holds a con-
trasting point of view, you help him or her figure what leads to seeing the situa-
tion differently. If you have a view unlike that of a group member, you jointly
discover what leads you both to see things differently. By exploring how people
see things, you can help the group create a common understanding that enables
them to move forward in a way that everyone can support. In Emily’s case, the
group members do not differ significantly in their views. If, however, Moe says
that he does not see Joe’s behavior as a problem, Emily can help Moe, Barbara,
and David explore what leads them to see Joe’s behavior differently.

Differences Are Opportunities for Learning. In the unilateral control ap-
proach, differences in points of view are threats to be dealt with. If someone
sees something differently than you do, you try to ignore the differences, min-
imize them, or even exaggerate them—all strategies for ensuring that your
point of view will prevail. In the mutual learning approach, you are curious
about others’ perspectives because you consider differences in points of view as
opportunities for learning. You are eager to explore differences because you see
them as possibilities for developing greater understanding and solutions that in-
tegrate multiple perspectives. Emily assumes this when she thinks to herself,
What does Barbara see that I don’t?
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People Are Trying to Act with Integrity, Given Their Situation. In the mu-
tual learning model, you begin with the assumption that people’s motives are
pure rather than suspect. If people are acting in a way that does not make sense
to you or that you think you understand but disapprove of, you do not assume
that they are acting that way from a dubious motive. Instead, you begin with
the assumption that people are striving to act with integrity; part of your task
becomes understanding the reasons for their action rather than assuming you
know and evaluating them accordingly. Implicit in Emily’s actions is the notion
that the group is trying to work but is getting stuck.

This assumption is the corollary to the value of compassion. If you have
compassion, you can understand that, just like you, others may act in a way
that has negative effects even though that is not their intent. If you have
compassion for yourself, you accept that you may create problems for others,
even if that is not intentional.

Strategies
You use the combination of core values and assumptions to develop strategies
for dealing with a conversation. These are strategies you use whether or not
others use them. The strategies for mutual learning are the ground rules of the
Skilled Facilitator approach. I discuss the ground rules in detail in Chapter Five;
for now, let us settle for brief descriptions of them.

• Ground rule one: Test assumptions and inferences. When you test assump-
tions and inferences, you ask others whether the meaning you make of
their behavior is the meaning they make of it. Emily tests her inference
when she says, “So, I’m inferring that you’re thinking that even if the group
accomplished the vision work, you’re not sure it would be useful. Have I
got that right?” By testing an assumption, you create valid information.

• Ground rule two: Share all relevant information. When you share all rele-
vant information, you share all the information that affects how the
group solves a problem or makes a decision. The next several ground
rules identify specific ways of sharing all relevant information. Emily
uses this ground rule when she describes how she contributes to the
group’s problems.

• Ground rule three: Use specific examples, and agree on what important
words mean. Using specific examples means sharing detailed relevant in-
formation, including who said what and when and where it happened.
By agreeing on what important words mean, you make sure that you are
using words to mean the same thing that others mean when they use
those words. Emily applies this ground rule when she asks Barbara,
“Can you give me an example of a time when you thought it was drag-
ging? That will help me understand what you mean.”
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• Ground rule four: Explain your reasoning and intent. As you explain your
reasoning and intent, you share relevant information about the logic and
motives behind your statements, questions, and actions. Emily shares her
reasoning and intent when she says, “My intent is not to put you on the
spot but to figure out what needs to happen so you can work effectively
as a group.” A key part of explaining your reasoning is to make trans-
parent your strategy for working with the group. Notice that Emily
makes her private strategy explicit to the group.

• Ground rule five: Focus on interests, not positions. An interest is a need
or desire you have in regard to a given situation (Fisher, Ury, and Patton,
1991). A position or solution is how you meet your interests. Emily
shares her interests when she says, “My interest as your facilitator is to
help you accomplish what you think you need to accomplish, not to
keep you on a task if it doesn’t make sense anymore.”

• Ground rule six: Combine advocacy with inquiry. When you combine ad-
vocacy with inquiry you (1) explain your point of view including the rea-
soning you use to get there, (2) ask others about their point of view, and
(3) invite others to ask you questions about your point of view. Emily
uses this ground rule when she describes how the group’s concern about
Joe is affecting their work in the session and then asks, “Have I misinter-
preted your comments, or am I missing anything?”

• Ground rule seven: Jointly design next steps and ways to test disagree-
ments. When you use this ground rule, you discuss and agree with
others what next steps to take, including how you can test your disagree-
ment. Emily jointly designs next steps with the group when she says,
“Let’s figure out together where we go from here. . . .”

• Ground rule eight: Discuss undiscussable issues. An undiscussable issue
is one that is relevant to the group and reducing the group’s effectiveness;
people believe that they cannot discuss it without creating defensiveness
or other negative consequences. By using this ground rule and the oth-
ers, you can discuss these issues fruitfully and reduce the level of defen-
siveness. Emily raises a potentially undiscussable issue when she says,
“This may be a difficult issue, but I want to raise it because if my infer-
ence is correct, it will be very hard for you to accomplish the task today.”

• Ground rule nine: Use a decision-making rule that generates the level
of commitment needed. This ground rule recognizes that the extent to
which group members need to be internally committed to a decision
for it to be implemented effectively is often commensurate with their in-
volvement in making the decision. Emily uses this ground rule when she
says, “Let’s craft an approach that all of you can support.”
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Consequences
All of the mutual learning strategies—the Skilled Facilitator ground rules—are
designed to create valid information, free and informed choice, and internal
commitment, and to do so with compassion. Together, the mutual learning core
values and assumptions and strategies (1) increase understanding and trust
while reducing conflict and defensiveness; (2) reduce self-fulfilling and self-
sealing processes; (3) create mutual learning; (4) increase effectiveness;  and
(5) increase the quality of worklife. These results are quite in contrast to those
of the unilateral control model.

Increase Understanding, Reduce Conflict and Defensiveness. With the mu-
tual learning approach, you increase understanding because you seek to create
valid information, you assume that others have information you do not, and you
accept that they may see things you are missing. This leads you to test infer-
ences with others so that you determine whether they are valid before acting
on them. By assuming that people are striving to act with integrity, you reduce
the negative attributions you make about others. When you do make attribu-
tions, you test them. By doing so, you reduce the conflict arising from acting on
untested or inaccurate assumptions and inferences and you reduce the defen-
sive behavior associated with it. Similarly, you increase trust.

By using a mutual learning approach, Emily is able to understand the group
members’ concerns underlying their comments and see whether her inferences
are accurate before acting on them. Using a mutual learning approach does not
ensure that others will not respond defensively; however, it does reduce the
chance of your creating or contributing to another’s defensive reaction.

Reduce Self-Fulfilling, Self-Sealing Processes. You also reduce self-fulfilling
and self-sealing processes by using a mutual learning model. In the second case
(Exhibit 4.2), Emily thinks in a way that enables her to share what she is think-
ing and raise a difficult issue, instead of assuming that the group is not honest
and then privately collecting data that confirms her inference.

Increase Learning. All of this enables you to increase your learning and help
the group enhance its own. This includes learning how you and the members
each contribute to group effectiveness or ineffectiveness. By sharing how the
group’s dragging is related to concerns about Joe, Emily helps the group learn
about the impact of their behavior on their task. When Emily asks about
whether she has done anything else that contributes to the problem, she learns
that she has not always intervened soon enough when the group gets off track.
Using the core value of compassion enables Emily to have this conversation, fo-
cusing not on who is to blame but rather on understanding how each person,
acting in good faith, creates unintended consequences and how the group can
reduce unintended consequences next time.
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Increase Effectiveness. All of these results contribute to group effectiveness.
By raising the issue of whether the visioning exercise makes sense given the
group’s concerns, Emily helps the group make an informed free choice about
how to use its time effectively in the meeting. More significant, they can now
discuss how to address an important issue for the group.

Increase the Quality of Worklife. Using a mutual learning approach also
increases the quality of people’s worklives. The values and assumptions of
mutual learning enable you to increase understanding and trust and reduce
defensive behavior. This reduces feelings of anxiety, fear, and anger that create
stress. Even though the unilateral control approach is a natural response to
a difficult situation, and even though it operates outside our awareness, it
can still generate negative internal feelings not only in others but also in
ourselves.

Consequences Reinforce the Model. The mutual learning consequences you
create feed back to the mutual learning core values and assumptions, reinforc-
ing the approach. In a difficult conversation, for instance, you temporarily
withhold judgment to test inferences and inquire into others’ reasoning; you
learn more about yourself and others while minimizing defensive behavior, and
you are more likely to continue using the approach.

MOVING TOWARD MUTUAL LEARNING: CHANGING OUR
THINKING TO CHANGE OUR CONVERSATION

A central point of this chapter is that simply changing what you say and
how you say it—the ground rules you use—is not sufficient to significantly
change the unintended consequences you get. Because you apply the values
and assumptions of your theory-in-use to design and implement what you say,
if you try only to learn new mutual learning phrases, your unilateral control
theory-in-use overrides them when it is active. As a result, your conversation
has a unilateral control form. It is how you think when using a unilateral con-
trol approach that is the source of the dilemma of what to do with your left-
hand column thoughts and feelings. In the unilateral control model, you
think in ways such that you cannot say what you are thinking without cre-
ating problems. This is why many programs that teach only techniques to im-
prove leadership, communication, or conflict management do not work in
difficult situations. When I hear my clients wondering why the ground rules
have stopped working for them, upon joint reflection we often discover that
they were using the ground rules in a unilaterally controlling way.
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The Skilled Facilitator approach uses a mutual learning model, which re-
solves the dilemma of how to manage your left-hand column thoughts and feel-
ings. It involves two levels of learning that happen concurrently. First, you
learn how to move your thoughts and feelings from your left-hand column
into the conversation in a way that is productive and does not contribute to
others’ defensiveness. This involves using the ground rules. Second, you
learn to reflect rigorously on and redesign your core values and assump-
tions in order to think differently and use the new ground rules effectively.
To engage in this level of learning (what Argyris and Schön call double-loop
learning), you need to explore the question, “What is it about the values and
assumptions that I hold that leads me to design the kind of strategies that cre-
ate unintended consequences for me and others?” This is the difficult but re-
warding internal work of facilitation.

Although I have described the unilateral control model and the mutual learn-
ing model as if you are using one or the other, in practice I think of them as oc-
cupying the end points of a continuum. In my ideal view of myself, I am able
to use a pure mutual learning model. In practice, my approach will likely be
some mix of unilateral control and mutual learning. Although I may begin by
mostly using a mutual learning approach, if a situation grows particularly
difficult for me, my unilateral control approach begins to kick in. As the situa-
tion becomes more difficult for me, my approach becomes more one of unilat-
eral control and less one of mutual learning. The challenge for me and for all
of us is to increase the range and degree of difficult situations, and the length
of time, in which we can sustain a mutual learning approach.

REFLECTING ON THEORY-IN-USE AS YOU READ THIS BOOK

Moving toward a mutual learning approach is difficult to do on your own, in
part because you are usually unaware of your own unilateral control theory-in-
use. For example, Emily was aware that her conversation was less effective than
it could be, but she was unaware of how specifically she contributed to its in-
effectiveness until we discussed it in a workshop. However, after understanding
the differences between the two models, she began to see how her unilateral
control theory-in-use had created consequences she had not intended.

This book can help you understand the distinction between using a unilat-
eral control approach and using a mutual learning approach and can help you
begin the journey toward using the Skilled Facilitator approach—if you choose
to learn it. But reading about the mutual learning model is not a substitute for
learning in a workshop or working with a coach.

My clients experience a range of feelings as they begin to practice the Skilled
Facilitator approach. In subsequent chapters I identify some of the feelings that
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a facilitator commonly experiences. I hope this serves both as a guide to what
you might encounter (recognizing that people may have their own reactions to
a given situation) and as a support, so that when you experience these feelings
you will know you are not alone and that the feelings come with the journey.
This book can also help you consider how thinking anew about a situation and
your role as facilitator may help you deal with your feelings.

Through facilitation, we come to know ourselves by reflecting on how we re-
act to certain situations, understanding the sources of our feelings, and learn-
ing how to work with our feelings productively. In doing so, we not only help
ourselves but also increase our ability to help the groups with which we work,
whose members are facing the same issues.

SUMMARY

Your behavior is guided by your theory-in-use. In difficult situations, you em-
ploy a theory-in-use in which you unilaterally control the situation. As a result,
you create many unintended negative consequences. An alternative and more
effective theory-in-use is the mutual learning model, which is the basis for the
Skilled Facilitator approach. The mutual learning approach helps you think and
act in a way that is likely to increase learning and effectiveness and reduce un-
intended consequences, including defensive behavior. The mutual learning
model presents tools for increasing effectiveness, particularly in situations that
are emotionally difficult. The strategies for implementing the mutual learning
model are the ground rules of the Skilled Facilitator approach. Employing a mu-
tual learning theory-in-use involves changing not only your techniques but also
how you think about situations—the core values and assumptions that make
up your thinking. This is difficult but rewarding work. By doing this work for
yourself, you increase your effectiveness. Then you can help groups learn to
reflect on and change how their members think in difficult situations as well,
so they can work more effectively together.

In the next chapter, we discuss the ground rules that you and your groups
can use to put the mutual learning model core values and assumptions into
practice.

Note

1. Action Design, founded by Robert Putnam, Phil McArthur, and Diana McLain
Smith, is an organizational and management development firm that has built on the
work of Argyris and Schön. Putnam and McLain Smith are coauthors, with Chris Ar-
gyris, of Action Science, published by Jossey-Bass.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Ground Rules for
Effective Groups

In this chapter, I present the ground rules for effective groups, describe what
each of the nine ground rules means, and show how you can use them as a
group leader, member, or facilitator to help a group become more effective.

USING THE GROUND RULES

As you watch a group in action, you may intuitively know whether their con-
versation is productive even if you cannot identify exactly how members con-
tribute to or hinder the group’s process. The ground rules for effective groups
describe specific behaviors that improve group process. The ground rules
make specific the abstract core values of the Skilled Facilitator approach, the mu-
tual learning theory-in-use, and effective groups.1 If you are familiar with the set
of sixteen ground rules presented in the first edition of The Skilled Facilitator,
you may want to read Resource A, which explains the relationship between the
previous set and the current, smaller set of ground rules (listed in Exhibit 5.1).

What the Ground Rules Do
The ground rules have several purposes. First, they serve as a diagnostic
frame. By becoming familiar with the ground rules, you can watch a group and
identify specifically what is happening that is enhancing or hindering the
group’s process.
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Second, the ground rules guide your behavior as a facilitator. You use the
ground rules to guide your talk and increase your own effectiveness; by mod-
eling the ground rules, you demonstrate how group members can do the same.
You also use the ground rules to identify times when group members are act-
ing less effective than they could, and to intervene to help them use the ground
rules.

Finally, the ground rules serve as a learning tool for developing effective
group norms. When a group understands the ground rules and commits to us-
ing them, they set new expectations for how the members will interact with
each other. This enables the group to share responsibility for improving their
process, which is often a goal of developmental facilitation. In other words, you
can help groups learn to use the ground rules just as you do: to guide their own
behavior and to serve as a diagnostic frame for improving their behavior.

Behavioral Ground Rules
The Skilled Facilitator ground rules may differ from some other ground rules
you have seen or used. Some ground rules focus on procedural matters: “we
will start on time and end on time,” or “turn off pagers and cell phones.” Pro-
cedural ground rules are useful, but they do not help the group understand
what makes for productive conversation. Other sets focus on desired behavior
but at a relatively abstract level, such as “treat everyone with respect” or “be
constructive.” They may create problems if group members differ in their un-
derstanding of what behavior is desirable (say, treating people with respect) or
if members define terms according to a unilateral control model.

Sometimes facilitators ask me why I do not have the groups I work with de-
velop their own ground rules. They reason that members commit to ground rules
they develop and that they can develop useful ones. I have several reasons for in-
troducing a set of ground rules rather than having them created within the group.

Exhibit 5.1. Nine Ground Rules for Effective Groups

1. Test assumptions and inferences.

2. Share all relevant information.

3. Use specific examples and agree on what important words mean.

4. Explain your reasoning and intent.

5. Focus on interests, not positions.

6. Combine advocacy and inquiry.

7. Jointly design next steps and ways to test disagreements.

8. Discuss undiscussable issues.

9. Use a decision-making rule that generates the level of commitment needed.



First, as a facilitator, I know that groups hire me for my process expertise,
which includes knowing what kind of behavior helps a group become more ef-
fective. Because I use the ground rules to diagnose behavior and to inter-
vene, changing the ground rules would also mean changing the types of
behavior that I diagnose and intervene on. Second, I do not assume that
members have to develop the ground rules themselves to be committed to
them; rather, I assume that they can be committed to them if they make a
free and informed choice to use them.

Third, in my experience members are often not able to identify behav-
iorally specific ground rules—the kind needed to improve group process. In
addition, they sometimes generate ground rules that are designed to unilater-
ally protect themselves and others and reduce the group’s ability to make a free
and informed choice.

Finally, in basic facilitation, a group is reasonably asking the facilitator to
manage the process. Asking a group to develop its own ground rules—behav-
iorally specific ground rules—takes time and shifts the focus from content to
process.

Consequently, I choose to present the ground rules to the group, explain how
they work, encourage members to raise questions and concerns they have, and
identify any ground rules they think might be missing or need to be changed.
(For example, groups often add a ground rule about keeping information con-
fidential.) I use this approach for both basic and developmental facilitation, al-
though in developmental facilitation the group and I spend considerably more
time exploring this issue.

If you do choose to ask the group to develop or modify the ground rules, the
basic principle is that the rules need to be consistent with the core values if you
are to use the ground rules as a basis for diagnosing and intervening in the
group.

Contracting to Use the Ground Rules
The ground rules are not the group’s ground rules until its members have
agreed to use them. There are two choices the group faces with respect to us-
ing the ground rules. First, the group needs to decide whether it wants to use
me as a facilitator, understanding that a central part of my approach is to use
the ground rules to diagnose group behavior and intervene in it. This includes
asking group members to use the ground rules when I think doing so improves
the process. Second, group members have to decide whether they want to take
responsibility for practicing the ground rules themselves and for giving other
group members feedback about using them. A group interested in learning to
improve its process typically wants to do this. Even if the group as a whole does
not choose to take responsibility for using the ground rules, individual mem-
bers can still choose to do so.
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To help the group make these decisions, I talk about the ground rules, how
I would use them, what it would mean for them to use the rules, and inquire
about concerns that they have about using the rules. This conversation is part
of contracting with the group, which I discuss in detail in Chapter Thirteen.

GROUND RULE ONE: TEST ASSUMPTIONS AND INFERENCES

When you assume something, you take for granted that it is true without
verifying it. When you infer something, you draw a conclusion about what
you do not know on the basis of things that you do know. The effect is the
same whether it is an assumption or an inference that goes without testing.

Jim, a group leader, observes that Hank, although productive, has consider-
ably more work than any other group member. To lighten Hank’s workload, Jim
begins transferring some of Hank’s work to other members. One day in a team
meeting, Jim says, “Hank, your group’s been working really hard and doing
good work, but the analyses have been slowing your group down. I’m going to
give Donna’s group the weekly sales figures to analyze. You won’t need to do it.”

Hank replies with some sarcasm, “Thanks a lot. We bust our guts to fix oth-
ers’ mistakes, and we end up paying for it.”

Jim responds, “You’re not paying for it. I appreciate the hard work your
group has done. I’m giving you some slack. Now, here’s how I’d like to shift the
work to Donna. . . .”

Jim has assumed that Hank will know why he is trying to lighten Hank’s
workload, and Hank incorrectly infers from Jim’s statement that Jim is dis-
satisfied with his work. Furthermore, Jim does not test his assumption with
Hank, and Hank does not test his inference with Jim; thus, neither can find out
that he is incorrect. Here is how this happens.

The Ladder of Inference
How you make inferences is illustrated in the ladder of inference (Figure 5.1),
which I have adapted from Argyris and Schön and from Action Design, which
modified Argyris and Schön’s work.

Directly Observable Data. In a conversation, you are faced with a lot of di-
rectly observable data, including what people are saying and their nonverbal
behavior. I think of directly observable data as whatever a video camcorder can
record.

Observe and Select Data. You cannot attend to everything, so at the first rung
of the ladder of inference you observe and select certain data to pay attention
to while ignoring other data. Some of what you choose to pay attention to is
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selected consciously, but much of it happens out of your awareness. In the case
of Hank, he pays attention to the part of Jim’s comment that says “but the
analyses have been slowing your group down. I’m going to give Donna’s group
the weekly sales figures to analyze.” He ignores entirely Jim’s comment that
“your group’s been working really hard and doing good work” (Figure 5.2).

Steps Internal Questions

What should I do?

What is leading the person to
say or do this? How is this
positive or negative?

What does it mean when the
person says or does this?

What data am I paying
attention to? What data am I 
excluding?

What data are available to me?

Decide whether and
how to respond

Evaluate and 
casually explain

Translate and
label

Observe and
select data

Directly observable
data

Figure 5.1. The Ladder of Inference
Source: Adapted from Argyris, 1985, and Action Design, 1997.
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Translate and Label Data. At the second rung, you begin to infer meaning
from the data by translating it into your own words and labeling it. Essentially,
you say to yourself, What does it really mean when this person says or does this?
Hank thinks to himself, Jim is saying that I haven’t managed the job well and
that we’re not going to be responsible for the sales analysis anymore. He is tak-
ing away part of my job. Notice that in translating and labeling Jim’s comment,
Hank infers that Jim thinks he has not done the work well, and also that the
change is permanent.

Decide whether and
how to respond

Evaluate and 
causally explain

Translate and
label

Observe and
select data

Directly observable
data

He’s already made up his mind, but I 
still need to let him know it’s not fair.

He thinks I can’t handle the sales 
analyses because we were late the last 
four weeks. It’s not my fault that 
Donna’s unit has been giving us data 
sets full of errors that take two days to 
clean up. Jim is doing this because he 
doesn’t want to confront Donna with 
the problem. I’m angry. We get the 
blame for her group’s mistakes.

He’s saying that I haven’t done the job 
well and that we’re not going to be 
responsible for the sales analysis 
anymore. He is taking away part of 
my job.

Jim said, “The analyses have been 
slowing your group down. I’m going 
to give Donna’s group the weekly 
sales figures to analyze.’’

Jim says, “Hank, your group’s been 
working really hard and doing good 
work, but the analyses have been 
slowing your group down. I’m going 
to give Donna’s group the weekly 
sales figures to analyze. You won’t
need to do it.’’

Figure 5.2. Hank’s Ladder of Inference
Source: Adapted from Argyris, 1985, and Action Design, 1997.
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Evaluate and Explain. At the third rung, you evaluate and explain what you
have translated and labeled at the second rung. Whereas on the second rung
you describe what is occurring, on this rung you judge it and create a causal ex-
planation. You ask yourself, In what way is this positive or negative? You also
ask yourself, What is leading the person to say or do this? Hank thinks, He
thinks I can’t handle the sales analyses because we were late the last four weeks.
It’s not my fault that Donna’s unit has been giving us data sets full of errors that
take two days to clean up. Jim is doing this because he doesn’t want to confront
Donna with the problem. I’m angry. We get the blame for her group’s mistakes.

Notice that the causal explanation that Hank creates includes an attribution
about Jim (that he is doing this because he doesn’t want to confront Donna with
the problem)—that is, an inference about what is motivating Jim to do this.

Exhibit 5.2. Not Testing Inferences and Assumptions

Hank’s Ladder Jim’s Ladder
of Inference The Conversation of Inference

Jim said: “I’m going to JIM: Hank, your group’s been
give Donna the weekly working really hard and do-
sales figures to analyze.” ing good work, but the anal-
He’s saying that I haven’t yses have been slowing your
done the job well and that group down. I’m going to
we’re not going to be re- give Donna’s group the
sponsible for the sales weekly sales figures to ana-
analysis anymore. He is lyze. You won’t need to do it.
taking away part of my job.
He thinks I can’t handle
the sales analyses because
we were late the last four
weeks. It’s not my fault that
Donna’s unit has been giving
us data sets full of errors that
take two days to clean up. Jim
is doing this because he doesn’t
want to confront Donna with
the problem. I’m angry. We get
the blame for her group’s mis-
takes. He’s already made up
his mind, but I still need to
let him know it’s not fair.



Exhibit 5.2. (continued)

Hank’s Ladder Jim’s Ladder
of Inference The Conversation of Inference

HANK: Thanks a lot. We “Thanks a lot?” That’s a sar-
bust our guts to fix oth- castic comment. He’s com-
ers’ mistakes and we end plaining when he should be
up paying for it. thanking me. Jim just wants

to analyze the sales figures be-
cause that information puts him
in a position of power and he
thinks that everyone else makes
it difficult for his group to do its
work. That’s one problem with
Jim. But I’m not going to get
into that with him. I’ll just let it
pass and get to the details.

JIM: You’re not paying for
it. I appreciate the hard 
work your group has 
done. I’m giving you 
some slack. Now, here’s
how I’d like to shift the 
work to Donna. . . .
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Decide How to Respond. On the fourth and final rung, you decide whether
and how to respond. Hank decides, “He’s already made up his mind, but I still
need to let him know it’s not fair.” Like Hank, you go up the ladder of inference
in milliseconds without even being aware that you are doing so.

Of course, while Hank is inferring, so is Jim. In a group conversation, each
person makes inferences, and they are going to differ. If you could combine
Hank’s and Jim’s left-hand columns, they might look like Exhibit 5.2. As you can
see, Hank makes inferences on the basis of Jim’s comment and responds. Jim, in
turn, infers from Hank’s comment and responds. In this way their conversation
arises from an accumulated set of inferences that each makes about the other.

Our Inferences Become Data
The ladder of inference is not linear. You turn the inferences that you make into
facts that influence what you observe, and this becomes the basis for further in-
ference. This is called a reflexive loop. For example, Hank will use his infer-
ence—that Jim thinks Hank’s team can’t do the work and that Jim doesn’t want
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to confront Donna—to systematically select data from future interactions with
Jim to confirm his inference. If Jim makes an ambiguous comment, Hank is likely
to interpret it as another example of the same. This reflexive loop leads a person
to create what he or she thinks is a solid basis for a conclusion. In fact, what is
created is a large set of untested inferences that may be completely flawed.

It happens quickly. It takes just milliseconds to make an inference. You do it
throughout the day and act without being aware of doing so. The problem is not
that you make inferences; you must do that to make sense out of what people are
saying. Rather, it is how you make inferences and what you do with them. First,
you are usually unaware that you are making inferences, so you consider
them facts rather than hypotheses. Second, the inferences you make are often
high-level inferences, greatly removed from the data you have. Therefore, there
is a logical gap in the steps of reasoning, which you are typically unaware of. For
example, if someone disagrees with what you are proposing, you may make a
high-level inference that the person is trying to undermine your plan, rather than
a low-level inference that the person’s needs are not being met by your plan.
Third, you do not test out with the people about whom you are making an in-
ference whether it is accurate; you simply act on it as if it is true. Conse-
quently, you take action on the basis of an inference that may not be valid.

Testing Your Inferences and Helping Others Test Theirs
Testing inferences generates valid information that you can use to make in-
formed choices. The cycle for testing inferences and assumptions (see Figure
5.3) describes the steps for using the ground rule.

4

5

6

Awareness Steps Testing Steps

3

2

1

Explain

reasoning

and intent

Decide whether,
how, and 
why to test
inference

Infer meaning
Recognize your 
inference

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share your
inference
Test for different 
views

Ask others to test 
their inference 
(if necessary)

Figure 5.3. Cycle for Testing Inferences and Assumptions
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Figure 5.4 shows how Hank could use the cycle to test his inferences with Jim.
Steps one through three are awareness steps; they are private thoughts. In

step one, Hank observes Jim’s behavior, namely the words he says to Hank, his
tone of voice, and his nonverbal behavior. In step two, Hank infers that the
cause of the problem is Donna’s group; he infers that Jim thinks the cause of
the problem is Hank’s group. In step three, Hank decides to test these inferences
because a common understanding of the situation is necessary in order to solve
the problem. Hank tests the inference with Jim by using the rest of the cycle.

Steps four through six are the testing steps. They are public—that is, they are
spoken. In step four, Hank begins by stating his intent, describing the behavior

Figure 5.4. Testing Inferences and Assumptions

I’m going to test my inference because
if we don’t have a common understanding of
the situation, we will not be able to solve the
problem.

I’m inferring that the cause of the prob-
lem is Donna’s group, and I’m also inferring
that Jim thinks the cause of the problem is my
group.

Jim says, “Hank, you have been working
really hard and doing good work, but the
analyses have been slowing your group down.
I’m going to give Donna the weekly sales
figures to analyze. You won’t need to do it.”

4

5

6

Awareness Steps Testing Steps

3

2

1

Explain

reasoning

and intent

Decide whether,
how, and 
why to test
inference

Infer meaning
Recognize your 
inference

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share your
inference
Test for different 
views

Ask others to test 
their inference 
(if necessary)

43

2

1

5

“Jim, I want to check out a couple of infer-
ences I made. I think you just said that the anal-
yses have been slowing my group down and that
you are going to give Donna’s group the weekly
sales figures to analyze. Do you remember it dif-
ferently?” [if Jim remembers it the same way,
Hank continues]

“From what you’ve said, I’m inferring that
you think the sales analyses were late because
of my group. Is that what you are thinking, or
am I off?”

[not needed]6
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he sees that leads him to make an inference, and checks to see whether Jim re-
members the behavior differently. Hank says, “Jim, I want to check out a couple
of inferences I made. I think you just said that the analyses have been slowing
my group down and that you are going to give Donna’s group the weekly sales
figures to analyze. Do you remember it differently?” If not, Hank moves to step
five and says, “From what you’ve said, I’m inferring that you think the sales
analyses were late because of my group. Is that what you are thinking, or am I
off?” If Jim says he does make that inference, Hank has tested his inference and
found it accurate. If Jim says that he does not think Hank is the cause of the prob-
lem, Hank finds out that his inference is inaccurate.

In this example, Hank does not need step six of the cycle. He would use it if
Jim made an inference about someone other than Hank. In that case, Hank
would say, “Jim, would you be willing to check with Allen to see if your infer-
ence is accurate?” Step six is used to ask the person if he or she is willing to test
out an inference about someone other than the person who is asking for a test
of the inference. Hank doesn’t need to use this step because he is testing out an
inference that Jim has made about him.

If Hank does not test his inference, the facilitator can intervene to ask him to
do so. Figure 5.5 shows the steps of an intervention.

Again, steps one through three are awareness steps and are private thoughts.
Assume you are the facilitator. In step one, you observe Hank’s behavior, which
comprises the words he says to Jim, his tone of voice, and his nonverbal be-
havior. In step two, you infer from his saying “thanks a lot,” and from the rest
of his comment, that he thinks he would not be slowing down if others were
not making mistakes, and that he has inferred that Jim does not understand
this. In step three, you decide to test your inference because if correct then it is
important that Hank find out whether Jim understands it as Hank does. You de-
cide to test the inference with Hank using the rest of the cycle.

Steps four through six are the testing steps; you make them public. In step
four, you begin by stating your intent, describing the behavior you see that leads
you to make your inference, and check to see whether Hank remembers the be-
havior differently: “Hank, I’d like to check something out. I think you said,
‘Thanks a lot. We bust our guts to fix others’ mistakes and we end up paying
for it.’ Did I get that?” If Hank does not remember it differently, you can move
to step five and say, “From what you said, I infer that you’re thinking your group
wouldn’t be in this situation if others hadn’t made mistakes, and that you have
inferred Jim doesn’t understand that. Are my inferences off track?” If Hank says
that he does make that inference, you can move to step six and say, “Would you
be willing to check your inferences with Jim to see whether he understands it
differently from you?” Assuming Hank agrees, you have completed the cycle.
As Hank tests out his inference with Jim, you use the cycle to decide whether
Hank may be making other untested inferences.
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Figure 5.5. Intervening on Testing Inferences and Assumptions

4

5

6

Awareness Steps Testing Steps

3

2

1

Explain

reasoning

and intent

Decide whether,
how, and 
why to test
inference

Infer meaning
Recognize your 
inference

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share your
inference
Test for different 
views

Ask others to test 
their inference 
(if necessary)

I’ll intervene on this because if my infer-
ence is correct, then it is important that Hank
test his inference with Jim to see if he under-
stands it differently.

I’m inferring from Hank’s tone of voice
when he says “Thanks a lot” and from the rest
of his comment that he thinks he would not be
slowing down if others had not made mistakes
and that he has inferred that Jim does not un-
derstand that.

Jim says, “Hank, you have been working
really hard and doing good work, but the analy-
ses have been slowing your group down. I’m
going to give Donna the weekly sales figures to
analyze. You won’t need to do it.” Hank says,
“Thanks a lot. We bust our guts to fix others’
mistakes and we end up paying for it.”

“Hank, I’d like to check something out. I
think you said, ‘Thanks a lot. We bust our guts
to fix others’ mistakes and we end up paying
for it.’ Did I get that?” [if the answer is yes,
continue]

“From what you said, I infer that you’re
thinking your group wouldn’t be in this situa-
tion if others hadn’t made mistakes and that
you have inferred that Jim doesn’t understand
that. Are my inferences off track?” [if inference
is accurate, continue]

“Would you be willing to check your in-
ferences with Jim to see whether he under-
stands it differently from you?”

3

2

1

4

5

6

As a facilitator, you also use the cycle to test any inference that you think oth-
ers are making about you and your facilitation. Whether you are a facilitator or a
group member, when using any of the ground rules, you do not have to use the
words infer and inference. If these words sound unnatural or like jargon, you can
say, “I’m thinking that . . . ,” “It sounds to me like . . . ,” or something similar.

The Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle
Earlier I distinguished between using the ground rules myself and helping
group members use them. When I intervene with group members, I use the
diagnosis-intervention cycle (see Figure 5.6). It is a structured way to diagnose
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behavior and then to intervene. It is essentially a generic version of the cycle
for testing inferences and assumptions. The inference testing cycle is designed
to test inferences that you or others are making. The diagnosis-intervention
cycle is designed to test your inferences that others are not using one or more
of the ground rules. Because testing inferences is one of the ground rules,
you can use the diagnosis-intervention cycle for testing inferences and assump-
tions (as I illustrate in Chapter Nine). Like the testing cycle, the diagnosis-
intervention cycle has two sides: diagnosis and intervention.

I use the diagnosis side of the diagnosis-intervention cycle to observe the
group conversation, infer which ground rules members are not employing that
they could benefit from using, and decide whether to intervene in the group to
help them use the ground rule. I use the intervention side of the cycle to
explain the intent of my intervention, share what I observe, test my inference
that they are not using a ground rule that would be helpful, and ask them if
they are willing to use the ground rule.

In Chapters Six through Eight, I explain in detail how to use each step of the
diagnosis-intervention cycle. I have briefly introduced it here so that I can show
you examples of interventions you can make when you want to help group
members use each ground rule.

4

5

6

Diagnosis Steps

3

2

1

Explain

reasoning

and intent

Decide whether,
how, and 
why to 
intervene

Infer meaning

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share inference
Test for different 
views

Help group
decide whether
and how to 
change behavior
Test for different 
views

Intervention Steps

Figure 5.6. The Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle
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GROUND RULE TWO: SHARE ALL RELEVANT INFORMATION

Ground rule two means that each member shares all the relevant information
she or he has that affects how the group solves a problem or makes a decision.
Sharing relevant information ensures that members have a common base of in-
formation on which to make an informed choice and generate commitment. If
people make a decision and later find out that others have withheld relevant in-
formation from them, they feel they were prevented from making an informed
choice; sometimes they withdraw their agreement. Even if they do not, they
may implement the agreement with little commitment.

Sharing relevant information includes whatever does not support your pre-
ferred position. For example, a top management team of a small consumer
goods company is deciding how to restructure its organization and move into a
new facility. Sandra, the head of one manufacturing process, wants very much
to maintain her role. Yet she also knows that in the new facility a number of
manufacturing processes could easily be merged for greater efficiency. Here,
sharing all relevant information means telling the group about the benefit, even
though doing so may reduce her chance of achieving the role she wants.

Group members’ feelings are also relevant information to share. For ex-
ample, a member of an organizational development (OD) group in a global fi-
nancial services organization is frustrated because he believes his manager is
assigning him work that is not within his responsibility. At the same time, he is
reluctant to raise this issue because of concern that the manager thinks he isn’t
a team player. In this case, sharing all relevant information includes the OD per-
son saying something like, “I want to talk with you about some concerns I have
about being given the white paper to write. But I’m also concerned that you
may think it’s inappropriate for me to question being given the assignment. So
I’d like to check that out before we talk about the work. Is that OK?”

In a difficult conversation, there is often a large gap between what you say
and what is in your left-hand column. You are likely to talk about the content
or substantive issue and keep unexpressed your thoughts and feelings regard-
ing the people you are having the conversation with. It is relevant to share both
types of information, in part because your feelings about others affect how you
view the content of the conversation.

Exhibit 5.3 illustrates how you withhold relevant information. Consider a
conversation between Ted and Paula, in which she is trying to get him to un-
derstand that he has been ineffective in presenting a project proposal to the sen-
ior management team.

Notice all the relevant information in Paula’s left-hand column that she does
not share with Ted. The point is not that she should share her thoughts and feel-
ings exactly as they appear on the left. As we saw in Chapter Four, this would
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be inconsistent with many of the other ground rules. To be effective, Paula
should share the relevant information by using the other ground rules (such as
testing assumptions and inferences, and using examples).

To share some relevant information in her left-hand column, she might say,
“Ted, I have some concerns about the presentation you did yesterday. I’d like to
give you some specific examples about what concerned me and get your reac-
tion. OK?” Assuming Ted agrees, Paula continues, “One thing that concerned
me was that when Tanya asked you what the cost savings would be, you said
you hadn’t calculated them. Do you remember it differently?”

If Paula does not share the relevant information, you can intervene to ask her
for it. Obviously, you cannot directly observe Paula’s private thoughts and feel-
ings to make your intervention, but you do not need to. Figure 5.7 shows how
to intervene using the diagnosis-intervention cycle.

Exhibit 5.3. Withholding Relevant Information

Paula’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

I thought it was abysmal; I wanted to PAULA: How do you think the presenta-
crawl under my chair at the meeting. I tion to the senior management team
had three others tell me it was a waste went yesterday?
of their time.

Does he really believe it went OK, or is TED: I think it went OK, although there 
he just trying to put a good spin on it? were some rough spots. Some of those 
Nitpicky! You couldn’t answer some execs can really get nitpicky.
basic cost questions.

I don’t understand why you didn’t em- PAULA: We’ve got some really important 
phasize the need for the project. The reasons for doing it. Do you think the 
team won’t approve a project if they team will support the project now, or 
can’t get answers to some basic do you think maybe we need to give 
questions. them more answers?

I don’t want to wait while this project TED: I think we’re in OK shape. A 
dies on the vine. Besides, my reputa- couple of the members came up to me 
tion is at stake here, too. afterward and said they appreciated

the presentation. I think we should just
wait and see.

I hope the team doesn’t think I’m re- PAULA: Maybe, but I think we might 
sponsible for your not having the an- want to give them some more 
swers to those questions. Why didn’t information.
you use the information I gave you?
I’ve got to get you to understand what
you’ve done.
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GROUND RULE THREE: USE SPECIFIC EXAMPLES
AND AGREE ON WHAT IMPORTANT WORDS MEAN

Using specific examples and agreeing on what important words mean is one
way of sharing relevant information that generates valid data. Specific examples
use directly observable data to name people, places, things, or events. Unlike a
general statement, a specific example yields valid information because it en-
ables other members to determine independently whether the example is valid.

For example, if Henry makes the general statement to the group, “I think
some of us are not doing their share of the work,” other members cannot

Figure 5.7. Intervening on Sharing Relevant Information
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I’ll intervene on this because Paula has not
shared the information she is talking about.

I’m inferring that Paula has some infor-
mation to share that leads her to ask her ques-
tion and has some specific ideas of how Ted
could have given them more information.

Paula said, “How do you think the pre-
sentation went today? . . . Maybe, but I think
we might want to give them some more
information.”

“Paula, a minute ago I think you said a
couple of things to Ted: ‘How do you think the
presentation went today?’ ‘Maybe, but I think
we might want to give them some more informa-
tion.’ Did I get it accurately?” [if yes, continue]

“When you said that to Ted, I thought
you had your own views about how the pre-
sentation went and had an idea about some in-
formation that he could have shared. Was my
thought correct?” [if yes, continue]

“Would you be willing to share that infor-
mation with Ted?”
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2

1

4
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6
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determine whether the statement is valid. Members cannot observe who “some
of us” are; neither can they directly observe whether someone is “not doing
their share of the work.” As a result, the people Henry is referring to may in-
correctly infer that he is not talking about them, and the people that he is not
referring to may incorrectly infer he is talking about them. In contrast, if he
states specifically, “Selina and Joe, you did not complete and distribute your
section of the report,” other members can determine whether the statement is
valid by directly observing whether Selina and Joe’s section of the report is
complete and has been distributed.

Some group members and facilitators have a concern about naming names
in the group. They follow the principle to “praise in public, criticize in private.”
Unfortunately, following this principle prevents sharing valid information. If Joe
and Selina’s not completing their report section creates a problem for other
group members, and if Henry pulls Joe and Selina out of the meeting to share
his concern, the other group members do not get a chance to directly share their
own concern and Joe and Selina do not get a chance to talk about how others’
work habits may have contributed to their not completing their section. Talking
to Joe and Selina in private essentially removes the data from the system (the
group) in which it arose, which increases the chance of the problem being
solved in a way that contributes to more problems in the system.

Of course, the principle of praising in public and criticizing in private has a
unilateral control set of assumptions embedded in it: discussing your concerns
about others’ behavior is criticism. As you shift toward a mutual learning ap-
proach, you begin to think of these situations as an opportunity to learn some-
thing you may have missed or to help the group understand how together they
may have acted in a way that makes sense individually but creates unintended
consequences at the group level.

Another way to think about specific examples is that they help people agree
on what important words mean. When a member unintentionally agrees or dis-
agrees with another, it is often because the same word means different things
to them. Suppose a group decides to make decisions by consensus. To some
members, the word means that a mere majority of people support it, while to
others it means unanimous support. The first time the group makes a decision
that has majority (but not unanimous) support, it will learn that it has not
agreed on the meaning of consensus.

One way to determine whether all group members are using a word to mean
the same thing is to ask them the first time the word is used. You can say, “You
used the word consensus. To me, consensus means unanimous support and not
majority support. In practice, this means everyone in the group can say that they
will implement the decision, given their role. It doesn’t mean that people are
silent about their concerns. It does mean saying something like, ‘Even though I
have these concerns, I support the decision to implement it.’ How does your



definition differ, if at all?” Notice that giving an example is part of describing what
a word means, and that it helps also to give an example of what it does not mean.

To think about how to use this ground rule, consider a real conversation,
which took place in a publishing company (Exhibit 5.4). Sarah is a senior edi-
tor; Linda is the director of sales. Sarah is expressing concern about the design
of a book jacket.

Notice that Sarah describes the book jacket in such general terms as “too
flashy and blah,” “not simple and more sophisticated,” “dated and old.” She
does not illustrate what elements of the book jacket lead her to describe it in
these terms. Linda, by contrast, does focus on specific examples when she asks,
“What if we changed the type?” However, Sarah responds simply by saying it’s
a start and then suggests that if the type change doesn’t work she will look for
ways to “tweak this”; but again she does not give an example of what she means
by tweaking. Without hearing Sarah explain what she has observed that leads
her to describe the book as too flashy and blah, Linda cannot decide whether
she sees it differently; nor can she decide whether she thinks she should talk to
the designer about it.

To use this ground rule, Sarah could say, “Let me give you a couple of ex-
amples of what I mean by too flashy, and get your reaction. The fonts are all
uppercase, in primary colors, and the letters are shadowed in a contrasting
color. Is there anything I’ve said so far that’s unclear about what I mean by
flashy?”

If Sarah does not share specific examples, you can intervene to ask her to do
so. Figure 5.8 shows how to intervene using the diagnosis-intervention cycle.

GROUND RULE FOUR: EXPLAIN YOUR REASONING AND INTENT

If you do not explain your reasoning, the people you are talking with will often
generate their own explanation of your reasoning, and their explanations may
differ greatly from your own explanation. Using this ground rule means ex-
plaining to others what leads you to make a comment or ask a question or
take an action. Reasoning and intent are similar but different. Your intent is
your purpose for doing something. Your reasoning—like the ladder of infer-
ence—represents the logical process that you use to draw conclusions on the
basis of data, values, and assumptions.

Explaining your reasoning and intent includes making your private reason-
ing public, so that others can see how you reached your conclusion and can ask
you about places in your reasoning where they may reason differently. This in-
cludes making transparent your strategy for managing the conversation. In a
unilateral control approach, explaining your reasoning is a problem because it
enables others to point out flaws in your reasoning, which reduces the chance
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Exhibit 5.4. Not Using Specific Examples or Agreeing on What Important
Words Mean

Sarah’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

Be open and friendly; do not attack. SARAH: Linda, I know you feel like this 
Dear God, I can’t sleep because of this design is fine for the book, but I have 
hideous design. big reservations. I think we need a new

design.

I knew she would blow up—but I de- LINDA: WHAT?! I thought you liked this!
tect an opening here. . . . Her words What are you talking about? What’s
sound inflamed, but she seems to wrong with it? It’s fine!
know I have to be on board.

Yeah, I screwed up. I should have SARAH: I know. I think at the beginning
known. But you and the design direc- I felt we were going through a few 
tor are the supposed experts here, rounds of design . . . and in retrospect 
and you’re blowing it! This project de- I should have probably axed them im-
serves the best, and this is just not it mediately . . . but I thought I was let-
yet. I’m worried that even if we go ting the process run its course. I’ll tell 
back to the drawing board, it won’t you honestly, I feel very strongly about 
get better. But it can’t get worse . . . this—I think we need to go back to 
can it? the drawing board. I think we should

hire a completely new designer.

Hmm, she is opening up. I was afraid LINDA: What don’t you like about it?
there would be little room to negoti-
ate; was I overly afraid?

She is trying to work with it—a good SARAH: Well, it’s too flashy and blah. It 
sign, and her tone has come down a does not have the feel of the book . . . 
few notches. Good. But she is trying simple and more sophisticated. It feels 
to work within the design. . . . I still dated and old. The design is not mod-
think we need to throw it out. ern—it says this book is nothing

new—and it’s new and exciting.

LINDA: What if we changed the type?

Can’t we just send this out, damn it?! SARAH: Well, that’s a start. I think we
may want to farm it out to a new de-
signer. If that doesn’t work, then I’d be
willing to look at ways to tweak this.
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that you can win in the discussion. Instead, your reasoning often seeps out in-
directly, sometimes in the form of a cheap shot, in which you indirectly surface
your concern by making an oblique or sarcastic comment. In the unilateral con-
trol model, making your strategy transparent is a problem because your strat-
egy is to be unilaterally controlling; sharing your strategy reduces your ability
to implement it.

In a mutual learning Skilled Facilitator approach, explaining your reasoning
and making your strategy transparent are opportunities to learn where others
have differing views or approaches and where you may have missed something
that others see. Sharing your intent to unilaterally control others reduces your
chance of accomplishing it; in contrast, sharing your mutual learning intent is
likely to increase your ability to accomplish that purpose.
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Intervention Steps

I’ll intervene on this because Sarah and
Linda are each unlikely to understand how the
other is thinking about the jacket unless they
get to specifics.

I’m inferring that Sarah has not been spe-
cific in describing what makes the jacket seem
flashy and blah to her.

Sarah said, “Well, it’s too flashy and
blah.”

“Sarah, I think you described the jacket
in a number of ways. One of the things you
said was that it was ‘blah and flashy.’ Did I get
that?” [if yes, continue]

“When you said that to Linda, I inferred
that you had specific examples of how the jacket
was blah and flashy, but I didn’t hear them. Have
I inferred correctly?” [if yes, continue]

“Can you give Linda some specific ex-
amples of how it’s blah and flashy?”
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Figure 5.8. Intervening on Using Specific Examples and Agreeing on What
Important Words Mean
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Exhibit 5.5 shows a real conversation between Jack and Leslie, two man-
agers in a semiconductor corporation, in which Jack is asking for some of Les-
lie’s people to work on a project he directs. Jack wants one person full-time;
Leslie wants to give Jack several people at less than full time to work on the sev-
eral parts of his project.

To share her reasoning and intent, Leslie can say something like, “Jack, the
reason I’m asking you if you can wait until next quarter is that I have a project
due next month, and I need input from all of my staff to complete it. Giving you
a person full-time will make it difficult for me to complete the project.”

Exhibit 5.5. Not Explaining Your Reasoning and Intent

Leslie’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

OK, that’s your starting position. Let’s JACK: I really need a full-time person 
see what options we can work out. dedicated to this project.

Boy, it would really help me and my re- LESLIE: How soon will it start? Can it 
sources if this can wait. How time-critical wait two months until next quarter?
is it?

Well, if you don’t find anybody, you’ll JACK: The project’s got to be worked 
sure have to wait, won’t you? on right away. I can’t wait any longer 

than I already have.

Let’s see if I can buy some time for me LESLIE: Well, I know one of your 
and still get some of the project done people has the experience for this; 
for him. how about if she works on it part-

time until next quarter?

People don’t always get to do what they JACK: I don’t think she wants to do that.
want to. In fact, I’m pretty sure she really

wants to work on my other projects.

OK, what if we spread the hit across mul- LESLIE: Couldn’t we have more people 
tiple people instead of creaming just one? work on smaller pieces of the project

instead of just one person?

Strike two. JACK: No, I don’t think that would
work out.

Let’s look at the data. Is this project LESLIE: Can we look at the Gantt chart 
really documented well enough that to see? Maybe there are specific topics 
Jim’s reasoning stands up? that can be dealt out.

Geez, here we go again. What’s the deal JACK: No, I don’t think this project 
with him? would work well without a dedicated

person; something might drop through
the cracks.
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If Leslie does not share her reasoning and intent, you can intervene to ask
her to do so. Figure 5.9 shows how.

GROUND RULE FIVE: FOCUS ON INTERESTS, NOT POSITIONS

Focusing on interests is another way of sharing relevant information. Interests,
we have seen, are the needs and desires that people have in regard to a
given situation (Fisher, Ury, and Patton, 1991; Graham, 1995). Solutions or po-
sitions are how people meet their interests. In other words, people’s interests
lead them to advocate a particular solution or position.
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Intervention Steps

I’ll intervene on this because Jack can’t
help it if he doesn’t know what’s leading Leslie
to ask him the questions.

I’m inferring that Leslie has reasons for
asking Jack these questions that she has not
yet shared.

Leslie asked, “How soon will it start? Can
it wait two months until next quarter?” and
“Couldn’t we have more people work on
smaller pieces of the project instead of just
one person?”

“Leslie, I think you asked Jack, ‘How soon
will it start?’ ‘Can it wait two months until next
quarter?’ and ‘Couldn’t we have more people
work on smaller pieces of the project instead
of just one person?’ Yes?” [if yes, continue]

“When you asked Jack that, I was think-
ing that you had reasons for asking about
changing the time frame and the number of
people, but I didn’t hear them. Was my think-
ing correct?” [if yes, continue]

“Would you be willing to share your rea-
soning with Jack?”
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Figure 5.9. Intervening on Sharing Your Reasoning and Intent
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Identify Interests
An effective way for members to solve problems is to begin by sharing their own
interests. Unfortunately, many groups begin by talking about solutions or posi-
tions. For example, if the group is trying to solve the problem of when to meet,
one member may start by saying, “I suggest we meet every other Monday at
7:30 A.M.” Another may respond, “I think that we should meet the second day
of each month.” Their positions do not help the group identify each member’s
real needs, desires, and concerns. Here, the person who suggested meeting
every other Monday at 7:30 A.M. is interested in meeting early in the morning,
before some important clients call. The person who wants to meet the second
day of each month is interested in meeting immediately after a relevant bi-
weekly report is made available. Each takes a position that meets his or her in-
dividual interest.

The trouble with solving a problem by focusing first on positions is that
people’s positions are often in conflict even when their interests are compati-
ble. This occurs because people tend to offer their position after they have at-
tended to their own interests, but before they have included the other members’
interests. In the meeting example, each member’s solution is rejected by the
other because it fails to meet the other’s interest. However, if each member is
aware of the other’s interest, either one may be able to offer a solution that
satisfies both.

One way to think about interests is as criteria that need to be met in order to
solve the problem in a way that people support. To help the group focus on in-
terests rather than positions, you can begin by asking each member to list the
criteria that must be met for that member to accept a solution. Take a simple
example of a group buying a car. One member is interested in a car that can
hold all six group members, so that they can work together as they travel. An-
other is interested in a car that uses fuel efficiently, while a third member is in-
terested in a car that requires little expense for maintenance. Notice that none
of these interests specifies a particular make and model of car (position). If a
member states a position (“I want to buy a Grand Caravan”), then this can be
identified as a position and the person can be asked, “What is it about the
Grand Caravan that leads you to suggest that as a solution?”

In the conversation between Leslie and Jack, both focus on positions. Jack’s
position is that he needs a full-time person immediately; Leslie’s position—
which she does not state directly—is that she can only give people part-time
and beginning only next quarter. Neither explains the need he or she faces that
has led to offering a particular solution.

Jack could share his interests by saying, “Leslie, I have a need for the kind
of project support that will ensure that all the tasks are accomplished with a
minimal amount of coordination among my project staff.”
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If Jack does not share his interests, you can intervene, as Figure 5.10
illustrates.

Craft a Solution That Meets Interests
After all members have shared their interests, you can check to see whether
group members are willing to generate solutions that take into account all the
interests identified. If members identify some interests that they believe should
not be considered in generating solutions, then you can ask them to share their
reasoning. Once the members agree to the set of interests, they can begin to
generate solutions or positions. In the car example, a solution is to name
specific cars (Ford Taurus, Dodge Caravan). When offering a solution, it helps
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Intervention Steps

I’ll intervene on this because Jack and Les-
lie seem to be at a stalemate.

I’m inferring that Jack has a set of inter-
ests underlying his positions that he has not
shared. They may be to minimize the amount
of coordination and ensure that all the tasks
are covered.

Jack has said, “I really need a full-time
person dedicated to this” and “No, I don’t think
this project would work well without a dedi-
cated person; something might drop through
the cracks.”

“Jack, I think you said that you need a
full-time person dedicated to the project and
that without it something might drop through
the cracks. Did I miss anything?” [if no, con-
tinue]

“I’m inferring that you have some par-
ticular needs that lead you to suggest your so-
lution, but I didn’t hear them. Have I inferred
correctly?” [if yes, continue]

“Can you say what it is about having a
full-time person that is important to you?”
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Figure 5.10. Intervening by Focusing on Interests, Not Positions



to have the person identify how the solution meets the interests on which the
group members have agreed.

GROUND RULE SIX: COMBINE ADVOCACY AND INQUIRY

Combining advocacy and inquiry means expressing your point of view,
which includes sharing your reasoning and intent and then inviting others
to inquire into your comments (Argyris and Schön, 1974). For example, a
group member might say, “I think it would help to give division heads their own
budgets to work within, so that their accountability will be commensurate with
their responsibility. Here’s the reasoning that led me to suggest this. [Explains
reasoning] I’d like to hear what each of you thinks about this idea. What are
your thoughts? What, if anything, do you see differently?”

What Combining Advocacy and Inquiry Accomplishes
Combining advocacy and inquiry accomplishes several goals. First, it shifts

a meeting from a series of monologues to a focused conversation. In some
meetings, one person speaks after the other, but no one’s comments seem to di-
rectly address the previous person’s. This happens partly because when one
person finishes talking, he or she does not invite others to inquire. Without an
explicit invitation to inquire or comment on the previous person’s remarks, the
meeting switches focus with each person who speaks.

Second, combining advocacy and inquiry creates conditions for learning.
When you share your reasoning and then ask others to inquire into it, they can
determine for themselves whether they agree with your reasoning or see parts
of it differently. By identifying where group members’ reasoning differs, you can
help the group explore what has led people to reason differently; are they us-
ing other data, are they making other assumptions, or are they assigning dif-
ferent priorities to certain issues?

Some facilitators tend to focus the group on where the members agree and
minimize discussion of where members disagree. These facilitators are often
concerned that focusing on different views creates unnecessary conflict and de-
fensive group member behavior that the facilitator will not be able to handle ef-
fectively. Because the Skilled Facilitator approach starts with the assumption
that multiple views are an opportunity for learning, focusing on differences is
essential. The mutual learning approach increases the chance that you can in-
tervene on disagreement without creating unproductive conflict and defensive
behavior.

As this rule implies, combining advocacy and inquiry requires that you both
advocate and inquire. If you only advocate, you do not create the conditions for
learning about a gap in your reasoning. If you advocate without inquiring, other
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people respond by advocating their own point of view, which leads you to re-
spond with more advocacy. This creates a reinforcing cycle of rising advocacy
in which each party tries to convince the others.

If you only inquire, you do not help others understand your reasoning and
why you are inquiring. Advocacy and inquiry alone are both ways of unilater-
ally controlling the conversation; both can easily contribute to defensive be-
havior in others.

Inquiry, Genuine and Rhetorical
Not all inquiry is genuine. In genuine inquiry, you ask a question with the
intent of learning. In rhetorical inquiry, you ask a question with the intent
of implicitly conveying your point of view. The question “Why don’t you just
try it my way and see how it works out?” is not genuine inquiry because em-
bedded in the question is the implicit advocacy “just try it my way.” In contrast,
a genuine inquiry would be, “What kind of problems do you think might occur
if you were to try it the way I’m suggesting?” Notice that in the genuine inquiry
there is no intent to embed your own point of view in the inquiry.

The difference between genuine and rhetorical inquiry is not simply in
words; it is a difference in intent and meaning and the kind of response you
help to generate. If you use rhetorical inquiry, people infer that you are with-
holding information or trying to persuade them with your question. In the ex-
treme, rhetorical inquiry feels like an inquisition and can lead those being
questioned to become cautious, withhold information, and turn defensive.

Easing in sometimes takes the form of rhetorical inquiry. When you ease in,
you indirectly try to raise an issue or advocate your point of view. One way of
easing in is to use your question to get the other person to see your point of
view without explicitly stating it. For example, you might ask, “Do you think it
would be a good idea if we . . . ?” while privately thinking, I think it would be
a good idea if we. . . .

Managers often ease in with their direct reports. A manager may be con-
cerned that sharing her own view first will influence or simply reduce the in-
put from their direct reports. The manager reasons that if she asks people what
they think first, she will get the direct reports’ opinions without their being
influenced by her point of view. However, in this situation, direct reports might
be reluctant to share their views because when they have done so in the past
she responded with her own advocacy in order to show them that they were
wrong. So, when the manager asks her question, the direct reports are wary
about responding. They remain noncommittal in order to leave themselves
room to change their views depending on the manager’s response. This leads
the manager to infer that her direct reports don’t really know about the issue,
which may prompt her to revert to advocacy, thinking that inquiry doesn’t
work. By using the ground rules and the mutual learning approach, a manager
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does not need to worry about whether to speak first or last, because genuine in-
quiry increases the chance of the manager learning how others really think
about an issue.

An Example
Exhibit 5.6 presents an actual conversation between Brad, the director of an
agricultural support organization, and Paul, who reports to Brad. Brad consid-
ers Paul a highly educated and talented professional who nevertheless is resist-
ing changing his work in response to changing client demands. Brad wants to
offer suggestions without putting Paul on the defensive.

Notice that Brad decides to make his point in the form of a question, so it
won’t sound critical and so Paul won’t get defensive. But Brad’s question is

Exhibit 5.6. Not Combining Advocacy and Inquiry

Brad’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

He’s kind of a defensive guy. I need to BRAD: Let’s take a look at your current 
offer options and suggestions, but he plan of work.
probably won’t take it right away.

In this new program plan, all he did was PAUL: That’s fine with me. I’m proud 
change the dates. There’s nothing new of the work I’ve done this year.
here.

I’ll let him control this part of the meet- BRAD: Why don’t you go through your 
ing. I can listen for weak spots and current plan for me, and share why
make specific suggestions. Maybe hav- you chose these objectives? Also, tell 
ing him share his accomplishments will me the areas where you have the great-
let him know I do respect his work. est pride in your accomplishments.

Oh, boy, now I’ve done it. I hope this PAUL: Here are the objectives I wrote 
doesn’t reinforce his position that he this year. I know they look a lot like 
doesn’t need to change. years past, but you know, people don’t

really change, and I’m proud of what
I’ve accomplished.

Maybe if I talk about the big picture, BRAD: Paul, you work hard. I know 
he’ll realize that we have to change. these programs have been effective 
I’ll put it in the form of a question so I for years, but don’t you think as
don’t sound critical. quickly as our client base is changing,

you need to change along with it?

Here comes the defense. I knew he’d PAUL: What are you saying? Are you
react this way. claiming that my work isn’t good and

I’m old-fashioned?
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simply advocacy in the form of a question; Paul responds defensively, creating
the very result that Brad hopes to avoid by easing in.

If Brad used the ground rule combining advocacy and inquiry he could say,
“Paul, I’d like to talk with you about your work plan. I have some concerns that
your new plan doesn’t address the changing needs of our clients. Let me give
you a couple of examples of what I mean and get your reactions. [Brad then
turns to the ground rule “use specific examples” to illustrate his point.] What
are your thoughts, Paul? What, if anything, do you see differently, or have I
missed anything?”

If Brad does not combine advocacy and inquiry, you can intervene, as Figure
5.11 illustrates.
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Intervention Steps

I’ll intervene on this because if Brad has
his point of view about this, it is important for
Paul to understand it. Assuming Brad is easing
in, it’s also contributing to Paul’s defensive
response.

I’m inferring that Brad’s question is not
simply an inquiry and that Brad has his own
view that he has not expressed.

Brad has said, “Don’t you think as quickly
as our client base is changing, you need to
change along with it?”

“Brad, you asked Paul, ‘Don’t you think
as quickly as our client base is changing, you
need to change along with it?’ Did I get that?”
[if yes, continue]

“It sounds to me from your question like
you believe Paul is not changing along with the
clients. Am I off?” [if no, continue]

“Can you explain to Paul how you reached
that conclusin and then ask Paul if he sees it
differently?”
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Figure 5.11. Intervening on Combining Advocacy and Inquiry
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GROUND RULE SEVEN: JOINTLY DESIGN NEXT STEPS
AND WAYS TO TEST DISAGREEMENTS

Jointly designing next steps and ways to test disagreements means deciding
with others what topics to discuss, when to discuss them, how to discuss them,
and when to switch topics, rather than making a decision privately and unilat-
erally. Group members routinely make unilateral decisions about the next step
if they state what the agenda is without input from others or if they tell another
group member that his comment is off topic. That is part of using a unilateral
control approach to win.

If you use this ground rule to jointly design next steps, you might still draft
the agenda, but you would explain to others what leads you to include the items
that are on the agenda and exclude others, and then ask, “What changes, if any,
do you think we need to make to the agenda?” By inquiring after advocating
your proposed agenda, you may learn, for example, that there are other items
needing to be resolved to adequately address some of your proposed agenda
items.

A common way for a group member to unilaterally control the next step is
by trying to keep the group discussion focused. For example, consider a group
talking about how to increase sales to current customers. Yvonne says, “I think
we have a problem with our billing cycles” and Arthur responds, “That’s a dif-
ferent topic for another day.” Arthur’s comment unilaterally controls the focus
of the conversation on the basis of his untested assumption that Yvonne’s
comment is unrelated to the current topic. If she thinks her comment is on
topic, she may stop participating in the meeting. As a result, the group does not
get the benefit of using her relevant information in deciding a course of action.
In addition, she may end up not committed to the course of action that the
group decides on.

If Arthur wants to use the ground rule, he can say, “Yvonne, I don’t see how
your point about the problem with billing cycles is related to increasing sales to
current customers. Maybe I’m missing something. Can you help me understand
how you see them being related?” Notice that in using the ground rule he as-
sumes (and states explicitly) that he may be missing the relationship, not that
she is off track. When she responds, Arthur and other group members might
learn about a connection between the two topics that they have not previously
considered. For example, the organization’s billing cycles may create a long
enough time lag that salespeople do not have real-time data about their cus-
tomers’ inventory. If there is a connection, the group can decide whether it
makes more sense to pursue Yvonne’s idea now or later. If it turns out that her
comment is not related, Arthur can ask her to place it on a future meeting
agenda.
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In general, jointly designing next steps means (1) advocating your point
of view about how you want to proceed, including your interests, relevant
information, reasoning, and intent; (2) inquiring about how others may see
it differently; and (3) jointly crafting a way to proceed that takes into ac-
count group members’ interests, relevant information, reasoning, and in-
tent. Jointly designing the next step creates valid information that enables the
group to make an informed free choice about how to proceed.

Jointly designing a way to test disagreements is one specific type of next step.
If members find themselves in a disagreement, each person may try to convince
the others that his or her own position is correct, engaging in an escalating cy-
cle of advocacy. Each offers evidence to support his or her position, and the oth-
ers do the same for theirs. Each doubts the other’s data, and none are likely to
offer data to weaken their own position. Even after the disagreement is over, the
“losers” are still likely to believe they are right.

A Developer Disagreement
Consider the disagreement laid out in Exhibit 5.7, between Jonathan and
Parker, investment partners and developers in a large, complex real estate de-
velopment that uses principles of traditional neighborhood development
(TND), a high-density mixture of residential, commercial, office, and retail
space in a tight pattern of pedestrian-oriented streets. Both want the greatest re-
turn on their joint investment. To maximize the return, Jonathan wants porches
on the houses and Parker wants brick houses without porches.

Notice that both Jonathan and Parker cite their own sources to advocate their
point of view. Each has gathered these sources unilaterally, without involving
the other in collecting the information or assessing its validity. Jonathan does
share the relevant information that there is not a lot of hard evidence yet to sup-
port his view, but he still advocates it. Both try to convince the other that he is
wrong; neither engages in genuine inquiry.

To use the ground rule of jointly designing next steps and ways to test dis-
agreements, Jonathan could say to Parker, “It looks like we disagree about
whether porches will increase the value of the homes, and if they do, whether
it is possible to have porches and brick together. Do you see our disagreement
differently?” If Parker agrees that that is the disagreement, then Jonathan can
continue: “Rather than each of us trying to convince each other, how about if
together we figure out a way to find out whether porches will increase the value
of the homes, and if they do, whether it is possible to have porches and brick
together? We would agree beforehand on what data we need to look at and who
to talk with. What do you think?”

If Jonathan does not use the ground rule, as facilitator you can intervene
(Figure 5.12).
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Exhibit 5.7. Not Jointly Designing Ways to Test Disagreement

Jonathan’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

This argument was used by critics when PARKER: Let me tell you, where I grew 
TNDs first started, but no one except up, we associate porches with poverty.
Parker has used it in the last four years. Look at the poor parts of Washington.

Very few of the houses built in the
last forty years have porches.

Where is the hard evidence when I JONATHAN: Porches have made a huge 
need it? comeback in recent years. Virtually

every TND has a porch, and I under-
stand porches are starting to bring a
premium for builders.

Can’t he find a way to use language to PARKER: Well, builders have told us 
indicate that there is some middle that they will not build both brick and
ground? How can we reach a compro- porches. It’s too expensive to do both. 
mise when he needs to state his case in It’s either brick or porches, and I want 
black and white? to have mostly brick.

The architect’s plan is so logical. What JONATHAN: Yes, I know the builders 
is it he does not get about it? have told us that. The reason why the

architects’ plan works so well, in my
opinion, is that they have taken that
into consideration. They have come
up with a plan that balances brick
and porches, putting brick town-
houses with no porches where they
are most prominent and using siding
on the houses whose façades are
mostly covered up by a full porch.

He states everything as a “fact.” He just PARKER: Let me tell you, we are headed
does not give an inch. for disaster if we do not have more

brick. I’ve been a builder in this region
for more than forty years. Residents
expect brick. It gives them a sense of
having a good solid house. If we don’t
have a preponderance of brick, the
builders will never be able to success-
fully sell these townhouses for the
prices they need to get.

His apartment buildings that he built JONATHAN: I really respect that you 
look like an engineer designed and built have been at this a lot longer than I 
them. They have no redeeming architec- have, but I have spent the last two 
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To conduct a joint test, Jonathan and Parker must be willing to accept the
possibility that their information is inaccurate or incomplete.

Designing the joint test entails deciding who they should speak with, what
questions to ask, what statistical data to consider relevant, and how to collect
the data. Whatever method they use, it is critical that both agree to it and agree
to use the information that comes from it.

After Jonathan and Parker collect their information, they discuss the data, in-
terpret it together, and reach a joint decision about porches and bricks. Two im-
portant questions to ask when jointly testing disagreements are “How could it
be that we are both correct?” and “How could we each be seeing different parts
of the same problem?” Members of a group often have contrasting sets of facts
because they are talking about various times, places, and people. By jointly re-
solving disagreement, members generate information that can be validated;
they are more likely to be internally committed to the outcome because they
have jointly designed and agreed to the test.

When I think of this ground rule, I imagine two scientists with competing hy-
potheses who are able only to design a joint experiment to test their competing
hypotheses. To conduct the experiment, the research design needs to be rigor-
ous enough to meet the standards of both.

Some disagreements are easier to address than others. Deciding what a par-
ticular memo says may be as simple as opening the file and looking at it. Agree-
ing on what has been said in previous meetings may require talking to a number
of people and trying to reconstruct the conversation. Particularly difficult is
deciding what the effects will be of implementing a strategy or policy. Still, if the
effects of the choice are significant, group members can collect data from other
organizations that have already implemented a similar strategy or policy; or you
can help the group simulate the effects by using systems-thinking modeling.

Exhibit 5.7. (continued)
Jonathan’s Thoughts and Feelings The Conversation

tural quality, though they provide him years studying this new concept of 
with a healthy cash flow. TND. It is very new, and there is not

a lot of hard evidence of its value. At
the same time, many of the develop-
ers and designers I have talked with
say that there are all kinds of details
that are critical to the success of a
TND, but we do not have absolute
evidence of what is critical and what
is not. From everything I have read,
all new urbanists agree that porches
are critical.



128 THE SKILLED FACILITATOR

“Let me see if I can capture how the two of you
are seeing it differently and then suggest a way of
addressing the differences. Parker, you’ve said that
builders have told you they will not build both brick
and porches and that it’s too expensive to do both.
You are also thinking that if you don’t have a pre-
ponderance of brick, the builders will never be able
to successfully sell these townhouses for the prices
they need to get. Yes? And Jonathan, you’ve said
that you understand porches are starting to bring a
premium for builders, that from everything you’ve
read, all new urbanists agree that porches are criti-
cal, and that the architects’ plan works well because
it has a way to include both brick and porches.
Have I misstated anything?” [if no, continue]

“From your comments, it looks to me like
each of you is using different information to arrive
at your conclusions. I’m thinking that each of you
may question whether the other person’s informa-
tion is accurate. Have I inferred correctly?” [if yes,
continue]

“Let me suggest a way that the two of you can
decide together how to reach a decision about
porches and bricks and then get your reactions.
How about if together you decide what information
you will use to make the decision and then jointly
decide how to get the information so that both of
you will consider it valid? Do you see any problems
with this approach?”

I’ll intervene on this because if my infer-
ence is correct, they will not be able to jointly
make a decision that both can support.

I’m inferring that each is using different
data and that each may not agree with the va-
lidity of the other’s data.

Parker has said, “Builders have told us
that they will not build both brick and porches.
It’s too expensive to do both” and “If we don’t
have a preponderance of brick, the builders
will never be able to successfully sell these
townhouses for the prices they need to get.”
Jonathan has said, “I understand porches are
starting to bring a premium for builders,”
“From everything I have read, all new urban-
ists agree that porches are critical,” and “The
architects’ plan works well, in my opinion, be-
cause it balances brick and porches.”
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Figure 5.12. Intervening on Jointly Designing Next Steps and Ways to Test
Disagreements
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GROUND RULE EIGHT: DISCUSS UNDISCUSSABLE ISSUES

Undiscussable issues are those that are relevant to the group’s task but that
group members believe they cannot discuss openly in the group without
some negative consequences. Examples of undiscussables are a member who is
not performing adequately and the effect on the group, or members not trusting
one another, or a member reluctant to disagree with his manager since she is also
a group member. Unfortunately, because such issues often raise feelings of mis-
trust, inadequacy, and defensiveness, members usually deal with the issues by
talking about them not at all or outside the group meeting with people they trust.

The Problem with Not Discussing Undiscussables
Group members often choose not to discuss undiscussables, reasoning that
to raise these issues makes some group members feel embarrassed or defen-
sive; they therefore seek to save face for the group members (and for them-
selves as well). In short, they see discussing undiscussable issues as not being
compassionate.

Yet people often overlook the negative systemic—and uncompassionate—
consequences that they create by not raising an undiscussable issue. Consider
three team members who are concerned about the poor performance of two
others, and how the pair’s performance affects the ability of the rest to excel as
a team. If the concerned trio does not raise this issue with the two peers, the
trio is likely to continue talking about the others. This creates a situation in
which the two team members do not know the other three have concerns, so
the pair cannot make a free and informed choice about whether to change their
behavior. But because the pair are not changing their behavior, the trio continue
to privately complain while simultaneously withholding information that could
change the situation. Over time, the entire team’s performance, its process, and
its members’ ability to meet their needs for growth and development are likely
to suffer. This does not strike me as particularly compassionate, either for the
pair in question or for the trio.

The Skilled Facilitator approach offers another perspective. By discussing
undiscussable issues, you share relevant but difficult information with team
members so that they can make a free and informed choice about whether to
change their behavior. By raising these issues with the assumption first that you
may be missing things, second that you may be contributing to the problem,
and third that others are trying to act with integrity, you demonstrate your com-
passion for others and yourself.

A Challenging Ground Rule
The reason discussing undiscussable issues is a more difficult ground rule to
use than the others is that this ground rule ties strongly into our unilateral con-
trol theory-in-use. When we try to discuss an undiscussable issue, the fact that
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we think of it as undiscussable means we are likely to bring a unilateral control
approach to the conversation. That is, we may be assuming that others will get
defensive, we may be feeling defensive ourselves, and we may believe strongly
that we know what the truth is. Further, because an undiscussable issue often
has been around for a while, we may believe that our feelings are justified. All
of these conditions make using this ground rule difficult.

Even though this ground rule is emotionally difficult to use, the process
for employing it is contained in all the previous ground rules (which is why
this ground rule comes late in the list). This means that when you are discuss-
ing an undiscussable issue, it is important to test assumptions and inferences,
share all relevant information, use specific examples and agree on what im-
portant words mean, share your reasoning and intent, focus on interests, com-
bine advocacy and inquiry, and jointly design next steps and ways to test
disagreements.

Sharing your feelings about raising the undiscussable issue is relevant infor-
mation here. You may say, “I want to raise what I think has been an undiscuss-
able issue in the group. I’m raising it not to put anyone on the spot, but because
I think we can be a much more effective team if we address this issue. I’m wor-
ried about discussing the issue because I’m concerned I may get defensive, or
others may get defensive. If you see me getting defensive, please let me know.”

Group members can also explore their feelings about discussing such an is-
sue without actually discussing its specific content. For example, a member
might say, “I want to raise an important issue for the group, but I’m afraid that
there may be reprisals toward me if I do. I’d like to talk about this possibility
before I decide whether to identify the undiscussable issue.” If a member has
some assurance that his fear will not be realized, he may be more willing to talk
openly about a previously undiscussable issue.

If as a facilitator you infer that there is an undiscussable issue, you can raise
the issue to check whether your inference is correct. Figure 5.13 shows how to
do so. In this example, Allison, an OD manager, is meeting with Stephanie,
Bob, and Juan of the marketing function to explore how OD can help their func-
tion improve service quality.

GROUND RULE NINE: USE A DECISION-MAKING RULE THAT
GENERATES THE DEGREE OF COMMITMENT NEEDED

Ground rule nine makes specific the core value of internal commitment. It in-
creases the likelihood of group members supporting the decision that is made
and implementing it.
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I think it’s important to raise this because
if my inference is correct and the issue isn’t
raised, marketing may need OD help that they
believe the OD people may not be able to pro-
vide. OD may also have a credibility problem
that they are unaware of.

I’m inferring that Stephanie, Bob, or Juan
have some concern about OD providing them
consultation and that they are reluctant to
raise this issue.

During the meeting, Stephanie, Bob, and
Juan said that the group needs some help on
improving service quality. Several times, Alli-
son has said her human resource team can pro-
vide the help, and each time Stephanie, Bob, or
Juan said that the OD team is already overcom-
mitted to other important work. Stephanie and
Bob also looked at each other before declining
OD’s offer.

“I want to share some observations and
raise what may be an undiscussable issue. I’m
raising it not to put people on the spot, but to
see if there is an unaddressed issue that is pre-
venting you from being as effective as you want
to be. Here’s what I’ve observed. During this
meeting, several of you—Stephanie, Bob, and
Juan—have commented that the group needs
some OD help on improving service quality.
Have I gotten anything incorrect?” [if no, con-
tinue] “And each time Allison has offered her
OD team to provide the service, at least one of
you has said that the OD team is already over-
committed to other important work. Am I cor-
rect?” [if yes, continue] “Stephanie and Bob, I
also noticed one of you looking at the other be-
fore declining OD’s offer. Yes?” [if yes, continue]

“From all of this, I am inferring that at
least the three of you may have some concern
about OD’s ability to adequately provide the
consultation. Is my inference accurate, or do
others have another interpretation?”

[not needed]
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1
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5

Figure 5.13. Intervening to Discuss an Undiscussable Issue
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Underlying this ground rule is the premise that the members’ level of com-
mitment to a decision is in part a function of the degree to which they make an
informed free choice to support the decision. The more the group members are
able to make an informed free choice, the more they are likely to be internally
committed to the decision.

Decision-Making Rule Types
A group can use a number of decision-making processes. A decision-making
process specifies who in the group makes a particular kind of decision, and
how other members are involved in the process of that decision. Exhibit 5.8
shows four types of group decision-making processes, adapting the work of Vic-
tor Vroom and his colleagues.

In consultative group decision making, the leader or a subgroup makes the
decision for the group after discussing with them ideas about the issue and pos-
sible solutions. In democratic decision making, the full group discusses the is-
sue and is involved in making the decision; a decision is made when some
percentage of the group agrees. Rather than a one-person, one-vote democratic
approach, sometimes this vote is weighted in a way that gives influence prefer-
entially to a powerful member or members (somewhat like national elections
in the United States, in which the most populous states have greater influence
through the electoral college).

In consensus decision making, everyone in the group is involved in making the
decision. A decision is reached when all group members can support it and agree
to implement it given their roles. In this definition of consensus, if one person
does not support the decision then the group does not yet have consensus.

In delegative decision making, the leader gives the decision to the group or
to a subgroup to make. The leader may specify conditions within which the de-
cision must be made, such as limits on cost, time, or other criteria. In delega-
tive decision making, the leader may or may not specify what decision-making
rule to use.

Exhibit 5.8. Group Decision-Making Process Types

Type Decision-Making Process

Consultative Leader consults with group members, then leader makes decision.

Democratic Leader and group discuss issue, then vote. Some possibly weighted
percentage of group members is needed to agree on a decision.

Consensus Leader and group members discuss issue and reach unanimous
agreement.

Delegative Leader delegates decision to group or subgroup to make, some-
times within leader’s identified constraints.

Source: Adapted from Vroom and Jago, 1988; Vroom and Yetton, 1973.
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Matching the Rule to the Commitment Needed
These group decision-making processes generate differing responses. Exhibit
5.9 shows the level of acceptance for implementing a decision.

As Vroom and Jago (1988) have described, group member commitment is
necessary when implementation of a decision requires the support and coop-
eration of the group members. If commitment is needed and there are differing
perspectives among members (or between group members and the leader), the
decision-making process needs to help members (including the leader) explore
their perspectives and create a shared understanding. Consensus decision mak-
ing accomplishes this by ensuring that a decision is not reached until each
group member can commit to the decision as his or her own. It equalizes the
distribution of power in the group, because every member’s concerns must be
addressed and every member’s consent is required to reach a decision. Making
a decision by consensus can take more time than other methods, but because
people are then internally committed to the decision, it will usually take less
time to implement effectively.

Consensus implies that if group members do not have relevant information
about the decision and they will implement the decision or will be affected by
it, the leader has the responsibility of giving them the information that will en-
able them to make an informed choice.

Ground rule nine does not state that all decisions should be made by con-
sensus. It recognizes that some decisions do not require the internal commit-
ment generated through consensus; a decision-making process other than
consensus can be appropriate. However, with divergent perspectives on an is-
sue, you create a mismatch if you use a democratic or consultative process to
try to generate internal commitment from group members.

If you use a consensus decision-making process, the approach to determin-
ing if there is consensus is simple. Once the group thinks it is close to reaching

Exhibit 5.9. Degree of Acceptance of a Decision

Internal commitment Believes in the decision and sees it as his or her own;
will do whatever is necessary to implement it effectively

Enrollment Supports the decision; will work within his or her role
to implement the decision

Compliance Accepts the decision but does not believe in it; will do
what is formally required within his or her role

Noncompliance Does not support the decision; does not follow through
on formal requirements within his or her role

Resistance Actively undermines the decision
Source: Adapted from Senge, 1990; Vroom and Jago, 1988.
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consensus, a member can state the decision under consideration, and then each
member can say whether he or she consents. This avoids the mistake of as-
suming that silence means consent. Voting is inconsistent with consensus de-
cision making, but the group can take a straw poll to see whether it is close to
consensus and to see which members still have concerns. Some groups (say, a
governing board) have bylaws that require that decisions be made by voting,
which may seem to exclude consensus. Nevertheless, a group can attempt to
reach consensus even if ultimately it must decide by vote.

Consensus can be used throughout the time a group is solving a problem,
not just at the end when members select the best alternative. Whenever the
group is about to move to the next step of the problem-solving process, it is ap-
propriate to reach consensus to do so.

You may be reluctant to use consensus because in your experience, groups
are rarely able to reach consensus and you are worried that key decisions will
not get made. Many groups are unable to reach consensus because they do not
use an effective set of ground rules. By using all the other ground rules, the
group increases the likelihood that it can reach consensus.

USING THE GROUND RULES TOGETHER

The ground rules are like dance steps; each one is part of the foundation, but
the power and elegance you see usually results from combining the steps to
create movement with a purpose. I have focused on the ground rules individu-
ally as a way to introduce them and show how to use each one. However, as
you can see from the case examples in this chapter, when I use one ground rule
I am often using several others at the same time. As a group member or a fa-
cilitator, you can practice combining the ground rules to increase your ability to
help the group move forward effectively.

The ground rules are necessary but not sufficient for effective group process.
I think of the ground rules as each being a micro process, in the sense that it cre-
ates effective group behavior in the moment. But a group also needs a macro pro-
cess to impart direction; consider problem-solving models, root cause analysis,
and systems-thinking models for understanding complex systems. In Chapter
Ten, I describe how to integrate the ground rules with this kind of macro process.

LEARNING TO USE THE GROUND RULES

You may feel awkward as you start using the ground rules. You may feel this
doesn’t sound like you; instead, it sounds like you imitating something you read
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in a book (well, actually you have) or heard in a workshop. It is natural to feel
unnatural in beginning to use the ground rules. The unnaturalness comes from
a number of sources, notably trying to translate your left-hand column into sen-
tences that use the grammatical structure of the ground rules, trying to integrate
the ground rules with your own natural speech pattern and word choice, and try-
ing to put it all together so you can talk at the speed of normal conversation.

It takes practice to find your own voice in using the ground rules. With reg-
ular practice, you will probably find that you can use the ground rules in a way
that sounds like you and that doesn’t require you to talk at an unnaturally slow
pace to find the words that you are looking for.

As you practice using the ground rules and understanding their implications,
you may have new or renewed concern about whether it makes sense to use
them. This is also natural. When you start practicing the ground rules, you do
not—and cannot—make a fully informed choice. It is not possible to know in
advance of practicing the ground rules all the risks you will see and concerns
you will have. Exploring these concerns is an important part of the process of
learning the ground rules.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described the set of ground rules at the heart of the
Skilled Facilitator approach. I explained how you can act inconsistently with the
ground rules, use them yourself, and intervene to help others use them. In
showing how to intervene to help others use the rules, I introduced the diag-
nosis-intervention cycle. In the next chapters, we explore in detail how to use
this essential tool.

Note

1. In general, the ground rules are derived from Argyris (1982) and Argyris and Schön
(1974). Ground rule five is from Fisher, Ury, and Patton (1991), which was based on
the work of Mary Parker Follett in the early 1990s (Graham, 1995).
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In this chapter, we consider how to diagnose behavior in groups. I address the
question, How do you watch a group in action and figure out exactly what
members are doing that is reducing or increasing their effectiveness? I begin

by describing the diagnosis-intervention cycle, which structures how you ob-
serve group behavior and draw meaning from it. I show how to use the core
values, ground rules, group effectiveness model, and theory-in-use to diagnose
what is happening in a group. I end the chapter by considering some challenges
in diagnosing behavior.

Before you can intervene to help a group, first you need to determine
whether the group is functioning effectively. Diagnosis is the process by which
you observe a group’s behavior, infer meaning from the behavior, and
causally relate it to your models of effective group behavior.

To diagnose, you need two sets of knowledge and skills. First, you need to
know what type of behavior to look for. When you watch a group in action,
there are many behaviors that you could pay attention to. But you are limited
in the number you can attend to at any time, and some behaviors are more im-
portant than others because they reflect key dynamics that influence the group’s
effectiveness. To be able to quickly understand which types of behaviors are im-
portant to focus on and why, you need to have a model of the effective group
in your head.

The ground rules for effective groups are one set of behaviors to look for. To
the extent that group members are using the ground rules, their process is

CHAPTER SIX
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effective. When we see group members acting inconsistently with the ground
rules, we are identifying ineffective behavior. The group effectiveness model of-
fers another set of behaviors to look for. Each element of the model must be in
place for the group to function most effectively. For example, the group needs
clear goals, clearly defined roles, and a way of managing its boundaries with
the rest of the organization. Consequently, you can observe the group’s behav-
ior for signs of whether these elements are in place.

Second, you need a process for diagnosis—a method for observing and
making sense of behavior, regardless of the specific behaviors involved. Di-
agnosis begins with observing behavior and ends with inferring the cause of be-
havior. When diagnosing causes in group behavior, facilitators often deal with
concepts involving high-level inference (such as control and trust) that cannot
be observed directly but must be inferred. A useful process of diagnosis helps
you move from observation to inference in a way that minimizes distortion and
increases the likelihood that an inference is valid. In this chapter, I present a
diagnosis-intervention cycle that you can use regardless of specific behaviors;
I also discuss problems and pitfalls in diagnosing behavior.

The need for a model of diagnosis to guide your analysis is part of a funda-
mental principle that underlies the Skilled Facilitator approach: the effective
facilitator bases her thinking and action on a model of effective groups and on
models of diagnosis and intervention, all of which are internally consistent.

THE DIAGNOSIS-INTERVENTION CYCLE

The diagnosis-intervention cycle is a structured way to diagnose behavior and
then intervene on it. The cycle (shown in Figure 6.1, with the diagnostic steps in
black) has six steps, three for diagnosis followed by three for intervention. In this
chapter, I briefly describe all six steps and then focus on the first two diagnostic
steps. Chapter Seven explores the third diagnostic step, deciding whether, how,
and why to intervene. In Chapter Eight, we consider the intervention steps in
the cycle.

The diagnostic steps (one through three) are private; they denote your
thoughts (Schein, 1987). The intervention steps (four through six) are public;
they denote what you actually say to the group. The three diagnostic steps
structure how you think. You can picture the diagnostic steps as part of your
left-hand column, which is why they are on the left side of the cycle.

Step One: Observing Behavior
In step one, you directly observe the behavior in the group. Directly observ-
able behavior comprises the verbatim words that people speak and the nonver-
bal actions they make. I think of directly observable behavior as the data my
videotape recorder captures. For example, I might observe this interaction:
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DON: I think we should hold off on the new project until fourth quarter.

SHARON: That’s too late. It has to start no later than second quarter.

DON (IN A LOUDER VOICE): We just don’t have the luxury to wait that long.

SHARON (ROLLING HER EYES): We don’t have the ability to do it sooner.

Step Two: Inferring Meaning
In step two, you infer some meaning from the behavior. An inference is a
conclusion you reach about something unknown, on the basis of some things
that are known to you. In this example, I infer that Sharon and Don are acting
inconsistently with several ground rules. For example, they are stating their po-
sitions (start the project in the fourth quarter, or the second quarter) without
sharing their interests, and they are not explaining the reasoning underlying
their statements. I might also infer from Sharon rolling her eyes that she is
somewhat frustrated with Don’s comment.

Step Three: Deciding Whether, How, and Why to Intervene
In step three, you decide whether, how, and why to intervene in the group.
In this example, I need to decide whether the inferences I have made in step
two, if accurate, warrant my intervening or whether I should remain silent. Is
Sharon and Don’s focus on positions, or their failure to explain their reasoning,
or Sharon’s seeming frustration enough of a problem that I should intervene? If
I decide to do so, I must design my intervention by deciding to whom I will ad-

Figure 6.1. The Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle
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dress my comments, exactly what I will say, and when I will say it. In this ex-
ample, I would probably decide to address their focusing on positions.

Step Four: Describing the Behavior
In step four, you publicly describe the behavior that you observed and that
led you to intervene. Then you ask the group member or members whether
they observed the behavior differently. Here, I might say, “Don, a minute ago
I think you said we should hold off on the new project until fourth quarter.
Do you remember it differently? And Sharon, I think you said that you needed
to start the project in the second quarter. Am I correct?” If they agree with
my descriptions, I have accurately described their behavior; then I move to the
fifth step.

Step Five: Sharing Your Inferences
In step five, you share the inference that you privately made in step two and
test with the group member or members whether they have a different in-
ference. I might say, “Don and Sharon, it seems to me that each of you is stat-
ing a position without explaining the interests that led you to take your position.
Do either of you see it differently?” Or if I choose to refer to the ground rule
without identifying it by name, I might say, “Don and Sharon, it looks like each
of you has said what you want to happen but not what led you to favor that so-
lution. Do either of you see it differently?” In any case, if neither Don nor
Sharon sees it differently, then I move to the sixth step.

Step Six: Helping Group Members Change Their Behavior
In step six, you help group members decide whether and how to change
their behavior to be more effective. Here I might say, “Don and Sharon, would
each of you be willing to say what it is about the solution you are proposing that
meets your interests (or needs)?” Assuming that they agree to do so, the cycle
begins again, and I continue to observe whether their behavior (and that of the
other group members) is contributing to or hindering the group’s effectiveness.

Sharing Your Reasoning and Intent
At steps four, five, and six you may share your reasoning and intent. This helps
the group members better understand why you are intervening at all, especially
why you are asking them to redesign their behavior in a particular way. For ex-
ample, at the beginning of step four you might say, “I want to make some ob-
servations about something that I think is slowing the group down, so I can get
your reactions.” Or at step six you might say, “Would you be willing to share
your interests? The reason I’m asking is because if you can identify each of your
interests, I think you will be better able to find a solution that integrates your
different needs.”
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The diagnosis-intervention cycle is designed to structure how you think so
that your diagnosis is based on directly observable behavior. It is also designed
to intervene so that you share with the group the directly observable data and
test inferences to see if they are valid. In this way, the diagnosis-intervention cy-
cle enables you to create conditions for valid information in the group.

You repeatedly use the six-step cycle throughout facilitation with the group.
In developmental facilitation, over time the group learns to conduct its own di-
agnosis and interventions, becoming less dependent on you. In basic facilita-
tion, the group usually relies on you to diagnose and intervene.

Let us examine the first two diagnostic steps in more detail.

STEP ONE: OBSERVING BEHAVIOR

Diagnosing group behavior begins with direct observation. This seems obvious,
but it has large implications. For group members to understand the reasons for
your diagnosis and intervention, you must base these actions on the raw mate-
rials of group interaction that everyone has access to—the words and actions
of the group.

Remembering Behavior as Behavior
Observing behavior means listening to group members’ words and watch-
ing their actions. Step one requires that you be able to remember the exact
words that group members said and the nonverbal behaviors that accompanied
them. The challenge is to be able to remember the behaviors without changing
them or adding your own meaning.

In this scenario, we have an example of nonverbal behavior in Sharon rolling
her eyes. If, as you read that Sharon rolled her eyes, you describe her behavior to
yourself as frustration or impatience, you have gone beyond describing her di-
rectly observable behavior and instead are inferring meaning. You cannot di-
rectly observe frustration or impatience; you can only infer it. You can, however,
observe people rolling their eyes, crossing their arms, or talking in a louder voice.
Similarly, you do not directly observe people focusing on positions or withhold-
ing relevant information; you infer this from their specific words and actions. Do-
ing step one well means training yourself to distinguish between behaviors and
the inferences you make from them.

In practice, it is almost impossible to observe behavior without making
meaning of it. The reason you notice certain behavior is you believe it is mean-
ingful; that is, it makes a difference in the group’s process. You use—and
should use—the diagnostic frames you have in your head, such as the ground
rules and the group effectiveness model, to pay attention to and identify certain
behaviors.
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Consider Arnie, who responds to a plan developed by his group by com-
menting, “Let’s just say not everyone will be willing to support our plan.” Using
the Skilled Facilitator approach, you find Arnie’s sentence meaningful because it
suggests that he has relevant information to share (about who will not support
the plan and why) that he has not shared with the group. In contrast, in a facili-
tation approach with another set of diagnostic concepts, the facilitator might ini-
tially make some other meaning out of the same sentence—perhaps considering
Arnie to be undermining the solution.

The point is that even though you use your diagnostic frames to look for cer-
tain behaviors, you still need to remember the group behavior in its original
form. For some of us, after we have made meaning of behavior, we have
difficulty remembering the specific behavior that led us to make our interpre-
tation. We may be able to remember that Sharon was frustrated but not recall
the rolling of the eyes that led us to infer it. Our brains are designed to quickly
make meaning out of behavior because it is the meaning of behavior that is
important, not the behavior itself. But as a facilitator it is important that you
remember the behavior because it is the raw data for your inferences, diag-
noses, and interventions. If group members do not agree with the inference
you have made, and if you cannot recall the behavior from which you made the
inference, then you have no way of explaining how you moved from the data to
your inference.

Diagnostic Frames: Behaviors to Look for
What kinds of behaviors are important to attend to in observing a group? There
are a huge number of behaviors you could look for, and it is beyond your (or
any human’s) cognitive capacities to catch every behavior in the group. Even if
you were a human video recorder—capable of remembering every word and
action that every member said—that by itself would not tell you which behav-
iors are important, or how to use them. You need a way to categorize or code
group members’ conversation and actions so you can search for a few, general
types of behavior.

The ground rules for effective groups, the group effectiveness model, and
the unilateral control model and the mutual learning model are diagnostic
frames for identifying behavior that has a significant impact on the group’s
process and overall effectiveness. As Figure 6.2 shows, you use these diag-
nostic frames in step one to attend to certain behaviors, and you use them again
in step two to make particular meaning out of the behavior you have observed.
In this way, steps one and two are inextricably linked.

Using the Ground Rules to Observe Groups. In the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach, the ground rules for effective groups are a central tool for observ-
ing and diagnosing group behavior. I use the ground rules as a template for
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observing behavior. As I watch group members, I mentally compare their con-
versation and actions to the ground rules and notice which behaviors are con-
sistent or inconsistent with each ground rule. In a given comment, a group
member might act consistently with certain ground rules but inconsistently
with others.

Take, for example, a team that has been trying to solve a problem of cus-
tomers waiting too long to receive service. Having agreed on a definition of the
problem and criteria for a solution, the team decides to move to the next step:
brainstorming potential causes. After several members have each identified a
potential cause, this conversation occurs:

AL: One reason may be that we don’t have adequate coverage throughout
the workday. For example, yesterday at 10:00 A.M., using our standard
response time analysis, we calculated an average wait time of twenty
minutes for customers across all areas. I have the individual department
numbers if you want them. That’s fifteen minutes longer than our ac-
ceptable standard for adequate coverage, and we had 10 percent fewer
people covering the phones at that time of day.

TED: I agree that’s the cause. Let’s increase the coverage 10 percent, at least
during the peak periods.

SUE: Yeah, I agree with Ted. That should make a big difference.

SAM: Well, I think our people are just tired of working.

AL: Well, I think we’ve just got some people who are burned out.

PAT: Al and Sue, it sounds like your suggestions to increase coverage are
solutions, but I understood that we were still talking about causes. Do
you see this differently?

AL AND SUE: No, you’re right.

PAT: Are you willing to focus only on potential causes and hold the solu-
tions until we finish identifying causes?

Analyzing the conversation, we see that Al begins by using a specific ex-
ample of inadequate coverage with data and describes what he means by ade-
quate coverage (ground rule three). By doing so, he explains the reasoning
behind his belief that the cause of the problem is inadequate coverage on the
phones (rule four). However, he does not inquire about whether others see any
flaws in his reasoning or have different data (rule six). Next, Ted and Sue, by
discussing solutions, switch the focus of the conversation without checking
with the group (rule seven). Sam returns to the focus of the conversation (rule
seven) by addressing another potential cause, but he makes an untested infer-
ence about people being burned out (rule one), and he does not share any
specific examples (rule three) or the reasoning (rule four) that leads him to his
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conclusion. Like Al, he does not inquire whether others have other information
or see it differently (rule six).

In Pat’s two comments to Al and Sue, Pat gives the specific example of their
suggesting solutions (rule three) as a way of illustrating that they have changed
the focus of the group (rule seven). Notice that, having stated that Al and Sue
seem to be off track, Pat specifically asks them whether they see it differently
(rule six). After they agree with her, Pat asks if they are willing to refocus on
discussing causes of the problem (rule seven) instead of simply telling them
that they are off focus and to refocus.

Pat acts consistently with the ground rules; she is also using the ground rules
to ask Al and Sue to act consistently with a ground rule they have not used. By
intervening with those two, Pat is acting as a facilitative leader. When group
members intervene with each other, it is significant because this indicates that
members are taking responsibility for their own group process.

To the extent that members are acting inconsistently with the ground rules,
I decide in step three whether to intervene. Because the ground rules are prin-
ciples for effective group process, I use them to guide my observation, whether
the group has agreed to practice the ground rules themselves or they have in-
stead chosen not to practice the ground rules but agreed to my using them.

Using the Group Effectiveness Model to Observe Behavior. The group effec-
tiveness model presents another set of behaviors to look for. Each element of
the group effectiveness model needs to be in place for the group to function
well. The group needs clear goals, clearly defined roles, and a way of managing
its boundaries with the rest of the organization. Consequently, we can observe
the group’s behavior for signs of whether these elements are in place.

To take a simple example, consider a conversation about a report (produced
by a group) that has errors:

JIM: The numbers literally did not add up. We had blank cells and columns
without totals. Ken, you were supposed to do the final check on the
copy; what happened?

KEN: I was just handling the text. I got the tables from you; that was
your job.

You might reasonably infer from watching this interaction that Ken and Jim
have not clearly agreed on their roles and responsibilities for this project. In
step three, you may decide to intervene on this issue, depending on its impor-
tance in the overall conversation and on the frequency with which it happens
in the group. Typically, it requires more data than presented in this example be-
fore you can infer that the group has a problem that relates to an element of the
group effectiveness model.
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Employing Theory-in-Use to Observe Behavior. Observing group members’
behaviors to see if they represent a unilateral control or mutual learning theory-
in-use is a central part of developmental facilitation. This goes beyond observ-
ing whether the people are using the ground rules; here, you consider the core
values and assumptions they use to design their behavior.

Consider, for example, a conversation in which members are trying to per-
suade each other to choose a particular solution. If a group member says, “You
just don’t get it. What you’re proposing makes no sense!” we might consider
that the member’s behavior reflects a core assumption that the situation is as
he sees it and that others who see it differently are wrong. Of course, you usu-
ally need more than a single sentence to make this kind of inference. Ultimately,
when identifying part of a member’s theory-in-use, you have to ask him what
he was thinking during the conversation. Still, the process is the same; you use
the concepts that constitute theory-in-use to help look for behaviors that may
illustrate the concepts in action.

Using Other Diagnostic Frames and Processes to Observe Behavior. There
are many other diagnostic frames you can use to guide you in observing group
behavior. For example, groups often use some kind of problem-solving model
that includes steps for agreeing on problem definition; developing criteria for a
solution; identifying causes; and then brainstorming, selecting, and evaluating
a solution. The steps are typically followed in order, and there are certain ac-
tions that a group is expected to take in each step. Given this, you can use a
problem-solving model as a diagnostic frame to watch for group behavior that
indicates whether the group is following the model in sequence, and whether
it is performing each step. In this way, you can use the diagnosis-intervention
cycle with any model of group process (other examples being strategic plan-
ning or process redesign) for which you can identify behavior that indicates
whether the group is acting consistently or inconsistently with the model.
Chapter Ten addresses this issue in detail.

The diagnostic frames I describe are not exhaustive; they are the ones I find
most useful in diagnosing behavior. You may have other diagnostic frames that
you use to make sense out of group behavior. In deciding whether to use other
diagnostic frames, it is important to select one that is consistent with the core
values of the Skilled Facilitator approach. If you select one that is inconsistent
(say, a frame that treats using specific examples as putting people on the spot
rather than sharing valid information), the conflicting frame makes it difficult
for you to diagnose behavior, and group members may then view your inter-
vention as inconsistent as well.

Using Agreement with the Group to Observe Behavior. The agreement I
make with the group about how I will help them also affects what kind of be-
havior I look for. If a group seeks my help because members say they cannot
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resolve conflict without bitter argument, I look for behavior that lets me deter-
mine whether I agree with the group’s diagnosis. If the group seeks my help be-
cause it spends a lot of time discussing plans but never accomplishes them, I
look for behavior related to that diagnosis. However, as I discuss in Chapter
Thirteen, on contracting, although the agreement with the client may specify
particular behaviors that the client wants me to focus on, it does not limit what
I can observe and diagnose. To act consistently with core values, I have to con-
sider all the behavior of the group, so that I can help the group identify what is
reducing its effectiveness, confirm or disconfirm the group’s own diagnosis, and
enable the members to make a free informed choice about whether to change.

STEP TWO: INFERRING MEANING

In step two of the diagnosis-intervention cycle, I use the diagnostic frames to
make meaning out of the behavior observed in step one.

Making Inferences
As I described in Chapter Five, an inference is a conclusion you reach about
something unknown on the basis of some things that are known (Hayakawa,
1972). For example, if in looking out my office window I see smoke billowing
up from the trees in the distance, I may infer there is a fire. Even if I cannot di-
rectly observe the fire, I infer that it is present because I know that smoke is of-
ten accompanied by fire. Similarly, if you observe a group leader tapping a
pencil on the desk and saying “Go on, go on” in response to her subordinate’s
explanation, you may infer that the boss is impatient. You cannot observe im-
patience; you conclude its presence from the meaning you make of the behav-
ior you observe.

Like everyone else, as a facilitator you need to make inferences because they
create the meaning you use to decide how to react. If, in the example of the
boss, you infer that when she taps her pencil and says “Go on, go on” it is meant
to encourage the subordinate to talk, then you may choose not to intervene. If,
however, you infer that the tapping means she is trying to move the conversa-
tion faster than other group members want to go, you may intervene.

Inferences can also save you time by aggregating and abstractly conveying a
large number of behaviors. It can be more efficient to say “She was very angry”
than to describe the manager’s multiple behaviors that led you to infer the anger
(“In a loud voice she screamed, ‘You’ve ruined the project’”; “She threw the re-
port on the floor”; “She left, slamming the door”). Similarly, rather than saying
“It was 10:15 when I saw Frank enter his office and take off his trench coat.
Frank is due at work at eight,” people say, “Frank was late this morning.”
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As a facilitator, you make many kinds of inferences. Here are some of the
key types.

Inferring the Causes of Behavior. We use inferences to identify the causes of
behavior. When an auto mechanic announces that “your car’s timing is off” af-
ter listening to the engine and hearing complaints of engine hesitation, the me-
chanic has inferred the cause of a problem from its symptoms. Similarly, when
you suggest that the group is lacking focus after observing failure to reach a de-
cision within an hour, you are making a causal inference after observing a num-
ber of behaviors. A causal inference is about what has led to something
happening. As a facilitator, you need to make causal inferences because a group
can solve a process problem only after identifying what caused the problem,
and the cause is often not directly observable.

Inferring Emotion. Sometimes we may make inferences about members’ emo-
tions. Someone who has asked a number of questions that the group has not
answered may respond by sitting back in her chair, crossing her arms, tighten-
ing the muscles in her face, and furrowing her eyebrows. I may quickly infer
that the behavior reflects anger, but it may also reflect some other emotion.

By making an inference about (and intervening on) an emotion on the basis
of behavioral cues, you both broaden and deepen how you observe and help
the group. Because we generate our emotions from our experiences, embedded
in group members’ emotions are their stories about experiences in the group
that have led them to feel whatever they feel. When you pay attention to a mem-
bers’ emotions, you are attending to things that they consider important. In do-
ing so, you are also attending to the third criterion of group effectiveness, the
extent to which experiences in the group meet personal needs. By inferring and
intervening on emotion, you can quickly find out about important issues in the
group that have not been addressed, such as an unexpressed interest, an un-
tested assumption someone is making about others, or an undiscussable issue.

Anytime there is a mismatch between the emotions you infer that group
members are feeling and what you would expect, you have an opportunity.
For example, if you infer that a group member is feeling angry and you are sur-
prised, essentially you are thinking to yourself, Given the behavior I’ve seen in
the group, I don’t see how this would lead the member to respond with anger.
You can consider several possibilities. First, you may have missed important be-
havior in the group that, had you observed it, would not leave you surprised to
find that a member is angry. This may prompt you to return to step one of the
cycle to look for this kind of behavior. Second, you may not have missed any
behaviors in the group relevant to the feeling you have inferred, in which case
you might begin to consider whether the feeling inferred results from members
having concerns they have not yet expressed in the group, or from things that
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have happened outside the group meetings. Finally, you may have incorrectly
inferred what the member is feeling.

In developmental facilitation, you can use emotions to help group members
explore their theories-in-use. Embedded in every emotion is a theory-in-use. By
identifying what a member is feeling, you can then help him explore how his
values and assumptions led him to make meaning of the situation and respond
in a way that generated the emotion. You can also help him explore how his
emotions are based on an event that occurred in the group, or on an event un-
related to the group, or on an untested assumption or inference.

Attending to emotion is part of bringing compassion into your work. Emo-
tion is always part of the group conversation, whether or not members are aware
of their emotions or expressing them. By attending to members’ emotions, you
may affirm what they are feeling, help them recognize that their emotions are
natural, and advocate for discussing them as a necessary element of building
effective group relationships.

But you can also go beyond that. You can help them see how their thinking
generates their feelings, how their feelings may be based on an untested infer-
ence or attribution about others, and if so, how by changing their thinking they
have the ability to make new choices about what they are feeling. In short, by
helping group members become more aware of their feelings and the sources,
you strengthen their ability to make choices about their response. We examine
this more in Chapter Twelve.

I offer one caution about believing in the universality of body language as it
relates to inferring emotion. A number of books describe various aspects of
body language—the position of a person’s arms, head, or hands—and describe
what each position means. I hope it is clear that in the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach a given behavior does not necessarily always mean one thing. Across
cultures, the same body language can have many meanings. Even within a cul-
ture, a particular nonverbal behavior can have numerous meanings. If each
time you see me cross my arms in front of my chest you infer that I am feeling
defensive or am closing out your views (as some books suggest), your inference
is often incorrect. Not that I never get defensive, but I also get cold easily and
this frequently leads to my crossing my arms.

Attributing Motives. Sometimes, you make a causal inference about other
people’s motives. Consider a facilitator who is helping an executive team that
is experiencing several conflicts. At one point Hans, the team leader says, “Why
don’t we put this issue aside so we can give it some careful thought.” This leads
the facilitator to think—but not say—Typical Hans. This isn’t about time; he’s
not willing to take on the difficult issues. In thinking this, the facilitator is at-
tributing to Hans the motive of avoiding difficult issues.



Attribution often involves high-level inference. After you have attributed a
motive to a group member, you are likely to begin coding her behavior in a way
that is consistent with the motive you have attributed to her. As with other in-
ferences, it becomes important to test your attribution.

Making a Value Judgment. Many inferences also involve value judgment—
that is, whether you consider the behavior in question to be positive or nega-
tive. If you observe a conversation and think Bob was obnoxious to Joan, you
not only are summarizing a large number of behaviors but likely are also stat-
ing implicit disapproval of Bob’s behavior. In the example of the executive team,
the facilitator’s attribution of the leader’s motivation includes a negative judg-
ment about it; the facilitator does not approve of the leader avoiding a difficult
issue and covering it up with a false explanation.

Making Process and Content Inferences
When you work with a group, you make inferences about both the process and
the content of a conversation.

Making Inferences About Process. Process inferences are about the quality of
conversation and the effectiveness of the group’s process and structure. You
make a process inference when you privately conclude that group members are
acting consistently or inconsistently with a particular ground rule, having dif-
ficulty with an element of the group effectiveness model such as boundary
management, operating out of a unilateral control theory-in-use, not following
some aspect of a problem-solving model, or acting inconsistently with some
other model of effective group process.

In making a process inference, you try not to focus especially on the content
of the conversation. In other words, you are interested in how the group mem-
bers say whatever they say. Whether the group is talking about problems with
losing market share or retaining employees, I can make the same inference that
the members are focusing on positions rather than interests. When you infer
that some aspect of process is hindering the group, you make a decision about
whether to intervene.

Making Inferences About Content. In contrast, as the name states, content in-
ferences are about the substantive meaning of the conversation. For example,
consider an interaction in a meeting about a project deadline:

SHERRY: We really need your projections by 5:00 P.M. Friday if we are going
to get the final report to corporate by next Tuesday. Can you guarantee
that you’ll meet that deadline?

LEWIS: That’s a stretch, but we’ll do the best we can.
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Hearing Lewis’s response, I would infer that he has promised a good effort but
not guaranteed meeting the deadline. Having made this inference, in step three
of the diagnosis-intervention cycle I might decide to intervene to test whether he
is guaranteeing to meet the deadline. By making a content inference and then in-
tervening on that basis, I could help group members clarify their meaning.

There is a link between making content inference and group process. If I de-
cide to intervene on a content inference, it is because I believe that if I do not,
the untested inference may negatively affect the group’s process.

Making Inferences About Others Making Content Inferences. Sometimes, as
you observe a conversation you think that a group member is making an infer-
ence; that is, you are inferring that someone else is making an inference about
the content of the conversation.

Consider this brief interaction in a conversation about job performance:

ALEX: Sandy, I’ve got some concerns about your covering both of your re-
gions. I want to talk about it and see if we can agree on something that
will work.

SANDY: Well, if I can’t handle both regions, I doubt anyone else will be able
to do the job.

Here I would infer that Sandy is inferring that Alex thinks Sandy is not ca-
pable of handling both regions.

When you infer that a group member is making a content inference and not
testing it out, then you may decide to intervene so that the members do not con-
tinue their conversation on the basis of what might be an incorrect inference.
In this kind of situation, you are making both a content inference and a process
inference; you are inferring that a group member might be incorrectly inferring
a particular meaning, and you are also inferring that the group member is do-
ing so without testing the inference, which is inconsistent with the ground rule
to test assumptions and inferences.

Recognizing Our Inferences as Inferences
Everyone makes inferences. Step two of the diagnosis-intervention cycle re-
quires that you recognize the content and process inferences you are mak-
ing as you make them. It is this awareness that enables you to reflect on whether
your inferences have a basis in any data and decide whether you should inter-
vene to test them. Without this awareness, you assume that your inference is ac-
curate and intervene without testing it. You treat your inference as valid data,
and if you are incorrect you could create negative consequences.

For example, consider a facilitator who observes that one man in the group
is responsible for every other comment offered. She infers that he is talking too
much, but she is unaware that this is an inference. She might say, “John, how
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about letting others share their thoughts?” If the facilitator has inferred incor-
rectly, other group members may respond, “No, John’s not talking too much. He
may be talking a lot, but we need to hear his information before we can make
a decision.” Using the Skilled Facilitator approach, the facilitator would recog-
nize that her belief that John is talking too much is a process inference (and a
judgment) that she should check with the other members of the group. She
might say to the group, “I’ve noticed that during the last ten minutes, John has
made every other comment. Has anyone noticed anything different? If not, I’m
wondering whether people feel that his comments are relevant and whether
any of you have been trying unsuccessfully to share your thoughts.”

Moving Back and Forth Between Observations and Inferences
In practice, you do not always simply move from step one to step two to step
three of the diagnosis-intervention cycle. Sometimes you use your diagnostic
frames to observe behavior, make an inference about what the behavior means,
and return to observe more behavior to confirm or disconfirm your working hy-
pothesis, until you decide whether to intervene. For example, I might observe
a group and begin to infer that there is an undiscussable issue in the group. If
I am uncertain, I may continue to observe the group, looking for more data that
either confirm or disconfirm my inference. If I believe I have enough data for
my inference, I may choose to intervene.

Making Low-Level and High-Level Inferences
You can think of the inferences you make as being on a continuum or ladder.
As you move up the rungs of the ladder, you move from lower-level to higher-
level inferences. Low-level inferences require adding only a relatively small
amount of unknown information to observable behavior. As you make higher-
level inferences, you add more conclusions about what members are feeling,
the cause of their behavior, their motives, and your judgment about these
things. Exhibit 6.1 shows three levels of inference for both process and content
and the observable behavior used to generate them. Note that, in the example,
the mid-level and high-level inferences have assumptions embedded in them
that cannot be directly linked to the observable data.

The Skilled Facilitator approach seeks to diagnose behavior by making
inferences at the lowest level possible in order to avoid attributing more
meaning to behavior than is warranted. Unnecessarily high-level inferences
can reduce the effectiveness of your interventions because group members rea-
sonably infer that your inferences are not grounded in the data. To reduce this
problem, most of the ground rules are designed to produce relatively low-level
process inferences.

The Skilled Facilitator approach recognizes that there are times when
you need to make high-level inferences as part of your diagnosis. In
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developmental facilitation, if I infer a group member’s core value or assumption
as part of his or her theory-in-use, I am making a relatively high-level inference.
Suppose I infer from a member’s behavior that he values unilaterally control-
ling the conversation to make sure that solutions other than his own do not get
selected; I am actually making several inferences about the cause of his behav-
ior that involve high-level attribution as to his motive.

Issues of trust, power and control, equity, and defensiveness usually involve
making relatively high-level inferences on the basis of behavior in the group. To
the extent that you think these issues have a significant impact on a group’s ef-
fectiveness and you have an agreement with the group to explore these issues,
you should consider inferences of this kind.

When you make a high-level inference, it needs to be logically connected to
the behavior observed. In high-level inferences, you are actually making a se-
ries of nested inferences, with each at a successively higher level and adding
more meaning, attribution about motive, and judgment to the behavior you ob-

Exhibit 6.1. High-Level and Low-Level Inferences

High-level inference (content) Leslie doesn’t want Jack’s project to succeed.
(process) Leslie is trying to manipulate Jack.

Mid-level inference (content) Leslie won’t give Jack any of her people because
she believes Jack’s people can do the project themselves.
(process) Leslie is unwilling to tell Jack her concerns.

Low-level inference (content) Leslie wants to delay giving Jack a full-time
person.
(process) Leslie is asking questions but not explaining
the reasoning for her questions. She is not sharing her
own interests.

Observable behavior JACK: I really need a full-time person dedicated to this
project.
LESLIE: How soon will it start? Can it wait two months
until next quarter?
JACK: The project’s got to be worked on right away. I can’t
wait any longer than I already have.
LESLIE: Well, I know one of your people has the experi-
ence for this; how about if Jill works on it part-time until
next quarter?
JACK: I don’t think she wants to do that.
LESLIE: Couldn’t we have more people work on
smaller pieces of the project instead of just one
person?
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served. For group members to understand how you arrived at your high-level
inference, you have to be able to fully explain your reasoning. This means that
you can describe each step of your inferential process—beginning with the
level closest to the observable behavior—and that you do not make any infer-
ential leaps to reach your conclusion. If you are unable to do this privately in
step two of the diagnosis-intervention cycle, you will not be able to explain your
reasoning when you intervene.

Seeing at Different Levels
As you watch a group and try to understand what is happening, you see a num-
ber of things depending on what you focus on. We can look at things at three
levels: behavior and interaction, a pattern of behavior, and structure (Hirokawa,
1988; Senge, 1990; Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson, 1967). Regardless of the
level you focus on, you are still starting with the same directly observable be-
havior as your data. So when you look at these three levels you are not seeing
different things; you are seeing the same thing in different ways. Yet what level
you pay attention to affects how you intervene in the group. As you move from
seeing only behaviors or interactions to seeing structure, your ability to make
high-leverage diagnoses and interventions increases.

Behavior and Interaction. At the first level, you focus on behavior and inter-
action. Focusing on this level, you are attending to who is saying what to
whom, how others respond, and with which ground rules members act consis-
tently or inconsistently.

Consider a team conversation in which the leader begins the meeting by iden-
tifying a problem communicating with field staff: “The way to solve this prob-
lem is by giving all of our people online computers on board their vehicles.” The
finance and budget director responds, “That’s not necessary. People don’t need
computers. Cell phones will work just as well.” You notice other team members
are rolling their eyes after the leader speaks, but you say nothing. Looking at the
behaviors and interactions, you infer that both the leader and the finance direc-
tor are focusing on positions and that other members are withholding some rel-
evant information.

This might lead you to intervene, by asking them to focus on their interests
and share all relevant information.

Patterns of Behavior. At the second level, you focus on patterns of behavior.
You take the behavior you noticed at the first level and note how it recurs over
time. In addition, you pay attention to other behaviors and interactions and
note how they recur over time. You also pay attention to the correlation among
these behaviors.

Continuing with the example, you would begin to note the frequency with
which this type of interaction occurs and the other conditions present around
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the time of the interaction. You might, for instance, note that the leader and
finance person focus on positions after the finance person shares information
that the team is over budget. You might also note that members are silent when-
ever the team leader initiates a new conversation, but they speak up when the
finance director initiates the conversation.

This could lead you to intervene by pointing out the recurring behaviors,
which is a more powerful intervention than simply identifying a single occur-
rence of an ineffective behavior.

Structure. At the third and deepest level, you notice the underlying structure.
Unlike focusing on behavior and interaction or on pattern, noticing structure
means proposing a causal explanation for part of how the group is operating.
The causal map includes how members are thinking (their left-hand column, in-
cluding their values and assumptions), how their thinking leads to them to act
or react, how these actions and reactions generate consequences for the group,
and how these consequences feed back to people’s thinking to maintain the
structure. In many ways, seeing structure is like seeing part of a group’s theory-
in-use. By describing this causal map to the group, you can test it, and the group
can make a choice about changes to reduce the negative consequences.

At this level, you begin to make inferences about what group members are
thinking and how this leads them to create the patterns you have seen. For ex-
ample, you might infer that members assume their budget director is not likely
to approve their budget if they disagree with him. This leaves members reluc-
tant to state views differing from the budget director’s if their own budget is on
the line. So they respond through nonverbal behavior. You might also note that
as a result of not raising their concerns with the director, they create a cycle in
which the director makes decisions without the full input of the other members,
which then lead the members to continue to be frustrated with the director. The
director may contribute to this by recognizing the members’ discontent but not
raising it for fear of precipitating expression of negative feelings.

By intervening on structure, you can help the group members explore how
their thinking leads to action that creates unintended consequences, by con-
tributing to maintaining the system that each is dissatisfied with. In this way,
you help the group explore the underlying dynamics that keep their more su-
perficial but ineffective behavior and pattern in place. This means engaging in
developmental facilitation and intervening in theory-in-use.

CHALLENGES IN DIAGNOSING BEHAVIOR

In becoming skilled at diagnosing behavior, you face several challenges. Some
are inherent in the nature of facilitation; others have to do with learning the
Skilled Facilitator approach.
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Diagnosing at the Speed of Conversation
When I teach people the diagnosis steps of the diagnosis-intervention cycle, I
show them a videotape of a group in action; I ask them to observe the group be-
havior and infer which comments are consistent or inconsistent with which
ground rules. Being able to do this at the speed of conversation is essen-
tial. When participants first try this, they sometimes feel overwhelmed. The
conversation seems to move so quickly that, by the time they have figured
out which ground rule is reflected in a particular comment, they have missed
several comments that followed it. People often report getting better at this af-
ter just their second try, though. Still, the challenge of inferring the ground rules
in real time exists.

This concern recedes with practice. After learning the ground rules, people
can quickly access them. As people continue practicing steps one and two of
the diagnosis-intervention cycle, the ground rules become a template through
which they naturally hear and see the group, and this enables them to quickly
match behavior with ground rules.

The Need to Attend Constantly to the Group
One reason facilitation is such mentally demanding work is that you need to at-
tend unceasingly to the group during the entire time you are working with it.
Consequently, you have to learn to diagnose behavior while simultaneously con-
tinuing to observe the group (Schön, 1983). Unless you are cofacilitating a group,
it is difficult to mentally take time out from the group to diagnose behavior.

One way to increase this ability is to reduce the distractions that fill up your
left-hand column and that keep you from being able to fully attend to the group.
This may mean resolving issues unrelated to the facilitation before it begins, or
resolving to put the issues out of your mind until you are no longer facilitating.
If possible, not having to respond to voice mail, e-mail, and cell phone calls dur-
ing the facilitation is a major way to reduce distraction. A second method is to
increase your ability to focus for a long period of time by practicing your diag-
nostic skills. As your ability to diagnose behavior increases, you can do it with
less effort and therefore attend to the group longer before tiring. Of course, you
can explain to group members that you have temporarily lost focus and ask
them to repeat what they have said.

The Principle of Repeating Opportunities
To diagnose accurately, you need to observe multiple behaviors simultane-
ously—a formidable task. Because it is not possible to observe everything
simultaneously, you are likely to miss some important behaviors or patterns
that occur during a particular time period. Fortunately, group behavior is of-
ten repetitive. If a member or the group as a whole has a particular issue, it
will show up more than once. Consequently, you do not need to worry about
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missing a single critical behavior. If the behavior is genuinely part of the
group’s process, you will have more than one opportunity to observe it.

Being Comfortable with Ambiguity
At times, you may be unable to make sense out of what you are observing in
the group. You may feel uncertain, confused, or overwhelmed, and even won-
der how you can help the group. This is a natural feeling for even an experi-
enced facilitator, especially when just beginning to work with a group. A
natural response to confusion is to try to impose some order. The challenge is
to become comfortable with ambiguity and not impose order prematurely by
rushing to inference and diagnosis. Diagnosing behavior prematurely increases
the probability of missing important aspects of the group’s behavior.

One reason group behavior seems ambiguous at times is that you are ob-
serving a complex pattern, but the group has displayed only part of it. Like a
mystery that seems impossible to solve until the last page of the book, the en-
tire pattern may need to appear before you can interpret it. Sometimes, you may
feel confused because you have missed the beginning of the pattern, much like
walking into a movie theater after a film has begun; a conflict between mem-
bers just before the meeting begins might be played out during the meeting.

Apart from accepting that ambiguity and confusion are inevitable, you can
try to make sense of the situation without imposing order prematurely. By gen-
erating alternative hypotheses about what is happening, you can observe be-
havior that either confirms or disconfirms the hypotheses. Of course, you can
also share your ambiguity and confusion with group members and ask them to
help diagnose the situation.

Reducing Distortion
To be a skilled facilitator, you need to accurately diagnose behavior. However,
your own personal issues and biases lead you to see groups through a distorted
lens. As a result, you may systematically attend to certain behaviors and not see
others, make inaccurate high-level inferences and attributions about group mem-
bers’ behavior, and respond to the group with emotions that have no basis in the
group’s experience. For example, a facilitator who has a strong desire to control
the situation may tend to interpret client disagreement with him as resistance and
respond with frustration or anger, rather than considering the possibility that the
client has become independent enough to challenge the facilitator.

Becoming aware of your theory-in-use helps you understand how your core
values and beliefs lead you to distort your diagnosis. By identifying your sys-
tematic biases and personal issues (need for control or approval; fear of being
wrong; and so on), you can begin to monitor your behavior. Also, by working
with a cofacilitator with whom you have shared these issues, you can get feed-
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back from the cofacilitator and also reduce the chance of your issues affecting
the group.

Being Drawn in by the Content
As a facilitator, you have to pay attention to the content of the conversation to
help group members explain their views and test their assumptions and infer-
ences about an issue. The challenge is to pay attention to the content without
being drawn into it and losing your ability to help the group.

When you are drawn in by the content, you stop attending to the group’s
process; you might even find yourself participating in the content of a conver-
sation. You can get drawn in if you are interested in the content, if you are com-
pletely unfamiliar with the content, or if you feel overwhelmed by the group’s
process. For obvious reasons, if you have a special interest in the content you
may be particularly susceptible to being drawn in by it. If you are completely
unfamiliar with the content, you can still be drawn into it by trying to under-
stand what group members’ comments mean. Finally, you might seek refuge in
the group’s substantive discussion if you feel overwhelmed by the group pro-
cess, especially if the content is familiar to you.

One way to avoid being drawn into content is to attend to it for the purpose
of examining the process. When I attend to the group, I am looking for whether
group members are using the ground rules. If I infer they are not, I then attend
more closely to the content of the conversation to see specifically how the po-
tential process problem is affecting the content. It is as if the group conversa-
tion is a piece of music. The group process is the melody, and the content the
specific notes. I pay attention to the melody until some part of it sounds off key,
at which point I listen to the specific notes.

Expanding Your Diagnostic Frames
Your effectiveness is determined partly by the range of your diagnostic frames.
The law of the instrument (Kaplan, 1964) essentially states that if the only tool
you have is a hammer, everything will look like a nail to you. Applying this to
diagnosis, you naturally construe the behavior you observe to fit the diagnostic
frames you have. If, for example, you are able to diagnose when group mem-
bers are acting inconsistently with the ground rules, but you are less able to use
the group effectiveness model to diagnose the group’s problems, or to diagnose
problems that stem from members’ theories-in-use, then you may continue to
make interventions that address only part of the cause of the behavior and that
miss the root cause.

To make the situation more difficult, you have your favorite diagnostic
frames and look for opportunities to use them, even when another frame may
be more appropriate. All of this, of course, reduces your ability to help a group.



The challenge is to develop the ability to diagnose the comprehensive set of be-
haviors related to group effectiveness and to learn to use an equally compre-
hensive set of interventions related to these behaviors.

SUMMARY

This chapter has introduced the six-step diagnosis-intervention cycle and ex-
plored its first two steps: observing behavior and inferring meaning. I have de-
scribed various diagnostic frames that you can use to observe behavior and
infer meaning. The chapter concludes with consideration of some challenges
we face in observing and inferring meaning.

In the next chapter, we consider the last diagnostic step of the diagnosis-
intervention cycle: deciding whether, how, and why to intervene.
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In this chapter we consider whether, how, and why to intervene. First, I de-
scribe types of interventions you can make with a group. Next, I propose a 
set of questions you can ask yourself to decide whether, how, and why to

intervene. I end the chapter by discussing issues to consider in deciding how to
intervene.

In step three of the diagnosis-intervention cycle, you decide whether,
how, and why to intervene. In practice, intervening means entering the group’s
conversation to help it become more effective. An intervention is any statement,
question, or nonverbal behavior of yours designed to help the group.

Step three is the last diagnostic step in the diagnosis-intervention cycle (see
Figure 7.1); it represents a transition between the diagnosis and intervention
parts of the cycle. In this step, if you decide to intervene, you also decide whom
to intervene with, on what issue, and how you will craft your opening lines.

TYPES OF INTERVENTIONS

To decide whether and why to intervene, you must know your intervention op-
tions. There are a number of types that you can carry out in a group (see Ex-
hibit 7.1). I have already discussed the group effectiveness model, the ground
rules for effective groups, and theory-in-use as diagnostic frames. They are also
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the basis for differentiating the type of intervention. In this section, I describe
general types from which you can choose.

Ground Rules
You intervene on the ground rules when you see some behavior in the group
that is inconsistent with the ground rules and that you believe reduces group
effectiveness. The purpose of intervening on the ground rules is to improve
group process by identifying members’ behaviors and inviting them to change
their behavior to be consistent with the ground rules. You make a ground rule
intervention when you ask a member to explain his reasoning, test his infer-
ence, or give a specific example. You may also intervene to identify when a
member is using the ground rules effectively.

Compared with other types of intervention, when you intervene solely on the
ground rules your focus may be relatively narrow. That is, you are often focus-
ing on a single behavior of one or two group members.

Group Effectiveness Model
You intervene using the group effectiveness model when you believe there is
some larger process, structural, or contextual issue reducing effectiveness. For
example, you may infer that the group is unclear about its goals or roles, or that
it may not have sufficient support from the larger organization. This interven-
tion is broad in scope in that the issues often involve the group has a whole.

Theory-in-Use
You intervene on theory-in-use when you want to help members explore their
core values and assumptions, or explore how the core values and assumptions
lead them to design a strategy that creates unintended consequences. Theory-
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Exhibit 7.1. Types of Interventions

• Ground rules

• Group effectiveness model

• Theory-in-use

• Other diagnostic frames

• Managing group process and structure

• The facilitator’s role and performance

• Teaching concepts and techniques for improving group process

• Making content suggestions

• Reframing



in-use intervention is the deepest type in that it may lead members to reveal
privately held values and beliefs. Theory-in-use interventions can also be the
most powerful, because members’ theories-in-use are often a significant source
of group process problems.

Other Diagnostic Frames
You may use any diagnostic frame as the basis for your intervention. Some fa-
cilitators use individual difference models, such as Myers-Briggs or a model of
conflict, to make sense of group process. Some diagnostic frames (say, a model
of group problem solving or decision making) fit well with specific elements of
the group effectiveness model. Other diagnostic frames can be used well with
the Skilled Facilitator approach if they are based on core values that are con-
gruent with the approach and have a foundation in directly observable data.
Chapter Ten describes how to diagnose and intervene with other diagnostic
frames.

Managing Group Process and Structure
In a group process or structure intervention, you decide with the group what
process and structures to use during the facilitation. Because this is your area
of expertise as facilitator, you make the decision jointly with the group. This en-
tails advocating for a process that fits the group’s needs, whether it is a par-
ticular problem-solving process, a strategic planning process, or some other. In
a large group, managing process may also involve recognizing people to speak
and monitoring the time. Advocating structure includes helping the group clar-
ify its meeting objectives and agenda, suggesting what kind of people may need
to participate to generate valid information, and estimating how much time
may be needed for various discussions. In developmental facilitation, you and
the group jointly manage the process. In basic facilitation, you manage much
of the process for the group, although ultimately the group and you jointly con-
trol the process.

The Facilitator’s Role and Performance
In an intervention oriented toward the facilitator, your role or performance is
the subject of discussion. For example, a group member may express concern
that you are acting inconsistently with the facilitator role, say by taking sides in
the substance of a discussion. Or a member may see that you are acting incon-
sistently with the core values and ground rules. In some cases, you may infer
that members are concerned about how you are fulfilling your role.

The purpose of this type of intervention is to identify whether and how you
have acted ineffectively, and if so, to identify what if anything needs to happen
for you and the group to continue to work effectively.
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Teaching Concepts and Techniques
for Improving Group Process

At times, you may need to teach the group about a particular method or tech-
nique for improving process, so that it can decide whether to use the method.
You do this when you explain the core values and ground rules and ask the
members whether they want to adopt them as their own. Other examples in-
clude teaching a group to use the effectiveness model or a general problem-
solving model, or how to identify system dynamics. Technically, when you
make this intervention you are serving as a facilitative trainer. Still, this inter-
vention is consistent with the facilitator’s role if it focuses on improving group
process. However, if you teach concepts related to the substance of the group’s
issues (such as marketing methods or product development), you are moving
outside the role of facilitator and into the role of facilitative consultant.

Making Content Suggestions
In the content type of intervention, you share some information or suggest how
the group can address some substantive aspect of the issue. As you saw in
Chapter Three, this type of intervention is generally inconsistent with the facil-
itator’s role. One exception may be when the group has tried unsuccessfully to
identify a solution that meets all the members’ interests. Here you may suggest
a solution if you first receive the group’s permission and afterward ask whether
the suggested solution meets all the members’ interests.

Let’s look at an example: “Tawana, you said your interest behind sending a
memo now was to let the department know what progress the group has made,
correct? [Continuing, assuming Tawana agrees] Ted, you said your interest be-
hind not sending a memo now was to avoid having people falsely conclude that
the group has made a decision, correct? [Continuing, assuming Ted agrees] If
the group sends out a memo stating very clearly that the memo reflects the
group’s current thinking, but that the group has not made any decision, would
this meet everyone’s interests?”

Technically, all content suggestions are inconsistent with the facilitator’s
role. However, as I discussed in Chapter Three, when the content of a group’s
discussion involves how to manage process effectively, you are nonneutral
about the content because you are a process expert. Consequently, a content
suggestion closely related to group or organizational process and therefore
closely related to the group’s ground rules is less inconsistent with your role.
The intervention about sending a memo is an example of this situation. How-
ever, content suggestions that have no relation to group or organizational pro-
cess are more inconsistent with the facilitator’s role, as with suggesting that a
department buy rather than lease equipment.
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Reframing
A reframing intervention helps members change the meaning they ascribe to an
event. As the meaning of the event changes, people’s response and behavior
also change (Bandler and Grinder, 1982; Bateson, 1972). For example, group
members are often reluctant to give each other negative feedback, because they
say they care about members and do not want to hurt them. I often help mem-
bers address their reluctance by helping them reframe what it means “to care.”
I suggest that genuinely caring about members means giving others feedback
about their behavior such that the data can be validated and the person receiv-
ing the feedback can make an informed free choice about whether she wants to
change her behavior. Further, I suggest that by withholding information, mem-
bers hurt each other by precluding each other from making an informed choice
about whether to change ineffective behavior.

When you help members reframe something, you are also helping them
change their values or beliefs. Consequently, a reframing intervention is useful
in conjunction with intervention on the core values and ground rules as well as
theory-in-use.

CONSIDERING WHETHER TO INTERVENE

You consider whether to intervene once you have inferred in step two that the
group can improve its effectiveness, on the basis of one or more of your diag-
nostic frames. Members may be acting inconsistently with ground rules, or act-
ing in a way that suggests a problem with an element of the group effectiveness
model, or employing a unilateral control theory-in-use, or having difficulty us-
ing some other process model.

It is not feasible or even desirable to intervene every time a group mem-
ber acts ineffectively or each time you identify some element of the group’s
process, structure, or organizational context that hinders its effectiveness.
If you did, in some groups you would be intervening after each person’s com-
ment! This would prevent the group from ever accomplishing its real tasks. An
overall consideration in deciding whether to intervene is determining how
much time to take temporarily from the group’s focus on its task so as to focus
on improving group process, in order to ultimately improve overall effective-
ness. This is an issue that you can decide jointly with the group.

There are a number of questions you can ask yourself to decide whether to
intervene (see Exhibit 7.2).

Observation and Diagnosis
“Have I observed the behavior enough to make a reliable diagnosis?”

Sometimes you need to repeat steps one and two of the diagnosis-interven-
tion cycle before you are relatively sure that your inference is sound. If you
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think that group members are focusing on interests rather than positions but
are not quite sure, then you may decide to observe the group a little more to ei-
ther confirm or disconfirm your hypothesis.

However, waiting to intervene also has potential disadvantages. If you wait
until you are quite confident about what you have observed, group members
may infer that you are not performing with vigilance. In addition, early inter-
vention shows the group what it can expect from you and can help members
become quickly aware of behavior. You can reduce this potential problem if you
state early in the facilitation why you may not intervene at times when others
believe it would be appropriate. You can also invite the group members to
intervene.

Behavior Hindering Effectiveness
“To what extent is the behavior hindering the group’s effectiveness?”

Not all ineffective behavior has the same impact on a group’s effectiveness.
For example, consider a group in which Tom is not fully explaining the reason-
ing and intent behind his statements, questions, and actions. Even if he is act-
ing inconsistently with the ground rule, I might choose not to intervene unless
I observe some other behavior in the group that leads me to infer that not shar-
ing his reasoning is contributing to a problem. I might notice that in response
other group members are making negative inferences about Tom’s motives.

Sometimes I decide to intervene because I anticipate that the behavior will
have a negative impact on the group in the future. Suppose I infer that group
members are making plans on the basis of some significant untested inferences;
I will decide to intervene. Making this kind of judgment requires understand-
ing how ineffective group process is causally connected to various negative
group outcomes. Essentially I am saying, “When I see this kind of behavior un-
der these conditions, I can predict that it will have a negative impact on the
group.”

Behavior that hinders the group keeps it from achieving any of the three
group effectiveness criteria: producing services and products that meet or ex-
ceed the standards of those who receive, use, and review them; working to-
gether so as to enhance members’ ability to do so in the future; and satisfying
the growth-and-development needs of the members. Keeping in mind all three
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Exhibit 7.2. Questions for Deciding Whether to Intervene

• Have I observed the behavior enough to make a reliable diagnosis?

• To what extent is the behavior hindering the group’s effectiveness?

• What are the consequences if I do not intervene?

• Have I contracted with the group to make this type of intervention?

• Do I have the skills to intervene?



effectiveness criteria is important when deciding whether an issue is critical
enough to warrant intervention.

Consequences of Not Intervening
“What are the consequences if I do not intervene?”

There may be positive and negative consequences if you do not intervene.
Here are two general issues to consider. First, if I do not intervene, will a
group member do so? One principle of the Skilled Facilitator approach is to re-
duce unnecessary dependence on you as the facilitator. In other words, don’t do
for the group what the group can do for itself. This principle leads you not to
intervene if group members can intervene themselves. Determining what the
group can and cannot do at any point requires continual testing. It is reason-
able to assume that the group is unable to intervene in difficult issues until it
has intervened in simple ones.

Not intervening can be a strategy for further diagnosis and group develop-
ment. If you believe that members have the skills to recognize and intervene on
their own behavior, you can give them time to intervene first. Especially in de-
velopmental facilitation, you may decide not to intervene immediately so as to
determine whether members will intervene on their own. If a member does in-
tervene effectively, you learn that the group has developed the ability to diag-
nose and intervene on that type of behavior or issue.

The second issue is this: if I do not intervene now, what is the probability
that I can intervene later and still help the group avoid any negative conse-
quences of its ineffective behavior? Ineffective group behavior reduces a
group’s effectiveness. But in some situations, if you do not intervene there are
great negative consequences for the group, and they occur quickly; for ex-
ample, the group’s process may be growing increasingly more ineffective, the
quality of the group’s decisions is suffering, or there is insufficient commitment
to implement a decision.

Consider, for example, a group that has made a decision without realizing it
has not reached consensus and is about to move on to the next agenda item. If I
do not intervene immediately, the group is likely to realize they have not reached
consensus only after they begin to commit resources and implement the decision.

In contrast, if members are discussing a problem and are not giving specific ex-
amples to illustrate their points, the consequences for the group are likely to be
less severe if I do not intervene immediately. Group members will probably have
a more difficult time understanding what exactly each member means, and as a
result the conversation may take time. I will surely have other chances to inter-
vene before the results of not sharing specific examples become severe. If, how-
ever, by not giving specific examples members begin to dig into their positions
and make negative attributions about others, the consequences become greater.
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Because group process repeats itself, like the horses on a merry-go-round,
you have repeating opportunities to intervene on the same ineffective behaviors
or patterns. If members do not test inferences on one issue, they are likely not
to test those inferences throughout their discussion of the issue at hand, as well
as other issues. However, once a group makes a decision on the basis of inef-
fective process (such as an untested inference), you may not have another op-
portunity to help the members deal with the content of their decision if you do
not intervene at that time.

The Contract with the Group
“Have I contracted with the group to make this type of intervention?”

Part of your agreement with a group is to delineate the kinds of interventions
you will make with them. In basic facilitation, your agreement with a group may
not include making an intervention about fundamental group dynamics or
theory-in-use. Although you may see process issues arise in the group, it may not
be necessary to address them for the group to accomplish its stated objectives.

However, if you need to make a type of intervention that you have not con-
tracted for in order for the group to accomplish its stated objectives, you have
a dilemma. If you simply intervene, you act inconsistently with the agreement.
If you do not intervene, the group may be unable to meet its objectives. One
way to try to resolve the dilemma is to recontract with the group—in the mo-
ment. You can state the dilemma to the group and ask to make whatever inter-
vention is necessary.

Requisite Skills
“Do I have the skills to intervene?”

Some interventions, such as those dealing with defensive behavior, require
significant skill. To be helpful, you need to intervene within the limits of your
skills. This does not mean that you should totally avoid intervening if you are
not completely proficient; that would prevent you from taking a reasonable risk
in order to become more effective—a behavior worth modeling for the group.
However, you need to limit the risk by choosing interventions that are within
the range of your current level of skills. If you decide to pursue an intervention
that is new and challenging for you, you might begin by saying, “I’m going to
take a risk here and do something I haven’t tried before. . . .”

CONSIDERATIONS FOR INTERVENING

At any time, you may have the opportunity to make various interventions. How
do you decide? When choosing how to intervene, as with many choices in fa-
cilitation, there is no one correct answer. Faced with the same situation, two
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facilitators may make different interventions. In addition, making one interven-
tion does not preclude making another. In fact, the various types of interven-
tions are often linked or nested within one another. For example, I may begin
by intervening on several ground rules, which then leads to teaching a concept
on the ground rule, which then leads me to make a theory-in-use intervention.
I know of no simple rule for mechanically deciding which interventions to
make. Still, there are a few principles you can use to help you decide how to
intervene.

You Get More Than One Chance
Interventions are not one-step solutions. It is rare that you can make a single
intervention that goes directly to the cause of a problem and helps the group
improve process. Do not misunderstand me; I love a well-crafted intervention,
one that addresses the group’s issues succinctly, powerfully, and compassion-
ately. But if you think of crafting only the ideal intervention, you place unrea-
sonable pressure on yourself to get everything right the first time you open your
mouth. Ironically, focusing on getting it completely right distracts you from do-
ing the good work you are capable of.

Instead, I find it helps to think of interventions as a series of unfolding steps.
I start with one, and then depending on the members’ responses I move to other
related interventions. Each time I intervene, I learn more about how the mem-
bers are thinking and feeling and about how my interventions work, all of
which enables me to better craft my next intervention. In shifting my thinking
this way, I also show compassion for myself.

Address Concerns About the Facilitator’s Role First
Sometimes the group has concerns about your role or performance as facilita-
tor. People may be concerned that you are paying attention to some members
more than others, that you are becoming involved in the content of the conver-
sation, or that you are colluding with certain members. Or the group may be
concerned that the process is not helping them achieve their objectives. If mem-
bers do have concerns about you, it is important to address them as soon as
possible, because your ability to facilitate credibly may be reduced until you
satisfactorily address the concerns. It can feel threatening to have group
members question your facilitation, but only by encouraging them to de-
scribe their specific concerns can you address them. Chapter Thirteen deals
with the issue of handling your emotions as well as those of group members.

Consider the Basic-to-Developmental Facilitation Continuum
One factor that influences your choice of interventions is the extent to which
the facilitation is basic or developmental. In the former case, you help the group
temporarily improve its process so as to accomplish some significant task. In
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the latter case, you also help the members accomplish a task, but in addition
you help them learn how to reflect on and improve process.

Basic Facilitation. In basic facilitation, you choose interventions that are nar-
rowly designed to help the group directly address the task at hand. This in-
cludes managing group process and structure, intervening on the ground rules,
and focusing on elements of the group effectiveness model that are essential for
the group to accomplish its task, such as clear goals and appropriate member-
ship. While you help group members articulate their core values and assump-
tions about the task they are working on, you are less likely to inter-
vene on their theory-in-use. Nor are you likely to intervene on the more fun-
damental elements of the group effectiveness model such as group culture,
in part because you may not have contracted to make these interventions, but
also because they are typically not required in helping the group accomplish
its task.

Developmental Facilitation. As facilitation becomes more developmental, you
draw on the full range of interventions. You teach the group concepts and tech-
niques for improving process, including helping them become proficient in us-
ing the ground rules. If, for example, you find yourself intervening on the same
ground rules, this might lead you to begin to intervene on theory-in-use as a
way to understand what people are thinking that leads them to continue acting
inconsistently with the ground rules.

In basic facilitation, when a conflict arises in the group, you may choose to
intervene by asking members to focus on their interests, test their assumptions,
and share their reasoning. In developmental facilitation, you are likely to go be-
yond such intervention on action and interaction, instead examining the pat-
tern of group conflict and how members contribute to creating the structure of
the conflict. In doing so, you help group members learn how they create un-
productive conflict in general and how they can change it.

Intervene with People Who Have the Data
Part of deciding how to intervene is deciding to whom you should address your
interventions. The basic principle is to intervene with the person or people
who have the data to respond to the intervention. For interventions on the
ground rules, this usually means intervening with the person or people whose
behavior is inconsistent with the ground rules. If I infer that someone has not
shared her reasoning with the group, I would address my intervention to her,
because she is the person who can best explain her reasoning. If several mem-
bers are focusing on positions rather than interests, I would intervene with each
of them, addressing each by name.
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When intervening on a pattern of behavior, I would address all members
who contribute to the pattern. First, I identify the full pattern so group mem-
bers understand the point of the intervention. Then, in the order in which they
have entered the pattern, I address each member’s contribution. This allows the
group to see how the pattern develops.

Identify People by Name. It may seem like an obvious point, but when mak-
ing these interventions it is essential to identify the members by name. Some
facilitators address the group in general terms when they observe certain mem-
bers acting in a way they consider ineffective: “I notice some members focus-
ing on positions rather than interests. I think it would be helpful if you would
focus on your interests.” The facilitators reason that by not addressing mem-
bers specifically, they avoid embarrassing people or putting them on the spot.
However, because they have not been addressed directly, the members con-
cerned may not know that the facilitator is addressing them, and it prevents the
facilitator from finding out whether the group members agree with the facilita-
tor’s inference. As a result, members may not respond to the facilitator’s inter-
vention, either because they do not understand it is meant for them or because
they disagree with the facilitator’s inference about their behavior.

There are times when it is not necessary to address specific group members,
as when you are helping to manage group process and structure. You might say,
“What are some ways to solve this problem?”

Intervening on Current and Past Events. In this section, I have been describ-
ing interventions on events that take place in the meeting you are currently fa-
cilitating. But you can also focus your interventions on events that occurred in
a previous meeting or outside the current session. Perhaps group members are
describing a difficult conversation they had outside the facilitated meeting; I
would ask them to repeat the part of the conversation that made it difficult. Then
I might intervene further, for example by asking members what it was about the
conversation that was difficult or by identifying how I think each member con-
tributed to making the conversation less productive than it could have been.
Through this type of intervention, the group and I are able to reflect on experi-
ences that occur outside the facilitated meeting. Obviously, intervening on past
data is useful if members want to discuss issues that have come up outside the
facilitated meeting. It is also useful when looking for data that may confirm or
disconfirm patterns that members exhibit within the meeting.

Consider Macro Interventions Before Micro Interventions
Most interventions are designed to structure members’ behavior to some de-
gree. When I ask a group member, “Do you see it differently?” I am intending
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to structure the group member’s answer to respond to my question. When I
suggest that the group develop a meeting agenda, however, I am intending to
broadly structure the group’s discussion for that entire meeting.

Macro Interventions. An intervention that tends toward the macro (such as
developing an agenda) addresses structure; an intervention that is micro (such
as asking one member a question) involves less structure. Although macro and
micro represent two ends of a continuum measuring structure, I sometimes
refer to them as discrete choices for the sake of simplicity. For example, you
make a “relatively macro” intervention when you suggest that the group use a
problem-solving model to discuss its problem. Other relatively macro interven-
tions are establishing roles, ground rules, and expectations for a meeting, or set-
ting an agenda. Macro interventions entail greater structure by limiting the
range of appropriate actions that members may take while the macro interven-
tion is in effect. For example, by agreeing to use a set of ground rules during a
meeting, members limit themselves to certain behaviors throughout the meet-
ing. In other words, a macro intervention creates structure that affects member
behavior after the facilitator’s intervention is over. Macro interventions also
tend to create structure for the entire group. Establishing ground rules and de-
veloping an agenda, for example, apply to all group members.

Micro Interventions. In contrast to macro interventions, micro interventions
incorporate relatively little structure. When you point out similarities among
members’ comments or ask members to define important words, the interven-
tion limits the range of behavior only in immediate response to the facilitator’s
intervention. Whereas a macro intervention tends to structure all members’ be-
havior, a micro intervention tends to structure individual behavior (or that of a
subgroup). When a micro intervention does structure all group members’ be-
havior, it does so for a relatively short time.

When choosing between macro and micro interventions, it helps to make
the macro intervention first. This approach sometimes makes micro inter-
vention unnecessary. Imagine you are facilitating a group and infer that they
have begun discussing issues that are completely off the agenda. At the same
time, you infer that a group member has made an inference that seems
untested. If you intervene first to determine whether the group is off task and
then help the group return to the agenda (macro intervention), once the group
is back on task the untested inference may become irrelevant. However, if you
intervene first on the untested inference (micro intervention), the group spends
time on an issue that is off task.
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SUMMARY

In this chapter we have considered the last diagnostic step of the diagnosis-
intervention cycle: deciding whether, how, and why to intervene. This step rep-
resents the transition between private diagnosis and public intervention. I
began by considering the types of interventions you can draw on: ground rules,
the group effectiveness model, theory-in-use, other diagnostic frames, manag-
ing group process and structure, the facilitator’s role and performance, teach-
ing concepts and techniques for improving group process, making content
suggestions, and reframing.

Because you need to strike a balance between focusing exclusively on the
group task and focusing on process to improve the ability to perform tasks, you
need to decide when to intervene and when not to. By asking yourself several
questions about how important the intervention is and the consequences of not
intervening, you can quickly make a good choice.

Finally, we have considered several issues for shaping how you intervene:
addressing issues of the facilitator’s role or performance first, considering the
basic-developmental facilitation continuum, intervening with people who have
the data, and choosing macro before micro interventions.

If you decide to intervene, the next step is to make your intervention. In
Chapter Eight, we consider how to craft an intervention so that it follows logi-
cally from your diagnosis. This includes identifying exactly what you might say
at each intervention step of the diagnosis-intervention cycle.

174 THE SKILLED FACILITATOR



CHAPTER EIGHT

How to Intervene

175

This chapter explores how to use the diagnosis-intervention cycle to inter-
vene once you have decided to do so. I describe each step of an interven-
tion and explain what to say, how to say it, who to say it to, when to say

it, and when not to say it. At the end of the chapter, I describe how to carefully
choose your words in intervening.

THE INTERVENTION STEPS OF THE
DIAGNOSIS-INTERVENTION CYCLE

The three intervention steps of the diagnosis-intervention cycle parallel the
three diagnostic steps (Figure 8.1). In step four, you describe to the group
what you privately observed in step one that led you to intervene, and you
test whether the group agrees with the observations. In step five, you de-
scribe the inferences you privately made in step two and test whether group
members agree with the inferences. Finally, in step six, you help group
members decide whether and how to redesign their behavior to be more ef-
fective, describing the consequences of changing the behavior that you pri-
vately identified in step three. Assuming group members have decided to
change their behavior, the cycle begins again, and you observe whether the
group members have in fact changed their behavior. You use the diagnosis-
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intervention cycle continually to determine whether there is any group behav-
ior for you to intervene on.

The parallel steps of the diagnosis and intervention parts of the cycle
accomplish a couple of things. First, they present a general structure for
diagnosing group behavior. Second, they are a way to intervene that is trans-
parent; specifically, in the intervention steps you share what you are pri-
vately thinking, including your reasoning, and you test with others whether
they see your reasoning differently.

The ground rules and core values of the Skilled Facilitator approach are em-
bedded in the intervention steps of the cycle. As Figure 8.1 shows, in step four,
as you describe observable behavior, you apply the ground rule of using specific
examples and agreeing on what important words mean. In step five, by sharing
your inference, you are using the ground rule about testing assumptions and in-
ferences. In step six, when you ask others whether they are willing to change
their behavior (perhaps to apply a ground rule they have never used), you are
jointly designing next steps.

In each step, you can use the ground rule of explaining your reasoning
and intent. In step four, you use it to briefly explain why you are intervening.
In step five, you explain how the person’s behavior may create a problem. In
step six, you explain how, if the person involved changes his behavior, it can
create a more effective process. Steps four through six each have two parts; the
second part is testing for different views. When you carry out that test, you are
using the ground rule of combining advocacy with inquiry.

Of course, the ground rules are a way of operationalizing core values. So when
you intervene using the steps of the cycle, you share information in such a way
that group members can validate it for themselves; you let them make a free and
informed choice about whether to change their behavior; and you help them be
internally committed to the changes they choose. Employing the mutual learn-
ing theory-in-use increases the chance of intervening with compassion.

Compassion is an essential element in intervening. It is relatively easy for
group members to agree to use the ground rules, or agree that I can intervene
when they act inconsistently with the ground rules or other elements of group
effectiveness. But it can become relatively difficult for group members when I
actually intervene on their behavior, especially in the beginning of the facilita-
tion. They may feel bad about their ineffectiveness and believe they have been
put on the spot by my intervention. If I see the group primarily as having made
a promise to act effectively, then I will view my interventions simply as a way
to police their transgressions. If they continue to act ineffectively, I will become
frustrated with them for not having the skills that they hired me to help them
with. At this point, my interventions shift from being helpful to being hurtful.

Instead, if I see the group as simply trying to work together without the nec-
essary set of skills, I view my interventions as a way to help provide (or teach
them) the skills they are missing. If they continue to act ineffectively, I can have
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compassion for them, thinking about the difficulty they are having in learning
this set of skills, just as I learned them.

Exhibit 8.1 shows an example of intervening using the diagnosis-intervention
cycle. Three executives are discussing how to redesign part of the organization’s
performance management system. The right-hand column shows the conversa-
tion, and the left-hand column presents notes about the conversation.
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Exhibit 8.1 Intervening Using the Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle

Notes Conversation

I infer that Ronald has stated a position RONALD: I think the performance man-
and begun to discuss an interest of be- agement system needs to have a cap 
ing able to budget for the system (step on the payout and a forced distribu-
two). I consider whether to intervene tion with a predefined percentage of 
to ask Ronald to fully identify his inter- people who will be rewarded. This 
est. I decide to wait to see how others way we can budget for it in advance.
respond, given that he has begun to iden-
tify an interest (step three).

I consider whether to ask Cynthia to CYNTHIA: But a forced distribution as-
check whether others share her assump- sumes that only a predetermined num-
tion (step two). I decide not to make ber of people can be excellent per
this intervention because she has clearly formers. It’s hypocritical for us to say
stated the assumption and the next per- that we expect everyone in this orga-
son may respond to it without my inter- nization to be excellent and then de-
vening (step three). sign a system that assumes that’s not

possible.

I infer that Andrew may be discussing ANDREW: Cynthia, if anyone is hypo-
another topic and therefore unilaterally critical, it’s the employees. Remember 
designing the next step in the conversa- how they were complaining last year 
tion (step two). I wait until the next that their managers didn’t give them 
person speaks to see if the conversation enough autonomy, and then when it 
will return to what I understood to be was given to them, they said their
the original topic (step three). managers were too distant?

I infer that Ronald continues on the RONALD: Yeah, no matter what we did, 
same different topic as Andrew (step it wasn’t right.
two). I decide to intervene because the
group seems not to be returning to the
original topic as I understand it (step three).

I briefly explain my reasoning for inter- FACILITATOR: I want to check whether 
vening and then describe the directly ob- the conversation is still on track. A 
servable data and test whether Ronald minute ago, you were talking about 
and Andrew see it differently (step four). the forced distribution. Then Andrew
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Exhibit 8.1 (continued)

Notes Conversation

said, “Cynthia, if anyone is hypocriti-
cal, it’s the employees. Remember
how they were complaining last year
that their managers didn’t give them
enough autonomy, and then when it
was given to them, they said their
managers were too distant?” And
Ronald, you said that you agreed. Did
I misstate anything?

With Ronald and Andrew agreeing, I RONALD AND ANDREW: No, that’s right.
move to step five.

I share my private inference from step FACILITATOR: Andrew and Ronald, I
two that I don’t see the relationship be- don’t see the relationship between 
tween Andrew and Ronald’s comment your comments and conversation 
and the comments before they spoke. about the forced distribution. Can you 
I check to see if they see a relationship say how your comments are related, if 
I don’t see (step five). they are?

Andrew agrees that his comment repre- ANDREW: Well, it’s a different topic. 
sents a different topic and that it is not We have to find ways of getting people
going to affect discussion on the current to accept more responsibility, but
topic (step five). I don’t think that’s going to affect

whether we have a fixed distribution.

With Ronald agreeing, I move to step six. RONALD: Yeah, I agree.

I ask the group whether they want to re- FACILITATOR: What do you want to do? 
turn to the distribution topic or continue Do you want to continue the conver-
on the shifting-responsibility topic sation about distribution or shift to
(step six). the issue of responsibility?

RONALD: Let’s go back to the distribu-
tion issue.

I check for consensus from the group FACILITATOR: OK. Anyone have a differ-
(step six). ent suggestion?

ALL: No.

FACILITATOR: OK. Cynthia, you were
the last person to talk before the topic
changed. Would you repeat what you
said so people can respond?



Step Four: Sharing Observations
In step four, you describe to the group the data that you have privately ob-
served in step one that leads you to intervene, and you test whether the
group agrees with the observation. Sharing observations means sharing di-
rectly observable data. To return to the camcorder metaphor, a way to think
about directly observable data is as the information the camera (with sound)
records if it simultaneously captures all the group members’ verbal and non-
verbal behavior.

It is important to share observations without making an inference or attri-
bution. Table 8.1 shows several statements I can make to share my observations
with the group and to test whether they agree. Notice that the only way I can
share my observation without making an inference or attribution is to repeat
the words I heard the group members use. Once I add an inference or attribu-
tion, I move beyond observation to interpretation. A video camera simply ob-
serves; it does not interpret.

Facilitators sometimes confuse inferences with observations when interven-
ing on a group member’s feelings. Saying “I notice that you are angry” is stat-
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Table 8.1. Embedding Inferences in Sharing an Observation

Nature of Inference Facilitator’s Statement

High-Level Inference and Attribution

I infer that Andrew is shifting the topic “Andrew, you changed the subject. I 
unilaterally because he wants to control think you are trying to control the
the conversation. conversation.”

Medium-Level Inference and Attribution

I infer that talking about responsibility is “Andrew, you changed the subject. I 
not talking about distribution, and I at- don’t think you heard what Cynthia 
tribute the cause to Andrew’s not listen- was saying.”
ing to what Cynthia was saying.

Low-Level Inference

I infer that talking about responsibility is “Andrew, you’re not talking about the 
not talking about distribution. same topic as Cynthia.”

Directly Observable Data

I make no inference. “Andrew, you said, ‘Cynthia, if anyone
is hypocritical, it’s the employees. Re-
member how they were complaining
last year that their managers didn’t
give them enough autonomy, and then
when it was given to them, they said
their managers were too distant?’”



ing an inference. The observable behavior might be that the group member’s
face is red, his brow is furrowed, and he has pushed away from the desk and
crossed his arms. Of course, these same observable data may also imply some-
thing other than anger.

It is important to share my observations without making an inference or at-
tribution, because the observable data are the basis of my intervention. If the
group member does not see the observable data as I see it, then the group mem-
ber is not likely to agree with my inference, which is based on the observable
data.

Sometimes I find it useful to begin step four by briefly explaining the inter-
vention I am about to make, before the members share the directly observable
behavior. In this example, I begin my intervention by saying, “I want to check
whether the conversation is still on track” before describing the observable be-
havior. I find this particularly useful when I am about to describe a complex
pattern that requires me to share and test a large number of behaviors. I might
say, “I’ve noticed a pattern of behavior in the group that I think makes it difficult
for you to reach consensus. Let me share what I’ve observed, check it out with
you, and see whether you agree.” The statement gives members a context in
which to understand each behavior that goes into the pattern that I then de-
scribe and test with the group. Without a context, I would be describing and
testing many behaviors, and group members would be wondering what my
point is.

When I begin step four, I address the group member by name so the group
knows to whom I am speaking. I also include a phrase such as “I think I heard
you say . . .” or “I think you said. . . .” Using such a phrase sets me up to com-
plete the sentence by quoting what the group member said—which is exactly
what I want to do in step four.

Be prepared for group members to see things differently. The second part
of step four involves asking the person whether you have accurately captured
what the person said. If I ask, “Have I misstated anything you’ve said?” and the
person simply answers yes, then I follow up by saying, “Tell me what I missed.”
Finding out that I have misheard a group member is not a mistake; on the con-
trary, it is a success. Using the diagnosis-intervention cycle well means learn-
ing that others see things differently than I do.

After the person tells me what she actually said, I can then decide if it still
makes sense to proceed with my intervention. If the corrected version no longer
leads me to infer that the person has acted inconsistently with the ground rule,
I stop my intervention. I can say, “I was going to follow up on what I thought
you said, but given what was actually said, it’s not relevant.”

Sometimes, from the time a person has spoken to the time I start to inter-
vene, I forget exactly what the person said that led me to intervene. In this
situation, I simply say something like, “Sheryl, would you repeat what you just
said? I wanted to follow up on it, but I forget exactly what you said.” Group
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members do not expect you to be infallible; it is OK to occasionally ask people
to repeat themselves.

Step Five: Testing Inferences
In step five, you share the inference that you have privately made in step
two and test with the group member or members whether they have a dif-
ferent inference. When I intervene on behavior that is inconsistent with the
ground rules, I test my inference that what a member says or does in fact rep-
resents behavior inconsistent with a ground rule.

Publicly testing inferences with the group prevents me from unilaterally
acting on inferences that are inaccurate. Many research studies have found
that after developing a hypothesis about what is happening in the group, people
tend to seek data consistent with the hypothesis and avoid or discredit data dis-
confirming it (Nisbett and Ross, 1980). This leads people to a self-fulfilling
prophecy (Merton, 1957). In facilitation, the facilitator may inadvertently mis-
interpret behavior in the group such that it supports his initial hypothesis (see,
for example, Snyder and Swann, 1978).

I observed this tendency one day in a group facilitation workshop I taught.
The facilitation students were watching videotapes of a group that was simu-
lating various kinds of dysfunctional behavior. In the first videotape, the group
leader’s ineffectiveness was an undiscussable issue, and the facilitation students
accurately identified the problem from various behavioral cues. In the second
videotape, several students also saw signs of group leader ineffectiveness, al-
though none was there. In discussing the second videotape, one student men-
tioned that he was looking for places where the leader was acting ineffectively,
as he had done in the previous videotape. Having found the leader ineffective
in the first videotape, he “found” ineffective behavior in the second videotape.
Only after publicly testing his inference did he find that his data were missing.

As I mentioned in Chapter Four, I make inferences at the lowest level
needed for the intervention. In the example with Andrew and Ronald (Exhibit
8.1), my inference that Andrew’s comment doesn’t seem related to Cynthia’s
comment is a relatively low-level inference. I do not have to make a higher-level
inference to intervene on the ground rule of jointly designing next steps.

There are times, particularly in developmental facilitation, when I do make
high-level inferences—for example, regarding a group member’s theory-in-use.
Under certain circumstances, I might for instance infer not only that Andrew’s
comment is unrelated to Cynthia’s but also that Andrew is introducing this
comment by design to purposely shift the conversation away from Cynthia’s
topic, which he finds threatening in some way.

However, to make such a high-level inference, I would need to share the data
that led me to make it. The data would come from previous group conversa-
tions in which the group and I explored with Andrew his reasons for regularly
shifting the topic of conversation before checking with group members. I also
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need to have seen a pattern of this behavior before making the high-level infer-
ence. If Andrew has changed the topic of the conversation only once or twice
in the meeting, the data are probably insufficient for me to make such a high-
level inference. Also, to make a high-level inference intervention (such as
theory-in-use), I must be sure the group agrees to this kind of intervention. We
discuss this in Chapter Thirteen, on contracting.

When I do make a high-level inference or attribution about a group mem-
ber’s motives or emotions, I attribute it to the person but not to his personality.
For example, I would say, “David, given what you just said, I’m inferring the
reason you do not want to give your consent is that you don’t trust that Lucinda
will help you complete the project. Is my inference off?” (rather than “You are
not very trusting toward Lucinda” or “You aren’t a very trusting person”). The
difference is important. The former statement is more closely related to the ob-
servable data. It makes an attribution about trusting behavior in a particular
situation rather than overgeneralizing and implying that the person has a mis-
trustful personality. Also, attributing the behavior to personality implies that it
is less likely to change, because aspects of personality are relatively stable. Con-
sequently, the former statement is less likely to elicit defensive behavior than
the statements in parentheses.

As part of step five, I may explain how a member’s behavior can create a prob-
lem. In the conversation with Andrew, the problem with his changing the topic
of the conversation is likely to be apparent, and I probably would not offer an ex-
planation. However, if a member is making an untested inference or assumption,
I might intervene by saying, “I’m inferring that you are thinking that the prob-
lem needs to be solved using the current staffing available. Is my inference cor-
rect? The reason I raise this is because if it turns out that your assumption is
incorrect, you may end up designing a solution based on a faulty assumption.”

Sometimes I share my inference in a way that calls direct attention to the
ground rule that I believe the group member is not using: “Brett, your statement
sounds like a position rather than an interest. Do you see it differently?” If I
want to emphasize the group’s agreement to use the ground rules, I might say,
“Brett, one of the group’s ground rules is to focus on interests rather than po-
sitions. Your statement looks like it’s focusing on positions. How do you see it?”
Naming the specific ground rule is useful when I am helping the group learn to
use the ground rules themselves. My intent in doing this is to help them see the
ground rules clearly, not to sound like the ground rules police.

Be prepared for group members to see things differently. The second part
of step five involves asking the person whether your inference is accurate. As
with step four, if I ask, “Is my inference off in any way?” and the person sim-
ply answers yes, then I follow up by asking what meaning he makes of his state-
ment. Here too, finding out that a group member’s meaning is different from
mine is not a mistake; it is a success. Using the diagnosis-intervention cycle well
means learning that others see things differently than I do.

HOW TO INTERVENE 183



Whether I am testing out an inference about content or process affects how
I respond if a group member does not share the inference I have made. If I am
testing a content inference—one about the meaning of the person’s words—I
am likely to accept the person’s interpretation if it makes sense to me as a pos-
sible explanation. I accept it because it is difficult for someone other than that
person to independently know what he or she means.

If, however, I am making a process inference—for example, that a group
member is acting inconsistently with a ground rule—then I pursue our differing
interpretations because as a process expert I have relevant information and can
logically explain the reasoning by which I made my inference. For instance, if in
step five I share my inference that Amal has advocated without inquiring and
Amal disagrees with my inference, I would then say, “Amal, would you explain
how you see your statement as combining advocacy with inquiry so I can un-
derstand where we see it differently?” After listening to Amal’s explanation, I
may explain as a process expert how I think his understanding is incomplete, or
I might learn from his explanation that he has in fact inquired and I missed it.

Some facilitators make their interventions in the form of a question (see, for
example, Schein, 1987). The facilitator might begin an intervention by asking,
“Andrew, do you think you’re off track?” Edgar Schein states that the question
format is generally more helpful “because it encourages, even forces, the client
to maintain the initiative. If the goal is to help the client to solve his own prob-
lem, to own the responsibility, then the question is the best way to communi-
cate that expectation” (1987, p. 158).

I share Schein’s goal of helping the client to own responsibility, and I think
his approach can be appropriate for a group in developmental facilitation that
is becoming skilled at diagnosing its own behavior. However, I see several po-
tential problems with the question format. First, it requires me to withhold rel-
evant information. If I am thinking, I heard Lois say “X,” which leads me to infer
that Lois is not explaining her reasoning, but I say to the group “Do you think
Lois is explaining her reasoning?” or “What do you think of Lois’s comment?”
then I am withholding relevant information and easing in. Unless I state the rel-
evant information, I cannot check whether the group shares my point of view.

This leads to the second problem: the group can feel set up. If the group an-
swers, “Yes, Lois is sharing her reasoning,” then unless I share my differing
view or drop the intervention, I need to continue asking leading questions un-
til the group figures out the supposed answer. Eventually, the group may infer
correctly that I am looking for the so-called right answer, but for whatever rea-
son I am unwilling to share it with them.

Finally, using the question format can send the message that the group needs
to take responsibility for its observations but that I do not have to take respon-
sibility for mine. This message is inconsistent with the Skilled Facilitator as-
sumption that the facilitator is a model of effective behavior. Therefore, unless
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the group understands that my question is designed to help the group learn to
diagnose its own behavior, I think it is more effective to share my inference
about the member’s behavior and then ask whether the member or others view
it differently.

Step Six: Helping the Group Decide
Whether and How to Change Behavior

In step six, you help group members decide whether and how to redesign
their behavior to be more effective, describing the consequences of chang-
ing the behavior that you privately identified in step three. When I carry out
step six, I ask group members to do what they have agreed to in step five that
they have not done. For example, I may ask them to check an untested infer-
ence or share their interests instead of their positions. By doing so, I help the
group move the conversation forward. Asking group members whether they are
willing to change their behavior is not simply a behavioral nicety; it maintains
members’ free choice and responsibility for changing their behavior.

Helping group members decide whether and how to redesign their behavior
means saying something like, “Would you be willing to test out your inference to
see if it’s accurate?” If I have not explained in step five the potential problem with
making inferences but not testing them, I can do so in step six. I may say, “The
reason I’m suggesting this is that by testing your inference you can be sure you
are designing the solution on the basis of accurate information.” My explanations
for steps five and six are similar. In step five, I describe the potential problem with
the group member’s current behavior; in step six I describe the advantage of
changing the behavior. I usually do not need to offer both explanations.

Sometimes group members need help redesigning their behavior. If they
have just been introduced to the ground rules, they may not know how to test
an inference, focus on interests, or combine advocacy with inquiry. Here I help
the members redesign their behavior either by coaching them or by modeling
the behavior for them.

Even if members redesign their behavior, it may still be inconsistent with the
ground rules. In this situation, I use the diagnosis-intervention cycle again,
sharing my observation, testing my inference that they are, for instance, still fo-
cusing on positions (explaining why I believe that), and asking the members
whether they want to try again.

I have assumed that members are willing to redesign their behavior to be
consistent with the ground rules. In practice, group members rarely choose
not to redesign behavior that is inconsistent with the ground rules if they
have validated my observations and inferences. But what if, for example, a
member says no when I ask whether he would be willing to give a specific ex-
ample? First, I ask, “Can you say what leads you to say no? I’m asking not be-
cause I want to pressure you, but to find out if there is something that is keeping
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you from giving an example so that the condition might be changed. The choice
is still yours.” If the person is willing to share his concern, I can then explore
that concern with the person and the group and ask, “What needs to happen
for you to be willing to share an example?” Ultimately, to preserve the group’s
free choice, I must respect members’ decisions about whether they want to
change their behavior.

Viewing a reluctant group member as resistant is not a particularly useful
frame. It attributes to the person that he is unreasonable—even if I do not un-
derstand his reasons—and questions his motives. Instead, if I view a reluctant
group member as having unmet needs—needs that I may not fully understand—
I can maintain my compassion even if he chooses not to change his behavior.

Repeating Intervention Steps
I have described the diagnosis-intervention cycle as a one-way process in which
I move from step four to five and six (sometimes skipping part of a step along
the way). However, sometimes I repeat steps. For example, if I am intervening
on a pattern of behavior, I may identify several people’s observations and test
them in step four. Then I move to step five and test the several inferences I have
made from the observations.

When to Skip Intervention Steps
So far, I have described how you can use the three intervention steps in their
full form. Although each step of the cycle serves a purpose, sometimes you can
skip a step—or part of a step—and still intervene effectively. One reason to skip
a step is that using the full diagnosis-intervention cycle repeatedly when it is
not needed can sound unnatural, awkward, or laborious. However, skipping a
step inappropriately can create problems.

Deciding when to skip a step is a judgment call. Steps four, five, and six are
each designed to share your reasoning and check with group members to see if
they see the situation differently. Skipping a step creates two risks. First, you in-
crease the chance that group members will not understand part of your reason-
ing for asking them to change their behavior. Second, if you skip the part of the
step that tests for differing views, you end up assuming that members agree with
your observation or inference. If your assumption is incorrect, then you move to
the next step of the cycle without the members having agreed to a previous step.

There are several conditions under which I sometimes skip a step.

A Member Has Just Spoken. If a group member has just said something and
I intervene immediately after she has spoken, I may skip step four and begin
with step five. For example, in a group meeting discussing the effects of the
economy on the organization, Tara says “I’ve been through this before. Believe
me, there will be layoffs.” If I intervene immediately after Tara speaks, I can
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skip to step five and say, “Tara, hearing you say that, I’m thinking that you have
some relevant information about previous situations like this one. Is my infer-
ence correct?” However, if Tara has just spoken but said a number of things, I
will repeat the part of what she said that I want to focus on, so that she and
others understand, but I may skip the part of step one in which I test for dif-
fering views. I would say, “Tara, you said a number of things just now. One
thing you said was X. From that, I infer that you have some relevant informa-
tion about previous situations like this one. Is my inference correct?”

The Intervention Creates an Ordinary Request. If the group member has just
spoken and I am asking him to follow a ground rule that is a generally accepted
request in meetings, I may skip directly to step six. For example, if Ellis has
said, “We miss the deadlines because we don’t have full cooperation from other
divisions,” I would say, “Ellis, can you talk about a time when that happened?”
Here, I am intervening to ask Ellis to use specific examples and agree on what
important words mean. Because asking people for specific examples is typically
seen as an ordinary request, I feel that my risk is relatively low if I skip to step
six. Other ground rules that may fall in this category, depending on the group
culture, are explaining your reasoning and intent, and focusing on interests and
not positions.

Group Members Have Agreed to Redesign Their Behavior. In developmental
facilitation, when a general agreement exists that members will redesign their
own behavior, I do not need to ask each time. Instead, in step six I can simply
ask, “How would you say that so it is consistent with the ground rules?”

I Want to Paraphrase What a Group Member Said. Paraphrasing involves
taking a group member’s words and using different words to convey essentially
the same meaning. When I paraphrase, I am combining steps four and five be-
cause by changing the words that a group member has used I may be adding
my own meaning. I may paraphrase in order to summarize and capture the
essence of a person’s comments: “Jessica, I’m going to paraphrase what I heard
you say; then tell me if I misrepresented you in any way. I understood you to be
saying that creating a new division will shift the responsibility for quality away
from manufacturing without creating any benefits. Is there anything I said that
didn’t accurately capture what you meant?”

I may also paraphrase in order to emphasize certain points that the person
has made, perhaps to contrast them with others’ comments: “Jessica, let me see
if I can paraphrase, emphasizing the key issue as you see it. These are my
words, not yours; let me know if I misrepresent what you’ve said. You’re say-
ing that, unlike Ian, you do see a lack of cooperation between the units, and
you are frustrated that he doesn’t see it. Have I misstated anything?”
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When Not to Skip Intervention Steps
There are also conditions under which I do not skip an intervention step.

The Group Is Beginning Developmental Facilitation. Early in developmental
facilitation, using the complete intervention cycle helps members learn all the
steps. After members become familiar with the entire cycle, collapsing becomes
less risky. Then members know which steps I have skipped and can respond if
they believe the missing steps need to be discussed. If skipping a step creates a
problem, I return to using the full cycle.

The Intervention Is Complex. A complex intervention requires that I share
more of my reasoning than with a simple intervention. Discussing undiscussable
issues and jointly designing next steps and ways to test disagreements are com-
plex ground rule interventions. Testing assumptions and inferences can also be
complex. Other complex interventions involve reframing and theory-in-use.

Group Members Are Misunderstanding Each Other. When group members
misunderstand each other, I use the full cycle to ensure that I do not misun-
derstand them. This often occurs in a high-conflict situation, particularly if a
group member is responding defensively. In this situation, I may begin step four
by saying, “Pierre, I know you just said this a second ago, but I want to repeat
it to make sure that I have heard it accurately, because there have been a num-
ber of times when people said they had been misquoted.”

The Facilitator Is Learning to Use the Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle. When
you are first practicing the diagnosis-intervention cycle, it is useful to use the
full cycle without skipping any steps. By learning all the steps in the cycle, you
develop a sense of what each step contributes. This helps you make an in-
formed choice about when it is sensible to skip a step.

MAKING JARGON-FREE GROUND RULE INTERVENTIONS

Some facilitators find the language of the ground rules relatively jargon-free.
Others see considerable jargon; equally important, they are concerned that the
groups they work with also consider it jargon and are put off by it. For example,
if the phrase “Based on what you have said, I am inferring . . .” does not sound
natural in your workplace, you can say “From what you’ve said, I’m thinking
that . . .” or “It sounds to me as if. . . .” Chapter Five has examples of how you
can intervene on each ground rule without using jargon.

Still, be careful about making an untested assumption that a group with rel-
atively little formal education will find the language of the ground rules to be
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jargon. In my experience, such groups have quickly understood the ground
rules and used them in their current form.

Choose your words carefully. The specific words you use are important; they
are the fundamental elements of interventions. A small difference in your
choice of words can lead to a large difference in meaning and in the group’s re-
action. By using language that states exactly what you mean—no more and no
less—you can intervene clearly.

Some guidelines for categories of words to use and to avoid are given in Ex-
hibit 8.2.

Use Words with One (Correct) Meaning
Use words and phrases that have one meaning—the meaning you want to
convey. Certain phrases carry more than one meaning. You may use a phrase
intending to convey a particular meaning, but clients may interpret it to mean
something else. As part of a union-management cooperative effort, I served as
the facilitator in a three-member training team that included union and man-
agement representatives. At one point, employees were clarifying instructions
we had given them as part of a training exercise. When an employee asked
whether the exercise could be approached in several ways, the union represen-
tative on our training team said, “I don’t care which way you do it.” Later, the
employee said he was annoyed that the union representative was not interested
in answering the question. He interpreted the union representative’s statement
to mean “I’m not interested in your problem.” However, the representative
meant “I have no preference for how you conduct the exercise.”
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Exhibit 8.2. Guidelines for Words to Use and Avoid

• Use words and phrases that have one meaning—the meaning you want
to convey.

• Use descriptive words when they can be substituted for evaluative
words.

• Use proper nouns or other nouns rather than pronouns.

• Use active voice unless the identity of the actor is not clear.

• Use words that give equal recognition to all members and tasks.

• Choose words that distinguish the facilitator role from group members’
roles.

• Avoid imperatives; focus instead on cause and effect.

• Avoid facilitator jargon.

• Avoid humor that puts down or discounts members or that can be
misinterpreted.



Use Descriptive Words
Use descriptive words if they can be substituted for evaluative words. Words
that identify directly observable behavior are more easily validated than judg-
mental words. The ground rule to “use specific examples and agree on what im-
portant words mean” is based partly on this principle. It is easier for a group to
agree whether a member did not hand in a report by 5:00 P.M. than to agree
whether the member was irresponsible.

Descriptive words are consistent with the facilitator’s neutral role. Judgmen-
tal words contain some built-in evaluation, implying that the facilitator either
approves or disapproves of a behavior or idea. For example, in facilitating a
conflict between teachers and administrators, I intervened to summarize the
two alternatives posed by members, saying: “You have identified two alterna-
tives. The radical one is X. The other alternative is Y.” As soon as the word rad-
ical left my lips, I realized I had made a mistake, even though some group
members had used that term. By labeling one alternative with the adjective rad-
ical, I loaded it with all the political connotations with which that word has
come to be associated. For some group members, radical probably had a posi-
tive connotation, while for others it was negative. In any case, by framing the
alternative as radical, I added an unnecessary evaluative component. Had I in-
tervened in a purely descriptive way, I would have said, “You described two al-
ternatives. One is X. The other is Y.”

Using judgmental verbs can have the same consequence. If, in summarizing
an interaction between Sidney and the group you say “Sidney refused to par-
ticipate,” the implication is that Sidney’s behavior was uncooperative. A de-
scriptive alternative would be, “I did not see Sidney participate.”

Sometimes, two words are synonyms but one is more judgmental than the
other or is more easily misinterpreted. In asking whether a group member knew
about a situation, you could ask, “Were you unaware of the situation?” or “Were
you ignorant of the situation?” Although ignorant means unaware, people often
associate the word ignorant with stupid. So unaware is a better word choice.

Use Proper Nouns
Use proper nouns or other nouns rather than pronouns. Consider this inter-
action between a facilitator and José:

JOSÉ: I talked with Peter about how to handle my conflict with Fred. Peter
said he wasn’t the kind of person who was particularly good at resolving
conflicts and that I should try to solve the problem on my own. Or, I
could work something out with Jack, Beth, or Nancy. Frankly, I don’t
think I can get help from any of them.

FACILITATOR: Do you think you can solve the conflict without him?

JOSÉ: I don’t have any choice.
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FACILITATOR: Are you saying that you don’t have the choice to talk with Fred
about what’s going on?

JOSÉ: No, I wasn’t talking about Fred.

FACILITATOR: When you approached Peter, didn’t he say he wasn’t good at
handling conflict?

JOSÉ: No. Peter didn’t say Fred wasn’t good at handling conflict. He said he
wasn’t any good.

FACILITATOR: Oh, I misunderstood. I thought when you said, “Peter said he
wasn’t any good,” he referred to Fred.

JOSÉ: And when you asked me whether I could “solve the problem without
him,” I thought him meant Peter.

FACILITATOR: No, by him I meant Fred.

If the conversation seems confusing, it is. The confusion occurs largely be-
cause José and the facilitator unknowingly use the pronouns he and him to re-
fer to different people. When pronoun confusion becomes complicated, it
begins to sound like the famous Abbott and Costello routine “Who’s on First?”
By using individual’s names or their distinctive titles, you can avoid confusion.

The pronoun that (or this) creates similar confusion. Imagine a discussion in
which you are helping a group move from positions to interests. Various mem-
bers have each identified several positions. If you say, “Dan, would you be will-
ing to explain what your interest was behind that?” that could refer to any of
several positions recently discussed. However, if you say, “Dan, would you be
willing to explain what your interest was behind meeting with Andrea alone?”
the ambiguity is reduced.

One exception to avoiding pronouns is the singular form of the word you.
When you look directly at a group member, and say “Do you think X?” there is
little ambiguity. Of course, saying, “Terry, do you think X?” further reduces am-
biguity. However, using you to refer to a subset of the group can be confusing.
Identifying the individual group members by name or by some appropriate la-
bel (for example, “all of you first-line supervisors”) reduces the ambiguity.

Use Active Voice
Use active voice unless the identity of the actor is not clear. Active voice
identifies who or what is taking the action; passive voice does not. “Sue decided
to promote Glen” uses active voice. “It was decided to promote Glen” uses pas-
sive voice. When you use active voice, you provide valid information to the
group, reduce potential ambiguity, and act consistently with the belief that in-
dividuals should take responsibility for their actions.

However, it is sometimes helpful to intentionally use passive voice, when the
identity of the actor is not clear. Consider this interaction:
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TED: We’ve got a problem. Jan called the director and told him there was
no way we could get the job done today.

JAN: No, I didn’t call the director about that. When I spoke to him in the af-
ternoon, he already knew we couldn’t meet the deadline. Maybe Sue
told him when she dropped off the plans. He mentioned that Sue had
come by.

SUE: I didn’t even see him when I dropped off the plans. I just left them on
his desk.

FACILITATOR: When the director was told that the deadline couldn’t be met,
how did it create a problem?

Here, several members disagree about who told the director that the group
would not be able to meet a deadline. By using passive voice (“the director was
told”), you are able to focus on how telling the director creates a problem with-
out making an assumption about who told the director and thereby continuing
the disagreement. If it is important to determine who told the director, you
would return to the disagreement. Using passive voice to ignore conflicts or is-
sues that need to be discussed is inconsistent with the mutual learning model,
which is at the core of the Skilled Facilitator approach.

Use Words Bestowing Equal Recognition
Use words that give equal recognition to all members and tasks. Organiza-
tional members can be divided into various groups according to their position
or title (for example, customer service representatives), functional area (mar-
keting department), work status (full time, permanent), professional training
(psychologist, engineer, physician), sex, or race. Facilitated groups are rarely
completely homogeneous. You may often have occasion to refer to subgroups.

Remaining neutral and credible with all subgroups includes referring to each
subgroup in a way that maintains its identity and does not subordinate it to
other groups. The principle is to refer to each subgroup in terms that reflect
its independent identity rather than in terms that use another subgroup as
a point of reference. My colleague Peg Carlson and I used to be members of a
university department faculty made up mostly of lawyers. At faculty meetings,
faculty members would refer to “the lawyer faculty” and “the nonlawyer fac-
ulty.” Peg, who like me is an organizational psychologist, commented that un-
til she came to this department she had not realized that she was a nonlawyer.
She then said that she realized that she was also a nonastronaut, a nonphysi-
cist, and so on.

The point is that when you identify people in terms of a reference group that
they do not belong to, you minimize part of their identity. The reference sub-
group is often those with the highest status or power in the group, even if that
subgroup does not represent a majority. In the example with Peg, if you refer to
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psychologists as nonlawyers you are also using the language of the high-power
subgroup to define a low-power subgroup. In a subtle way, this can lead others
to infer that as the facilitator in such a situation you are aligning with the high-
power subgroup members, which can lead the low-power subgroup members
to doubt your neutrality.

Use Words That Distinguish the Facilitator Role
Choose words that distinguish your facilitator role from group members’
roles. One way to clarify your content-neutral third-party role is to use language
that distinguishes you from group members; refer to the group as you or the
group rather than as we or our group. If you are part of the decision-making pro-
cess (for example, if the group and you are deciding about the meeting pro-
cess), it is appropriate to use the term we.

Avoid Imperatives
Focus on cause and effect instead of using imperatives. An imperative is a
command. Imperatives such as “Make a decision” or, more loosely, “you must
make a decision” (“Avoid imperatives” is also an imperative!) reduce group
members’ free and informed choice. An example is, “Check out your assump-
tion before acting on it.” Instead, focusing on the relationship between mem-
ber behavior and the effects of the behavior helps people see the consequences
of their actions, without telling them they must change. For example, you might
say, “When you act on your assumption without checking it out, you miss gen-
erating some valid information, and that in turn reduces the group’s ability to
make a more informed choice. Do you see it differently?” Focusing on cause and
effect also helps people see the systemic nature of their actions.

Avoid Facilitator Jargon
The guideline of avoiding facilitator jargon is more relevant for basic facilitation
than developmental facilitation. Terms such as intervention, role conflict, or di-
rectly observable data are shorthand that some groups may not understand; in-
deed, a group using basic facilitation has little need to learn them. Using
everyday language instead of jargon lowers the barrier of language. In develop-
mental facilitation, teaching the group the language of facilitation is an appro-
priate task because group members are developing their self-facilitation skills.

Be Careful with Humor
Avoid humor that puts down or discounts members or that can be misin-
terpreted. Humor can be a valuable tool for relieving tension in the group, em-
phasizing a point, and helping members examine their behavior. However,
certain types of humor can reduce your effectiveness. Sarcastic humor about a
member’s ineffective behavior can decrease trust in you because people are

HOW TO INTERVENE 193



likely to interpret the humor as unsupportive. Sarcastic humor can create prob-
lems because it requires the listener to interpret your meaning as the reverse of
the literal meaning of the words. The sarcastic statement “I can see there is a
high level of trust in this group” means “there is not a high level of trust in this
group.” If members do not detect the sarcasm, they will question your diag-
nostic skills if they believe there is low trust in the group. Even if they do de-
tect the irony, you have not modeled transparent communication.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described the intervention steps of the diagnosis-inter-
vention cycle: sharing observation, testing inference, and helping the group de-
cide whether and how to change its behavior. The cycle is designed to publicly
share your reasoning such that you can test it with group members. By using
the cycle to intervene, you help the group create effective group process. In the
next chapter, we consider how to use each of the ground rules to intervene in
a group.
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CHAPTER NINE

Using the Ground Rules
to Intervene

195

In this chapter, I give verbatim examples of how to use the diagnosis-
intervention cycle to intervene using each of the ground rules.

INTERVENING ON GROUND RULES

The ground rules are basic elements for improving group effectiveness. Conse-
quently, many of my interventions focus on helping people use the ground
rules.

As I mentioned in Chapter Five and discuss in detail in Chapter Thirteen,
I always explain the ground rules to the group before beginning the facilita-
tion. Even when a group member or members decide not to take the initiative
to use the ground rules themselves, they have still agreed that I will intervene
in their behavior if they are not using the ground rules and it hinders the group’s
functioning.

In Figures 9.1 through 9.18, for each ground rule I show one or more typical
comments that a group member or members might make and how to use the
diagnosis-intervention cycle to intervene in their behavior. To save space, I have
assumed accurate identification of the behavior (step four of the diagnosis-
intervention cycle) and that they agree with the inferences I have made (step
five of the cycle). In practice, if someone has a different view of the behavior or



my inferences, I stop at that point, inquire into how they see it, and proceed ac-
cordingly. I have varied the examples to show how to skip and combine inter-
vention steps. Each example can be thought of as a separate move made under
particular circumstances. When facilitating, I combine various moves to re-
spond to the members’ previous comments.

TEST ASSUMPTIONS AND INFERENCES
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intervene

Infer meaning

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share inference
Test for different 
views

Help group
decide whether
and how to 
change behavior
Test for different 
views

Intervention Steps

I think it’s important for Ellis to test this
out because it affects the project deadline.

I’m inferring that Ellis has inferred that
the group will drop the temporary employees
from the project after the peak season ends and
that bringing on new people will delay things.

Ellis said, “Don, we have to extend the
project deadline because we’ll need to restaff
the project after peak season.”

“Ellis, I want to check something out. I
think you said, ‘We have to extend the project
deadline because we’ll need to restaff the proj-
ect after peak season.’ Yes?” [if yes, continue]

“It sounds like you’re inferring that the
temps will be laid off after peak season even if
they are working on the project. Are you infer-
ring that, or something else?” [if Ellis agrees,
continue]

“Would you be willing to test that out
with Don, since he handles temp layoffs?”
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Figure 9.1. Asking Someone to Test an Inference He or She Is Making
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views
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and how to 
change behavior
Test for different 
views

Intervention Steps

I want to test this out because eliminating
it at all sites is very different from doing it at
just one.

I’m inferring that she means the group
needs to eliminate the customized service at
all sites if it eliminates it at one site.

Claire said, “Eliminating the customized
service will make us less attractive.”

“Claire, I want to check something out.
I think you said, ‘Eliminating the customized
service will make us less attractive.’ Did I get
that right?” [if yes, continue]

“I inferred that you think the group would
need to eliminate the customized service at all
sites if it eliminated it at one. Have I inferred
correctly?”

[step six is not needed if the person with
whom you are intervening is also the person
about whom you are making the inference]
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Figure 9.2. Testing an Inference You Are Making
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I need to test this out because my effec-
tiveness depends on their perceptions.

I’m inferring that Drew thinks my facilitat-
ing is slowing the group down unnecessarily.

Drew said, “We wouldn’t be so far behind
if we didn’t have to look at everything we’re
saying.”
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Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share inference
Test for different 
views

Help group
decide whether
and how to 
change behavior
Test for different 
views

Intervention Steps

“Drew, I want to check something out.
When you said, ‘We wouldn’t be so far behind
if we didn’t have to look at everything we’re
saying . . . ’” [skipped test for different views]

“. . . I inferred that you think it’s my facili-
tation that is unnecessarily slowing the group
down. Are you thinking that?”

[not needed]
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Figure 9.3. Testing an Inference You Think Someone Is Making About You
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SHARE ALL RELEVANT INFORMATION
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Figure 9.4. Sharing All Relevant Information
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Intervention Steps

I want to test this out because if the data
are not monolithic that may change people’s
views.

Amy presents the data in an overall con-
clusion. I’m wondering whether it is conclu-
sive at the subgroup level.

Amy says, “The data we collected and an-
alyzed support my view; people think we need
to focus more on our core business.”

“Amy, you said that the data support your
view that people think we need to focus more
on our core business.” [skip test for different
views]

[skip]

“Can you tell people what the variance is
between and within the subgroups so that they
can get a better picture of the responses?”
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Figure 9.5. Asking About a Group Member’s Silence
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Intervention Steps

I want to check this out because if it is re-
lated to Julie’s comment, that may identify an
important issue. Even if it’s not related, they
may still be withholding relevant information
that the group could benefit from.

I’m wondering what led them to become
silent. I’m inferring that it may be related to
Julie’s comment.

Jennifer, Ted, and Sue have been silent
for a period of time after speaking. They have
not spoken since Julie, their manager, stated,
“It is important that the group exceed the
third-quarter revenue projections.”

“I want to share an observation and get
your reactions. Jennifer, Ted, and Sue, I no-
ticed that you haven’t spoken for the last ten
minutes, since Julie said, ‘It is important that
the group exceed the third-quarter revenue
projections.’ Do you see any of this differ-
ently?” [if no, continue]

“I’m inferring that you have had addi-
tional thoughts to share since Julie spoke. Is
my inference off?” [if members agree with in-
ference, continue]

“Would you be willing to say what led
you not to share the information?”
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USE SPECIFIC EXAMPLES AND AGREE
ON WHAT IMPORTANT WORDS MEAN

Figure 9.6. Asking for Specific Examples and What an Important Word Means
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Intervention Steps

I think it’s important to find out what Bill
means, so the group can determine if they see
it differently.

When Bill says this, he hasn’t said who
“you guys” are, nor has he said what he means
by “taking initiative.”

Bill said, “You guys aren’t taking initiative
on the project. If I don’t get the tasks started, it
doesn’t happen.”

“Bill, you said, ‘You guys aren’t taking ini-
tiative on the project. If I don’t get the tasks
started, it doesn’t happen.’ Yes?” [if Bill agrees,
continue]

[skip]

“Would you be willing to say who you
mean by ‘you guys’ and give some examples
of when you thought they didn’t take initiative?
This way, people can figure out if they see it
differently.”
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Figure 9.7. Asking One Member to Ask Another Person to Explain Reasoning

4

5

6

Diagnosis Steps

3

2

1

Explain

reasoning

and intent

Decide whether,
how, and 
why to 
intervene

Infer meaning

Observe 
behavior

Describe behavior
Test for different 
views

Share inference
Test for different 
views

Help group
decide whether
and how to 
change behavior
Test for different 
views

Intervention Steps

I think it’s important for Don to see what
Sandy’s reasoning is, to find out if it makes
sense to him or not.

Sandy states her conclusion without shar-
ing her reasoning that led to it.

Sandy said, “We won’t be able to have all
the team members trained in managing con-
flict by the end of the month, given the new
software system that’s being installed.” Don
said, “I totally disagree; the two are completely
unrelated.”

[combine with step five as a paraphrase]

“Don, you’re saying that you don’t see
any relationship between the software installa-
tion and people being trained by the end of
the month. Have I got that correct?” [if yes,
continue]

“Would you be willing to ask Sandy how
she sees them being related?”
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Figure 9.8. Asking a Group Member to Explain His or Her Reasoning
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Intervention Steps

I think it’s important for Erik to share his
reasoning so that others can understand it and
can see whether it makes sense to them.

Erik has stated his conclusion without
sharing how he arrived at it.

Erik said, “I’ve thought about everything
people have said, and I think it makes the most
sense to charge our services back to our inter-
nal customers.”

[skip]

[skip]

“Erik, can you share with the group how
you arrived at your conclusion? I’m asking be-
cause I think it will help people understand
how you used their thoughts to reach your
conclusion.”
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Figure 9.9. Asking Group Members to Identify Their Interests
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Intervention Steps

I think it’s important for them to state
their interests, so they can find out whether
their interests are compatible and, if so, how
to craft a solution that meets all of them.

When Hal and Ellen say this, they state
their positions, but not their underlying
interests.

Hal said, “I want to outsource the printing
rather than do it in-house.” Ellen said, “No, we
need to keep it in-house.”

“Hal, you said you want to outsource the
printing rather than do it in-house. Yes? And
Ellen, you said you want to keep it in-house.
Is that correct?” [if both agree, continue]

“I understand the solution that each of
you is proposing, but I don’t yet know what
your underlying needs are.” [skip test for dif-
ferent views]

“Can each of you say what it is about out-
sourcing it or keeping it in-house that is impor-
tant to you? I’m asking because if you know
each other’s underlying needs, you may be able
to come up with a solution that meets both of
your needs.”
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Figure 9.10. Helping Group Members Think About Their Interests
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Intervention Steps

I think it’s important to intervene because
if I’m correct, they will probably need some
help thinking about interests.

I’m inferring that group members are hav-
ing difficulty thinking about what an interest is.

Group members have repeatedly returned
to describing their positions instead of focus-
ing on interests.

“I want to share what I’ve been seeing
and suggest a different approach, if it makes
sense to you. I’ve been asking you to identify
your interests, and when you responded, I’ve
said that you were still identifying positions.
Yes?” [if group agrees with the paraphrase of
behavior, continue]

“I’m thinking that you are not sure what I
mean by interests and that it would be helpful
for me to walk you through identifying your
interests. Am I off the mark?” [continue if
everyone agrees with inference]

“OK. One way to identify your interests is
to work backward from your position or solu-
tion. Think of the solution you have been pro-
posing for this problem. Now ask yourself what
it is about your solution that makes it ideal. For
example, you might like the solution because
it enables the group to work within its current
technology or because it enables you to use
your full set of skills. Whatever it is, are there
any questions about how to identify your inter-
ests?” [if no, continue]

“Let’s go around the room and find out what
interests each of you has.”
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Figure 9.11. Asking Someone to Make Advocacy Explicit
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Intervention Steps

If Pat has an opinion on this, I think it’s
important for her to share that information ex-
plicitly and see what others think, so she can
get the benefit of the group’s views.

From the inflection in her voice, I in-
ferred that Pat has her own thoughts about
the question.

Pat said, “Do you really think September
is too late to roll out the new program?”

“Pat, a minute ago, when you asked
whether people thought September was too
late to roll out the new program . . . ” [skip
test]

“. . . from the inflection in your voice,
it sounded to me like you think September
would not be too late. Am I correct?” [if yes,
continue]

“Would you be willing to say that, ex-
plain your reasoning, and then ask others if
they see it differently?”
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Figure 9.12. Asking Someone to Add Inquiry to Advocacy
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Intervention Steps

If Robin doesn’t invite others to comment,
he may not get the benefit of their views.

Robin shares his position and some rea-
soning, but he does not invite others to exam-
ine his thinking.

Robin said, “Here’s what I think we need
to do. We stop the leadership criteria project
until the merger is complete. Developing a set
of criteria by working only with our executives
won’t give us a set of criteria that is acceptable
to all the execs in the merged company.”

[skip]

[skip]

“Robin, would you be willing to ask others
what problems, if any, they see with your plan?
I’m asking because if people see any gaps in it,
you may want to revise it to take their ideas into
account.”
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Figure 9.13. Jointly Deciding Whether the Group Is on Track and What
the Next Step Is
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Intervention Steps

I need to check it out because either
Larry has changed the group’s focus unilater-
ally or I am missing the connection between
performance standards and his comment.

I don’t see the relationship between per-
formance standards and Larry’s comment. I
wonder whether Larry is on the same topic or
whether he has switched focus.

The group was discussing performance
standards when Larry said, “I think we need to
figure out who will fill the open position we
have.”

“Larry, I want to check if you’ve switched
focus. A minute ago, the group was discussing
performance standards and you said, ‘I think
we need to figure out who will fill the open
position we have.’ Yes?” [if yes, continue]

“I don’t see the relationship between per-
formance standards and your comment. But I
may be missing something.” [skip test]

“Can you say how your comment is re-
lated, or if it’s not, can you talk with the rest
of the group about which topic you want to
discuss?”
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Figure 9.14. Asking Someone to Propose a Joint Design for Testing a
Disagreement
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Intervention Steps

If I intervene, I can help them jointly de-
sign a way to find out what the situation is.

Both Gareth and Leila seem convinced
that their data are valid. Unless they agree on
this issue, I don’t think they will be committed
to a solution.

Gareth said, “The product meets our er-
ror tolerances.” Leila said, “The product is
outside the tolerances.”

“Let’s see if you can figure out a way to
resolve your difference. Gareth, you said, ‘The
product meets our error tolerances.’ Correct?
And Leila, you said, ‘The product is outside
the tolerances.’ Yes?” [if both agree, continue]

“It sounds to me like the two of you need
to agree on this in order to get a solution that
both of you are willing to support. Am I cor-
rect?” [if yes, continue]

“Would you be willing to jointly design a
way to test out whether the product is within
the tolerances?” [if yes, continue] “OK. Do either
of you have an idea about how you could design
the test so both of you consider it a valid test?”
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Figure 9.15. Helping the Group Manage Its Time
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Intervention Steps

I need to intervene so the group can
make a choice about how it uses its time.

[no inference needed]

The group is about to exceed the amount
of time it agreed to spend on a topic.

“You agreed to discuss this topic for two
hours until ten-twenty. It’s now ten-fifteen . . .”

“. . . and it looks to me as if you have not
yet identified a solution that will meet the in-
terests you’ve identified. Does anyone see it
differently?” [if no, continue]

“If you continue working on a solution, I
think it will be difficult to accomplish the last
task on the agenda, given that you have taken
about a half-hour longer than we allocated
for each issue.” [skip test for different views]
“What are your thoughts about continuing
your discussion, moving on to the last topic,
or taking some other approach?”
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Figure 9.16. Identifying a Possible Undiscussable Issue
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Intervention Steps

I think it’s important to raise this because
if my inference is right, HR may have a credi-
bility problem.

I’m inferring that Stephanie, Bob, or Juan
has some concern about HR providing them
consultation.

During the meeting Stephanie, Bob, and
Juan said that their group needs some consul-
tation on improving service quality. Several
times, Allison has said her human resource
team can provide the service, and each time
Stephanie, Bob, or Juan said that the HR team
is already overcommitted to other important
work. Stephanie and Bob also looked at each
other before declining HR’s offer.

“I want to share some observations, raise
what may be an undiscussable issue, and get
your reactions. My intent is not to embarrass
anyone but to help you create the more effec-
tive working relationship you said you need.
During this meeting, several of you—Stepha-
nie, Bob, and Juan—have commented that the
group needs some consultation on improving
service quality. Am I correct?” [if yes, continue]
“And each time Allison has offered her human
resource team to provide the service, at least
one of you has said that the HR team is already
overcommitted to other important work. Am I
correct?” [if yes, continue] “Stephanie and Bob,
I also noticed one of you looking at the other be-
fore declining HR’s offer. Yes?” [if yes, continue]

“From all of this, I am inferring that at
least the three of you may have some concern
about HR’s ability to adequately provide the
consultation. Is that what you’re thinking, or
is it something else?”

[not needed]
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Figure 9.17. Helping a Group Member Test for Agreement
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Intervention Steps

I need to intervene because if Ian or
Leslie doesn’t agree and Bart thinks they do,
there is a misunderstanding.

I’m inferring that Bart did not yet get
agreement from everyone.

Bart said, “We’ve got agreement.” I didn’t
hear Bart say what he was seeking consensus
on, and I did not hear Ian or Leslie say they
agreed.

“Bart, you said, ‘We’ve got agreement.’
But I didn’t hear what you were asking for
agreement on, and I didn’t hear Ian or Leslie
say they agreed. Did I miss something?” [if no,
continue]

[skip]

“Would you be willing to say what you’re
asking for agreement on and ask Ian and Les-
lie if they support it?”
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Figure 9.18. Checking Whether a Group Member’s Expressed Support Is Genuine
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Intervention Steps

I need to intervene because if she is re-
sponding to pressure, she is not making a free
choice. If she has changed her mind, it would
help the group to understand what led her to
do so.

I’m thinking that she might be feeling
pressure to support the proposal.

Sue previously expressed concern about
the proposal but has now said, “I’ll support it.”

“Sue, in the past hour you have expressed
concerns about implementing the proposed
program and identified some interests that
may not be met by implementing it in its pro-
posed form. Now you just said you’ll support
it, but I didn’t hear you say how your views
have changed. Do you see it differently?” [if
no, continue]

and “I’m thinking that either you
might be feeling pressure to support the pro-
posal or you have changed your mind. Can you
say what led you to support the proposal now?”
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SUMMARY

In this chapter, instead of discussion I have given examples of how to intervene
if a group member is acting inconsistently with the ground rules, in any of a
number of ways. The course of your intervention depends on whether the group
member or members agree with your observation and inference. When you
choose to skip or combine intervention steps depends on a number of factors. In
the next chapter, I describe how you can use these interventions to help a group
improve the ability to use any process tools the members are working with.
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CHAPTER TEN

Using the
Skilled Facilitator Approach

with Other Processes

215

In this chapter, I describe how you can use the Skilled Facilitator approach
with a variety of other processes, such as strategic planning, process im-
provement, or conflict resolution. I begin by explaining how these processes

can increase group effectiveness and how groups sometimes use the processes
in a way that does not produce the most value. Next, I explain the general in-
terventions I make in groups to help them get more value from the various pro-
cesses. For the remainder of the chapter, I describe how you can use the Skilled
Facilitator approach with a common process, a problem-solving model that
groups can use to identify and solve problems.

The Skilled Facilitator approach helps a group have almost any conversation
more effectively, no matter what the conversation is about. I think of the
Skilled Facilitator approach as being like a computer’s operating system
software (Microsoft Windows, Mac OS, Unix, or Linux); when used well it
increases the effectiveness of any compatible application software that runs
with it. In this analogy, other processes are the applications, like word pro-
cessing, presentation, or data analysis software.

LEVELS OF PROCESSES

Groups use a variety of processes to perform their work. A process is a method
that includes a set of steps and activities that group members follow to
perform some task. Many groups use some form of problem-solving model to



identify problems; identify criteria for solutions; and generate, evaluate, and se-
lect alternatives. Groups engaged in continuous improvement use processes for
identifying the root causes of problems. Some groups use systems modeling
tools to identify how the various elements of a complex system interact to cre-
ate certain consequences.

There are three levels of processes, ranging from more macro to more micro
(Table 10.1). Process designs, which are more macro, structure the group’s time
and activities for a longer period of time and are less detailed than the methods
and tools that are subsumed by them. At the most macro, level, process design
structures the group’s overall purpose for meeting. For example, a process de-
sign may focus on strategic planning, process improvement, or conflict resolu-
tion. At the middle level, process methods are a way of addressing the process
design. Process mapping is one method that a group can use to guide its pro-
cess improvement. At the most micro level, process tools are the most specific
and detailed activities. Flowcharting and histograms are two of many process
tools that a group would use in process mapping.

When you work with a group, you begin by identifying the purpose of the
group’s meetings, which identifies the process design. Then you and the group
decide together on the process methods to achieve the purpose. Finally, you se-
lect a series of tools that define specific activities the group will engage in. You
can use the Skilled Facilitator approach to improve processes at any level.

HOW GROUPS REDUCE THE VALUE OF PROCESSES

A process is designed to help a group improve effectiveness, but if the group
uses a process in a way that is inconsistent with the core values, then the group
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Table 10.1. Levels of Processes

Designs Methods Tools

Problem solving Five-, seven-, or nine- Fishbone diagram
step problem-solving Solution matrix
model

Process improvement Process mapping Flowcharting
Histogram

Vision, values, mission Future Search Time line
Mind mapping

Source: Adapted from Davidson and Anderson, 2001.



does not obtain the full value. Exhibit 10.1 shows five ways in which a group
can lose the value of its processes.

The first category—selecting an inappropriate process—describes a loss that
usually results when group members are missing some information about the
range of available tools and how they can be applied to their situation. The sec-
ond, third, and fourth categories—focusing on different steps, taking steps out
of order, and using a step incorrectly—describe losses that result from using an
appropriate process inappropriately. Not all processes have a prescribed order
that group members need to follow; some processes encourage members to
move back to a previous step as they gather information in a later step. The fifth
category—engaging in ineffective behavior within a step—as the name states
describes a loss that occurs from ineffective group process. Even if group mem-
bers are following the process as it is intended, if they act inconsistently
with the core values of the Skilled Facilitator approach they can lose the
value of the process.

INTERVENING TO INCREASE THE VALUE OF PROCESSES
By integrating the Skilled Facilitator approach with another process, a group
can use the process more effectively. You can use the diagnosis-intervention
cycle, ground rules, group effectiveness model, and theory-in-use to accom-
plish this.

Integrating the Skilled Facilitator
Approach with Other Processes

Figure 10.1 shows the relationship between a process and the Skilled Facilita-
tor approach. As the group uses the process, I use it as another diagnostic
frame, watching for times in which I infer that the group is using the tool inef-
fectively or acting in a way that reduces their ability to get the full value from
the tool. When I make an inference that the group is simply not using the tool
effectively, I intervene using the diagnosis-intervention cycle and the ground
rules. When I infer that the group is acting in a way that reduces its ability to
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Exhibit 10.1. How Groups Reduce the Value of Process Tools

• Group members select an inappropriate process tool.

• Group members focus on different steps.

• Group members follow steps out of order.

• Group members use a step incorrectly.

• Group members behave ineffectively within a step.
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get the full value from the tool, I use one or more Skilled Facilitator diagnostic
frames (that is, ground rules, group effectiveness model, theory-in-use) to iden-
tify the aspects of the group’s process that are reducing its ability to fully use
the tool. Having made the inference, I then use the diagnosis-intervention cy-
cle to test out with the group whether the members agree with my inference; if
they do, I ask them if they are willing to change their behavior accordingly.

Depth of Interventions
There are different depths of interventions you can make. As you intervene
more deeply, you help the group identify more fundamental causes of its inef-
fective behavior. The first level uses the ground rules and diagnosis-intervention
cycle to help the group redesign its behavior. The second level identifies causes
associated with the group effectiveness model. The third level identifies pat-
terns in the group over time. The fourth and deepest level uses theory-in-use to
identify the causes of the pattern over time as well as the consequences. In all of
these levels of intervention, you use the ground rules and diagnosis-intervention
cycle.

Identifying Ineffective Behavior. At the first level of intervention, you use the
ground rules and diagnosis-intervention cycle to share your observation and
test your inference that members are using an inappropriate process, focused
on different steps, following steps out of order, using a step incorrectly, or us-
ing ineffective behavior within a step. If the members agree with your infer-
ence, you can ask the group to redesign its behavior.

You might do so by saying, “Florence, the group was discussing potential
causes of the problem a minute ago when you said, ‘Let’s put the system in
place tomorrow.’ When you said that, it looked like you were moving ahead to
solutions. Do you see that differently?” If Florence shares your view, you would
continue, “Would you be willing to hold off on the solution and come back to
the causes?”

Using the Group Effectiveness Model to Identify Potential Causes. At the
second level, you use the group effectiveness model with the ground rules and
diagnosis-intervention cycle to share your observations and test your inferences
about the potential causes of the problem you have just identified. If members
agree with your inferences, identify a process for addressing the issue.

For example, you might say, “Jay, as the group was mapping its workflow pro-
cess, you said that the manuscripts go to production after you give the final edi-
torial approval. Brenda, I think you said that the manuscripts go to production
after you sign off. Did I get that correct?” If so, I continue, “I’m thinking that part
of the difficulty in the process may stem from lack of clarity about the roles the
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two of you fill.” Is my inference accurate, or do you see it differently?” If they
share your view, you can continue: “Does it make sense to address this now, or
to hold off discussing the issue until some point after you conclude the map?”

Exploring Patterns in Behavior and Potential Causes. At the next level, you
use the ground rules, diagnosis-intervention cycle, and, when relevant, the
group effectiveness model to test your inference that there is a pattern of be-
havior in the group. If the group agrees that there is a pattern, you explore po-
tential causes and help the group identify solutions that eliminate the pattern
in a way that meets group members’ interests.

For example, during a strategic planning session you might say, “I want to
identify a pattern that I think is occurring, and get your reaction. You’ve been
discussing strengths and weaknesses as part of the SWOT analysis (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats). I have noticed that you have different
views about whether some element of the organization represents a strength or
a weakness. For example, . . . [After several minutes of different views, Sharon,
who is the senior member of the team, shares her thoughts on the issue and
then no one else speaks on the issue.] A minute ago, after Sharon said X, the
conversation stopped. Have I missed anything?” If members agree with your de-
scription, you can continue: “I’m thinking that there is something about
Sharon’s participation that leads you to stop after she has spoken. What are
your thoughts?”

Exploring Members’ Theories-in-Use as Potential Causes. When appropri-
ate, you can explore group members’ theories-in-use, using the ground rules
and diagnosis-intervention cycle, to help the group identify causes and conse-
quences of the pattern. If they agree that their theories-in-use are contributing
to the cause of the pattern, you can help the group begin to make changes in
their theories-in-use. Making these changes is a long-term developmental pro-
cess and is appropriate only when the group has agreed to developmental
facilitation.

You might continue the intervention about Sharon’s participation by saying,
“I’m curious: What were each of you thinking when, after you shared your
point of view, Sharon spoke and had either a similar or a different view?” If
Howard says he was thinking that he needed to be quiet because otherwise he
would be seen as not being a team player, you could continue to inquire by say-
ing, “And what specifically led you to infer that?” On the basis of Howard’s re-
sponse, you can see whether other group members have similar views, and
whether Sharon sees Howard as not a team player if he continues to express a
different view.

You could also point out some unintended consequences. For example, you
might say, “I see some potential unintended consequences of your being silent
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in order to be seen as a team player. Let me share them and get your reaction.
If as a result of your silence the group ends up developing a strategic plan that
you privately believe cannot be implemented, I think that increases the chances
that you will act in ways such that others will not consider you a team player.
What do you think about this?”

You could also help the group reframe what it means to be a team player by
saying something on the order of “I’d like to suggest a different way of thinking
about what it means to be a team player in developing a strategic plan. You
could think of being a team player as sharing all the relevant information you
have and carefully explaining your reasoning about why you think something
is a strength or weakness. This way, you would be helping your team make a
more informed choice. What problems, if any, do you see with thinking about
it this way?”

USING THE SKILLED FACILITATOR APPROACH
WITH A PROBLEM-SOLVING MODEL

In this section I describe how to use the Skilled Facilitator approach to help a
group increase its value by way of a common process: a problem-solving model.
There are many versions of problem-solving models; I use the model shown in
Figure 10.2.

Much of a group’s work involves solving problems—identifying and closing
the gap between some desired situation and the current situation. Examples are
a department that needs to improve service quality, a group that must reduce
the cost of operations, an executive team deciding which new markets to enter,
and a city council contemplating a shift from backyard to curbside garbage
pickup. A group that solves complex problems using a structured approach is
likely to develop a high-quality solution (Hirokawa and Gouran, 1989).
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1. Define the problem

2. Establish criteria for evaluating solutions

3. Identify root causes

4. Generate alternative solutions

5. Evaluate alternative solutions

6. Select the best solutions

7. Develop an action plan

8. Implement the action plan

9. Evaluate outcomes and the process

Collect
and

share
relevant

information;
identify
and test

assumptions

Figure 10.2. Problem-Solving Model



Because each problem-solving step requires certain actions, I envisage the
kinds of interventions I may need to make at each step. Here I focus on inter-
ventions addressing the fourth type of process problem (Exhibit 10.1): group
members using a step incorrectly. For each step, I describe some of the prob-
lems that groups encounter and the interventions I would make.

Interventions Throughout the Model
There are several interventions to be made throughout the steps as a group uses
a problem-solving model.

First, the model does not have a separate step in which members collect or
share the information they need to solve the problem. Instead, as Figure 10.1
shows, the model recognizes that at any point in the process, members may
need information from, or need to share information with, non–group mem-
bers. Here I use the ground rules and diagnosis-intervention cycle to test my in-
ference that the group is making a decision without valid information.

Second, the model does not have a separate step in which members identify
their assumptions about solving the problem. Instead, the model recognizes
that members make assumptions about how to define the problem, which cri-
teria are appropriate, what the causes of the problem are, and so on. Here I help
members make their assumptions explicit so they can test them, if possible, and
convey them to anyone who is reviewing or evaluating their work.

If a group does not identify and test assumptions, it reduces its ability to
make a valid decision; sometimes the group even prevents itself from finding
any workable solution. For example, I facilitated a retreat for a group of physi-
cians who worked for a research hospital. The physicians were interested in
adding a member to their group practice, to reduce the waiting time for patients
to get an appointment and to lighten the clinical workload on physicians al-
ready in the practice. The group made two assumptions: first, the demand for
their services was so large that an additional physician would generate enough
revenue to pay for the doctor’s salary; and second, adding a physician would
significantly reduce the waiting time for patients and the clinical workload of
the other physicians. When combined, however, the two assumptions seemed
invalid. If the first assumption was correct, once hired the new physician would
become just as overloaded as the original group, and patient waiting time would
remain the same. Without adding other assumptions or changing one of the
two, the physicians could not solve their problem.

Step One: Define the Problem. Defining the problem is a deceptively simple,
but critical, task. It has been said that a problem clearly identified is half solved.
Without a clear definition, the group flounders. Members often assume that they
know what problem they are trying to solve and that everyone agrees with
the definition of the problem. Once a group has decided to follow a problem-
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solving model, my first intervention is likely to be helping the group clearly
identify the problem so the group can agree on it before they move to other
steps.

Defining the problem means identifying a gap between some desired situation
and the current situation (“infant mortality is 60 percent above the acceptable
rate,” or “there has been a two-day lag beyond the guaranteed response time for
customer service calls”). A good problem definition implies or states explicitly
not only the current situation but also the desired one (“acceptable infant mor-
tality rate,” or “no two-day lag beyond the guaranteed response time to customer
service calls”). Here I may intervene if the group is making assumptions about
the current situation rather than using valid information to define the cur-
rent one.

A second intervention involves helping the group agree on the desired situa-
tion. This often means having the group shift focus from what it does not want
to what is wanted. This is necessary because the desired situation may not be
the opposite of what the group does not want, but some other alternative. To
help the group identify the desired situation, I can use the group effectiveness
model to see if they have a shared mission and vision that can provide context.

A third intervention involves helping the group define the problem in a way
that states only the current and desired situation and no more. An example of
a good problem definition is “customers receive responses to billing error in-
quiries in four weeks, two weeks longer than acceptable.” The statement im-
plies no particular solution or potential cause. In contrast, the statement “clerks
take ten days to check billing errors” unnecessarily narrows the definition, im-
plying that clerks are a primary cause of the problem. The problem statement
“we need more qualified clerks” explicitly states part of the solution. Including
the cause or solution in a problem definition diverts the group from exploring
all the possibilities and increases the likelihood of the solution not solving the
real problem.

The more that individuals have thought about a problem, the more probable
they have begun to consider causes and solutions. The facilitator helps the
group identify the particular causes or solutions that members implicitly embed
in their problem statements.

Step Two: Establish Criteria for Evaluating Solutions. Establishing criteria
involves setting standards against which to evaluate alternative solutions. Cri-
teria are related to interests, so this step focuses largely on the ground rule
of focusing on interests, not positions. In other words, criteria define general
characteristics that a solution should have, without describing a specific solu-
tion. To take a simple example, recall the group that is deciding to purchase a
car for its use; some criteria are good gas mileage, low-frequency repair record,
and being large enough to accommodate all group members.
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Establishing criteria is difficult because members sometimes cannot think
about criteria without the context of a specific solution. Consequently, they may
simply suggest specific solutions (“a Chrysler minivan”) when asked to develop
criteria. I can intervene by asking a member to describe what it is about a
Chrysler minivan that makes it a good solution. The intervention is similar to
focusing members on interests rather than on positions.

One way to help members develop criteria is to ask them to complete a sen-
tence that naturally leads to identifying criteria: “The solution should be one
that ____”; “The solution should be one that does not ____”; “The solution
should be implemented in a way that ____.” The first example focuses on pos-
itive criteria, the second identifies negative unintended consequences, and the
third elicits implementation criteria.

Another intervention I make at this stage is to help group members think sys-
temically about the criteria they select. This means helping them think beyond
the immediate solution to include criteria about how the solution fits with the
rest of the organization. The group effectiveness model can be useful here. Con-
sider a group that is designing a performance-based pay system. One systemic
criterion might be that the system must encourage excellent performance in a
way that does not promote unhealthy competition among employees, which re-
duces the ability of the organization to provide excellent service.

Another intervention involves helping the group identify criteria that may
conflict with each other. Back to the car example: in general, one large enough
to accommodate eight group members is going to get relatively poor gas
mileage. It is not necessary that the criteria be nonconflictual, only that mem-
bers recognize potential conflict and agree on how to resolve it. Here I may help
the group reduce conflict among criteria by asking them to distinguish those
that the solution must meet and those it would be desirable to meet.

Members are reluctant to identify or to weight or rank criteria to the extent
that it means exposing a hidden agenda. Here I can make several interventions.
The first is to reframe a hidden agenda as a legitimate concern to discuss. This
involves stating that it is difficult for the group to meet a member’s interests if
that member does not describe the interests to the group. The second is to iden-
tify earlier comments by members that reflect criteria of which they are un-
aware. For example, in a top management group, I might first point out that
earlier, Rebecca had expressed concern that the leader had implemented a pro-
gram without involving employees. I could then ask Rebecca whether employee
involvement is a criterion she has for implementing the solution to the current
problem.

Finally, I can help group members by encouraging them to identify only
those criteria that are needed or desired to solve the problem. Because each cri-
terion places additional constraints on finding an acceptable solution, each un-
necessary criterion needlessly reduces the number of potential solutions.
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Step Three: Identify Root Causes. In step three, the group identifies the root
causes of the problem they have identified. I can simply ask the group to identify
potential causes of the problem; however, there are a number of processes use-
ful in this step to structure the discussion of root causes. One tool is often called
a fishbone diagram, so named because it resembles the skeleton of a fish. The
fishbone diagram (Figure 10.3) has a box at the right in which the problem defini-
tion is written. In the example, the problem definition is “50 percent increase
above standard in reports of scattered garbage in the last two months.” Five di-
agonal lines extend from the backbone, two above and three below. Each line has
a label that represents a major category of potential causes. The categories may
vary according to the nature of the problem statement, but together the major
categories capture the domain of potential causes. In the example I use, the five
categories are people, methods, environment, technology, and materials.

After the group has agreed on the comprehensive major categories, I ask mem-
bers to brainstorm potential causes within each category. One potential “people”
cause of the increase in scattered garbage is that garbage collectors do not know
how to transfer garbage to their large bins quickly without spills. Another po-
tential cause is that residents fill their trash cans beyond capacity. In the envi-
ronmental category, two potential causes are a preponderance of windy weather
or raccoon activity on the rise. In the technology category, the garbage trucks
may be malfunctioning. The rules for brainstorming are simple; they are shown
in Exhibit 10.2. Brainstorming continues until the group has exhausted its ideas.

Next, I ask the group to brainstorm about the causes that members have
identified; as seen in Figure 10.3, residents may be overfilling their garbage cans
because there is no recycling, because a policy limits the number of garbage
cans to two per dwelling, or because garbage collection is infrequent. The pro-
cess continues until the group has identified the root cause of each initial cause.
Thus a recycling problem may stem from inadequate publicity about the pro-
gram, or from residents’ attitude about recycling. After potential root causes
have been identified, the group may need to collect information to determine
which of the causes, if any, are validated.

A group typically attributes the causes of a problem to factors outside of their
group; the members miss their own contribution to the problem. Here, I can
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Exhibit 10.2. Rules for Brainstorming

• Do not evaluate the ideas that members generate.

• Include the wildest ideas possible.

• Generate as many ideas as possible.

• Combine and build upon ideas already generated.

Source: Osborn, 1953, pp. 300–301.



help the group explore their assumption that they have not contributed to the
problem by asking, “In what ways might group members contribute to the
causes of this problem?”

If the group has identified the problem statement satisfactorily, the fishbone
diagram builds naturally, simply by repeating the question with slight variation:
“What is a potential cause of the 50 percent increase above standard in reports
of scattered garbage?” However, if the group has incorrectly defined the prob-
lem in terms of a solution (“give garbage collectors more training”), members
have difficulty using the fishbone technique to generate causes and are likely to
become frustrated. The difficulty occurs because it is logically impossible to
find the causes of a solution. In other words, you cannot answer the question,
“What are potential causes of giving garbage collectors more training?”

If a major causal category has no entries, the group may have inadvertently
defined the problem in a way that excludes the category. In such a case, I may
intervene by noting the group’s difficulty, testing the observation, and suggest-
ing that the group redefine the problem.

Sometimes, in brainstorming potential causes, group members identify simi-
lar causes under separate categories. For example, in Figure 10.3, “residents
overfill trash cans” is a people cause that is also a root of the methods cause
(“garbage can tops not secured”). This occurs because a fishbone diagram
artificially separates the causal categories, all of which are related in the real
world. It is natural, of course, for a people cause to be the root of a methods
cause. Rather than trying to avoid such causal redundancy, I can help the group
see how the redundancy creates an important link among the causal categories.
By doing this, I help the group develop a more systemic causal map of the prob-
lem it is trying to solve.

The purpose of the fishbone process is to brainstorm or make educated
guesses about root causes. Still, the group must collect data to determine whether
and to what extent each hypothesized cause is in fact a cause. Group members
can jointly design ways to collect the data, so that the collection process meets
the standards of all members. Once they have completed this step, they have
agreed on a causal map of the problem that is based on valid information.

Sometimes a group may find it easier to identify root causes (step three) be-
fore developing criteria for evaluating solutions (step two). After members have
identified root causes, however, they are naturally motivated to generate alter-
native solutions (step four) and may not be so interested in developing criteria
for evaluating solutions.

Step Four: Generate Alternative Solutions. In step four, the group gener-
ates alternative solutions to the problem. Here it is common to experience two
problems. First, the members combine generating alternatives with evaluating
them. When one member suggests a solution, other members quickly offer rea-
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sons it will or will not work. In this case, I can test my inference with the group
that they have collapsed steps; if they agree, I can advocate that they separate
the steps.

Second, a group sometimes has difficulty identifying a substantial number of
potential solutions. This generally results from members prematurely evaluat-
ing each other’s ideas, which can make group members reluctant to offer ideas.
But members can also have difficulty generating ideas because they make as-
sumptions that unnecessarily constrain their own thinking about the solution.
As with developing criteria, every unnecessary assumption reduces the number
of potential solutions.

I can make several interventions to help the group avoid these problems.
First, at the beginning of the step I can ask the group to brainstorm alternatives,
using the rules in Exhibit 10.2. Second, I can help the group identify any as-
sumption underlying an alternative solution and help the group assess whether
the assumption is necessary. For example, underlying an entire set of proposed
solutions might be an assumption that the solution must involve only those
who are currently affected by the problem. If the assumption is unnecessary
and can be removed, then members could generate entirely new solutions, un-
constrained by the assumption. If the assumption is warranted, I can suggest
that the group add it as an additional criterion for evaluating solutions.

Third, after the group has exhausted its ideas for solutions, I can encourage
members to combine aspects of previously generated solutions. Perhaps one so-
lution is likely to integrate the best aspects of various ideas and also be likely
to find consensus in the group.

One choice that members face is whether they should consider the criteria
when generating alternative solutions. By considering the criteria, they un-
doubtedly generate fewer solutions, but those generated probably conform well
to the criteria. By not considering the criteria, members may generate some
workable solutions that are inconsistent with the identified criteria, thereby
calling into question the necessity for some criteria. The latter approach takes
more time but can serve as a check against arbitrary criteria.

Step Five: Evaluate Alternative Solutions. In step five, the group considers
the alternative solutions in light of the previously established criteria. This can
be done with various degrees of structure. In a highly structured approach,
members can develop a matrix (see Exhibit 10.3), with each criterion listed on
one axis and each alternative solution on the other. The group can weight the
criteria if some are more important than others. For each solution, the members
assign a score to each criterion (say, from one to ten, with ten the highest
score); the score is based on the extent to which this solution meets this crite-
rion. The group score for each alternative solution is determined by following
these steps:
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1. If the criteria are weighted, for each criterion, multiply each member’s
score by the weight of the respective criterion.

2. For each criterion, find the average of the members’ scores by adding
the results from step one and dividing by the number of members.

3. Add the results from step two for all the criteria.

The group considers solutions that receive higher scores more favorably.
In a less structured approach, every member gives an overall score to each al-

ternative without scoring each criterion separately. The score for the alternative
is determined by finding the average of the members’ scores for that solution.

It is important to help the group think of the evaluation matrix as a tool to
help in making better decisions rather than as a formula that automatically pro-
duces a correct answer. Because the results of an evaluation matrix are typically
based on the average of members’ scores, one or two members may drastically
influence the group score by rating one solution very high or very low. Simi-
larly, the solution with the highest score may be one that no member is com-
mitted to implementing. Therefore an evaluation matrix should not take the
place of group discussion and the group’s collective judgment.

In this step, as in every other, I help the group members explain their rea-
soning to each other—here, so that they understand how members have come
to evaluate a single solution differently. If they have reached consensus on the
criteria and are weighing the solutions against them, my intervention focuses
on what leads them to disagree about the extent to which a particular solution
meets a given criterion. However, if the group has reached consensus on the cri-
teria but is not weighing the solutions against them, the intervention focuses on
the inconsistency. This occurs when a member is unknowingly applying addi-
tional criteria.
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Step Six: Select the Best Solutions. Selecting the best solutions means identi-
fying one or more solutions that the group decides to implement. In some cases,
the group will select multiple solutions and pilot test them before adapting
them. In other cases, the group has to select only one.

Selecting the best solutions requires that the group have some ground rule
for making a decision (consensus, majority vote, or some other decision rule).
A relevant ground rule here is number nine: to use a decision-making rule that
generates the level of commitment needed.

If the group has chosen to make a consensus decision and is having difficulty
doing so, I intervene when I think that it will help identify when one or more
members are pressuring others to agree instead of allowing each member to
make a free choice. I also help the group find an integrative decision by elicit-
ing the specific issue of disagreement, clarifying interests, and then identifying
how to integrate similar interests and dovetail divergent ones. As a result of my
interventions, the group may identify a new solution.

Step Seven: Develop an Action Plan. Developing an action plan increases the
likelihood of the group implementing a solution effectively and on time. Here
too, a group can choose from among various action plans. Exhibit 10.4 shows
a simple action-planning chart that identifies the steps needed to implement the
solution, the objective to be achieved by completing each step, the date each
step was assigned, when it is to be started, when it is to be completed, the re-
sources needed to complete it, who is responsible for completing that step, and
the current status of each one.

Here, the group effectiveness model is a useful tool for helping the group
consider how the action plan affects various elements of the group. For ex-
ample, I might use the model to help members think about how the plan affects
their roles, the design of the group task, and the mission and vision.

I can help the group avoid pitfalls that some groups experience in this step.
First, the group’s energy and attention may wane during this step (and in sub-
sequent ones) if the members view having agreed on a solution as the culmi-
nation of the problem-solving process. By sharing this observation with the
group, I can help them refocus or decide to continue at a later date.

Second, the group may underestimate the time or other resources necessary
to complete each task in the action plan. This occurs when members do not
have valid information or have a fixed deadline for implementation. Although it
is not the facilitator’s role to unilaterally set a realistic time frame for a substan-
tive decision, I can intervene by asking members to consider how they arrived
at the time frame and by sharing my reason for asking. Finally, the group may
assign a task to an individual who is not present (and over whom they have no
authority), without checking whether the person is available. Here, I can point
out that the action plan is not final until the assignment has been agreed to.
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Step Eight: Implement the Action Plan. The group typically implements
much of its plan outside the facilitated meetings, so this limits the kind of in-
tervention a facilitator can make in this step. When I am facilitating, I am ready
to make several interventions. I can help the group identify how their imple-
mentation is consistent or inconsistent with the criteria and interests they
identified in step two. I can also inquire whether new, relevant information has
become available after implementation that may lead them to reconsider part of
the plan. I also use the group effectiveness model to help the group consider
how the implementation is affecting the various elements of the group.

Step Nine: Evaluate Outcomes and the Process. Evaluation is probably the
step most often underemphasized in a problem-solving model—and some
models do not even include it. One reason a group might not conduct adequate
evaluation is that it takes additional time, which the group never seems to have.
Another reason is that evaluation can be politically unpopular, especially if the
group faces negative consequences from surfacing problems in its solution or
process. A group could also forgo evaluation to avoid cognitive dissonance (Fes-
tinger, 1957), psychological discomfort that, in this case, arises when members
are faced with data challenging their beliefs about the effectiveness of the
project. In a group in which not all members are internally committed to the
solution, uncommitted members may push for evaluation, hoping to find data
to support their views. Those who are committed to the solution may be reluc-
tant to evaluate, because they are concerned that negative evaluation results
will reopen the entire issue.

All these concerns are understandable. However, some evaluation is essen-
tial for a group that desires valid information. If the group does identify prob-
lems, it can decide whether to make changes to correct them. I make several
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interventions in this step. First, I help the group explore its reluctance to eval-
uate. After identifying the barriers, the group can decide whether they can be
reduced sufficiently to conduct an evaluation. As part of the intervention, I may
help the group reframe the meaning of evaluation from being a political or psy-
chological threat to a process in which members seek continuous improvement
in their work.

Second, I can help the group consider how comprehensive the evaluation
should be. The group effectiveness model identifies three criteria for an effec-
tive group: performance, process, and personal. Ideally, the group would eval-
uate how well it meets all three criteria. A particular project may warrant a
sophisticated survey or analysis of records, but another might need only a brief
conversation with a key individual. Thus I might begin by asking, “What is
needed for you to know how well the solution is working, and if it is not work-
ing, why it isn’t?” Finally, I can ask the group to think about how they solved
the problem, enhanced or maintained the ability to work together in the future,
and how the process contributed to or hindered individuals’ need for profes-
sional growth and development.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described how processes can increase group effective-
ness. A process is a set of steps and activities that group members follow to per-
form some task. A group may use a process in a way that does not produce the
most value from the tool. It may select an inappropriate tool, perform steps out
of order, use a step incorrectly, or act ineffectively in using the tool. I have ex-
plained the general interventions I make: (1) using the ground rules and di-
agnosis-intervention cycle to test my inferences that group members are using
the process less effectively than they could, (2) using the group effectiveness
model to explore the causes of a problem and to identify patterns in behavior,
and (3) using the model of theory-in-use to help group members identify fun-
damental causes and consequences of the pattern.

In the remainder of the chapter, I have described how you can use the Skilled
Facilitator approach to help a group get more value from a common process
(here, a problem-solving model that groups can use to identify and solve prob-
lems). For each step of the problem-solving model, I explained the type of in-
tervention I might make.

In the next chapter, I describe standard interventions you can make at the
beginning and end of meetings to improve the group’s process throughout.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Beginning and
Ending Meetings

233

In this chapter, I describe the relatively predictable interventions I make to be-
gin and end meetings. First, I describe how to set up a room in which facili-
tating is to be done. Then I describe how I help groups perform such

preliminary tasks as agreeing on an agenda and the roles people will play. When
I do this, I am making macro interventions that involve managing structure and
process. By making these interventions, I help the group create a foundation for
an effective meeting.

PREPARING THE ROOM

How the room is arranged is part of the physical environment, which is an el-
ement of the group effectiveness model. Arranging the room appropriately re-
duces potential structural barriers that can hinder effective group process.
Three principles (shown in Exhibit 11.1) guide the arrangement.

The first is that all participants and the facilitator should be able to see
and hear each other and any visual information presented (flipcharts, pro-
jected images). As obvious as this principle sounds—and is—I have ended up
with room arrangements that were unusable because I had not clearly stated my
interests. In one case, I even faxed a picture showing how to arrange the tables
and chairs in the U-shaped configuration I wanted so the hotel staff would
be able to follow my directions. When I arrived at the meeting room, I found



everything configured exactly as I had requested—with one significant differ-
ence I had not anticipated. In the middle of the U, there were two very large pil-
lars that made it impossible for half of the meeting participants to see all the
members! That experience was a good lesson in how focusing only on the so-
lution (position) without clarifying my interests got me what I requested, but
not what I needed.

As the facilitator, I often sit in a location that physically distinguishes me from
group members, visually reinforcing that my role is different from theirs. Figure
11.1 shows seating arrangements for groups of varying size (F indicates the fa-
cilitator). For example, in a medium-size group, members often sit around a U-
shaped table, with the person managing the group process standing at the
opening of the U (or sitting at the center of the bottom of the U). In basic facili-
tation, this person is typically the facilitator. In a large group, it may not be pos-
sible to seat everyone so each person can see everyone else. A series of tables
arranged in the chevron pattern shown in Figure 11.1 enables all members to
see me and any visual information. In developmental facilitation, I may start out
managing the group’s process, but over time the role shifts to individual group
members, or to all group members simultaneously taking responsibility for man-
aging the process. If all the members take responsibility, a round, square, or rect-
angular table that does not distinguish a single leader can reflect this decision.

Aside from designating a place for the meeting chairperson (if the chair-
person is also managing the process) and for me, I usually do not assign par-
ticipants to specific seats. Applying the value of free choice and the principle of
starting with the group’s intents and concerns means enabling participants to sit
where they feel comfortable. If all the members of a divided group choose to sit
with their subgroup members, that is their choice. (This is also useful diagnos-
tic data.) If I believe it would be helpful for members of various subgroups to sit
together, I intervene by suggesting it explicitly and explaining my reasoning.

One exception to not assigning seats occurs with a large group. If I am con-
ducting basic facilitation with a group larger than about forty, I prefer to work
with the planning group to assign participants to specific tables. We group
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Exhibit 11.1. Guidelines for Seating Arrangements

• All participants and the facilitator should be able to see and hear each
other and any visual information presented (for example, flipcharts,
projected images).

• Seating arrangements should distinguish participants from
nonparticipants.

• Seating arrangements should be spacious enough to meet the needs
of the group but no larger.



people either homogeneously or heterogeneously, depending on the purpose of
the meeting and the type of activity members at each table will perform. For ex-
ample, each table might host representatives of the several functions in the or-
ganization. In any event, whenever I assign seats, I share my reasoning so that
group members do not make an incorrect inference about my intent.

Second, use the seating arrangements to distinguish participants from
nonparticipants. A group may invite nonmembers to present information or to
just observe a meeting. If there are a number of nonmembers and they are pres-
ent to observe, seating the non–group members separately from group mem-
bers enables the group members to attend more easily to one another. It also
makes it easier for me to focus on group members without trying to keep track
of who is a participant and who is not.

Third, seating arrangements should be spacious enough to meet the
needs of the group, but no larger. Facilitation involves bringing people to-
gether to work. A seating arrangement that leaves empty space between par-
ticipants creates unnecessary psychological distance that the members then
have to bridge.

BEGINNING AND ENDING MEETINGS 235

Small Groups Medium Groups Large Groups

F

F F
F

Figure 11.1. Seating Arrangements



BEGINNING THE MEETING

In the beginning of the meeting, I discuss several issues with the group (Exhibit
11.2) to establish an effective structure and process for the entire meeting. As
part of the contracting process, prior to this meeting I have a planning meeting
about these issues, either with the full group or else with a representative sub-
group. (Chapter Thirteen, on contracting, describes this process in detail.) If
there are people in the facilitated session who were not in the planning meet-
ing, beginning the meeting takes more time. If I am meeting with the same
group over a series of sessions, after the first session we may not need to spend
much time on these issues, except to check for any changes.

In discussing the introductory issues with the group, I tell people about how
much time it takes so that they know what to expect. Although it takes time to
address these issues, not addressing them takes more time in the long run. In
several facilitations, I decided to spend less time at the beginning on issues than
I thought was necessary. On every occasion, I was worried that the clients—
who made it clear they were very busy and wanted to get right to the substance
of their conversation—would see me as taking time away from their business.
Unfortunately, in every case, the group later got bogged down because of an
agreement we had skipped, whether about my role, the leader’s role, or the
overall objectives. From these experiences, I learned that as a facilitator part of
my responsibility is to use the expertise for which the clients have hired me and
be an advocate for effective group process, while still seeking to address their
concerns.

Make Introductions
In a small group, I may be the only person who does not know everyone in the
room. In a large group, perhaps bringing together individuals from numerous
parts of a large organization or from different organizations, many people may
be strangers. In any event, I introduce myself and ask others to do the same.
Beyond the individual’s name, organization, and position, the information I ask
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Exhibit 11.2. Interventions for Beginning a Meeting

1. Make introductions.

2. Bring people up to date.

3. Agree on objectives; identify expectations and concerns.

4. Agree on the agenda and time allocation.

5. Agree on the process, including ground rules.

6. Define roles.



others to share about themselves in the introduction varies according to the
group’s history and its task.

Sometimes facilitators use an icebreaker exercise to have people introduce
themselves. I attended a two-day meeting of organizational consultants and re-
searchers in which everyone sketched out their professional history on a piece
of flipchart paper, taped it to their body, and milled around the room talking
with each other about their background. Then participants formed a human
network by standing next to those people with whom they had some connec-
tion. Remaining in the configuration, each member made introductory com-
ments to the entire group and explained the connection to her or his neighbor.
In thirty minutes, about fifty people were able to learn much more relevant in-
formation about each other than if each person had spoken individually to the
entire group or if members had formed pairs. The human network also enabled
the entire group to see the various links present.

This introduction exercise was effective partly because it was based on the
principle that any exercise should be consistent with the group’s task. Intro-
ductory exercises that are irrelevant to the group’s task or inconsistent with the
core values can quickly alienate the group from the facilitator. (Resource F of-
fers guidelines for using exercises.)

It may not be feasible for all members of a large group to introduce them-
selves. One alternative is for people to introduce each other in the small group
at their table; a representative at each table then summarizes the table’s intro-
ductory session. Another alternative is for members to seek out and introduce
themselves to at least some individuals they do not recognize. Again, the spe-
cific introductory exercise should be based on the group’s task and history. In-
troductions are also necessary whenever a new member joins the group.

Bring People Up to Date
People who have not been involved in planning the facilitation meeting may not
have all the relevant information about the background. I ask the person lead-
ing the meeting to give a brief history of what led to the meeting. I also describe
how I worked with the planning group to reach agreement about the meeting
outcomes and process. This leads naturally to the next step.

Agree on Objectives, Identify
Expectations, and Address Concerns

I begin by describing the objectives of the meeting. I make it easy for members
to raise a question or concern by pointing out that the agreement is tentative
and asking, “What problems, if any, does anyone see with the tentative objec-
tives?” If a member identifies a problem, I facilitate the conversation so that the
group can make an informed choice about whether and how to modify it.
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Even when group members know the tentative agenda for a meeting, they of-
ten have differing expectations about what the group should accomplish. Identi-
fying expectations helps the group and me address conflicting expectations and
identify those that cannot be met, determine whether the tentative agenda is
appropriate or needs changing, and take the steps necessary to meet the agreed-
upon expectations.

I might intervene like this: “I assume each of you came to this meeting ex-
pecting the group to accomplish certain things. Rather than guess what each of
you expects, it would help to know what has to happen for each of you to leave
the meeting feeling it was good use of your time. This helps determine whether
your expectations are compatible with one another and helps us take the steps
necessary to meet the agreed-upon expectations. I’d like to go around the room
and ask each person to share his or her expectations. Any questions or concerns
about what I’m asking?”

In addition to expectations, members have concerns about things that might
prevent the meeting from being successful. In a group struggling with conflict,
for example, members may be concerned about the conversation breaking down
into personal attack, or the real issues being glossed over, or the group coming
to a stalemate. Another group might be concerned about certain members dom-
inating the conversation or not participating, or about the group getting off track
and not solving the problem.

Whatever the concerns, identifying them at the outset enables group mem-
bers and me to pay special attention to the problems and intervene on them as
soon as they arise. Here I can say, “You may have some concerns about things
that could happen or not happen during the meeting that would undermine the
meeting’s success. You may also have some ideas about how group members or
I can deal with these things. Identifying your concerns about these things helps
us watch out for them and, hopefully, prevents them from becoming a problem.
What concerns do you have, if any, about these things?” If people identify con-
cerns, I follow up by asking, “What ideas do people have for preventing these
issues from becoming a problem or reducing the problem?”

Agree on the Agenda and Time Allocation
Before people arrive at the first facilitated meeting, the tentative agenda is dis-
tributed to all attending. For subsequent meetings, I sometimes work with the
group at the end each time to establish the agenda for the next meeting. Re-
gardless of the situation, I review and post the tentative agenda at the begin-
ning of the meeting. Then I ask the group whether the tentative agenda remains
appropriate, given the participants’ expectations and concerns and given any
events that have occurred since the tentative agenda was developed.

I say something on the order of “Given your expectations and concerns, and
anything that might have occurred since the tentative agenda was developed,
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does anyone think the agenda needs to be revised?” Once agreed on, I post the
revised agenda. This enables all members and me to refer to it throughout the
meeting.

The group also needs to decide how much time to allot to each agenda item.
I do not treat the time as a deadline that forces the group to automatically move
to the next agenda item. Rather, allotting time enables us to monitor the group’s
use of time and to point out how much time remains for a topic. If the group
has not finished an item in the allotted time, I intervene by asking whether the
group wants to continue discussing the subject or move on.

I participate in the discussion of how much time to allot to each item, be-
cause this is a process issue. As a process expert, I give my estimate of how
much time the group is likely to require to deal with each topic.

Agree on the Process, Including Ground Rules
The agenda represents agreement on the content, but the group still needs to
decide which ground rules to use. At this point, I advocate the ground rules and
inquire into any concerns members have about using them. Chapter Thirteen
describes this process in more detail.

As the group comes to each agenda item, I advocate a process for address-
ing that item (such as a problem-solving model or other macro process) and
then check to see what concerns, if any, people have about using the process.

Define Roles
Related to the group process is the question of identifying who assumes each
role. If I have managed the contracting process effectively, the group has a good
understanding of my facilitator role. In addition, when I introduce myself I
briefly describe my role. Then I clarify my role and check for any questions or
concerns. For example, in a basic facilitation, I might say, “As facilitator, my role
is to help you work together as effectively as possible to help you accomplish
what you want to accomplish. To do that, I will help you follow the ground
rules. If I think someone is acting inconsistently with the ground rules, I will
point it out and see if you agree. If you do, I will ask you if you’re willing to
make your point again using the ground rules. For example, if you take a posi-
tion, I will ask you if you are willing to state the interests behind your position.

“I will also help you keep on track and monitor your time, but whether you
want to change the agenda or reallocate your time among agenda items is your
decision.

“As your facilitator, I will be content-neutral. For example, if you are talking
about how best to increase loyalty among customers, I will not share my views
on the subject. I will, however, help you have that conversation in such a way
that you clearly understand each person’s point of view and the reasoning that
leads each person to reach this point of view.”

BEGINNING AND ENDING MEETINGS 239



(If it’s appropriate, I add, “As you may know, I have some expertise in
a couple of the subject areas you are working on, but it is not consistent
with my role as facilitator to share that information. If, however, someone has
a substantive question he or she wants me to answer, and the group agrees that
I should answer it, I will temporarily leave my facilitator role, answer, and then
return to the facilitator role.”)

“If, at any time, you think I am acting inconsistently with what we have
agreed is my role, please tell me immediately. Does anyone have any questions
or concerns about my role?”

After addressing any questions and concerns, we define the other roles:
recorder, formal group leader, nonmember participant, observer. Then we be-
gin to address the content of the facilitation.

ENDING THE MEETING

At the end of the meeting, I help the group perform several tasks (Exhibit 11.3).

Review Decisions and Plans for Action
Reviewing decisions made during the meeting ensures that all members un-
derstand the decisions made. Referring to flipchart or other notes that either a
group member or I have recorded, I review the decisions or else ask a member
to do it (“Let’s be sure everyone understands what the group has agreed on.
Will someone recap the decisions? If anyone hears something that they believe
the group did not agree to, please say so”).

Even if the group has not formally engaged in problem solving, it is likely to
have made at least one decision that requires some action. At the end of the
meeting, planning ensures that members know who is responsible for each task
and when it will be completed.

Schedule the Next Meeting and Agenda
If the group is going to meet again, it may be most convenient to schedule the
next meeting while all members are assembled. Similarly, building a tentative
agenda for the next meeting is easier after members have reviewed the current
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Exhibit 11.3. Interventions for Ending a Meeting

1. Review decisions and plans for action.

2. Schedule the next meeting and agenda.

3. Do a self-critique.



meeting. The tentative agenda is reviewed and revised, as necessary, at the be-
ginning of the next meeting.

Conduct a Self-Critique
A self-critique is a way to help a group learn from experience and apply the
learning in future meetings. Although a self-critique can be used at any time
during a meeting, I usually use it at the end.

I begin the self-critique by explaining the purpose and then dividing a
flipchart sheet into two vertical columns labeled What We Did Well and What
We Need to Improve on or Do Differently Next Time. I then ask members to re-
flect on the meeting and use the ground rules to identify specific examples of
when they acted effectively (did well) and when they acted ineffectively (need
to improve or do differently). I also ask members to identify times when I acted
inconsistently (or consistently) with the approach I have espoused. Members
can also identify more complex patterns that contribute to or hinder the group’s
effectiveness. I participate and encourage members to critique their behavior.
In addition, members can evaluate how well they accomplished their substan-
tive goals for the meeting.

I may help the group identify examples by asking members to review the
ground rules and think of a situation in which they acted consistently or in-
consistently with them. I may also ask members to think of a time they had a
strong feeling or thought during the meeting but did not share it.

For the critique to be helpful, members need to give specific examples—a
ground rule itself. For example, John might say, “I think Debra helped the group
focus on interests rather than positions when she asked Henry what interests
led him to oppose flexible working hours. Do others agree?” A general com-
ment such as “I think we all could do a better job of staying focused” does not
yield enough information for other members to decide whether the critique is
valid. Nor does it help the group identify exactly how they lost their focus or
what to do differently. General statements also lead to a situation in which
everyone may agree that the group could do a better job of staying focused, but
no one believes she or he is responsible for getting the group off track.

Several variations of a self-critique are possible, depending on what kind of
critiquing skill members want to develop. The first variation gives members
practice in taking responsibility for both functional and dysfunctional behavior.
Each person identifies something he or she did well and something he or she
needs to improve on. A second variation helps a group in conflict see how other
members contribute to the group’s effectiveness. In this variation, each mem-
ber identifies something another member did well.

A third variation helps members learn to give constructive negative feedback
(consistent with the ground rules and diagnosis-intervention cycle). Each person
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identifies something he or she believes someone else needs to improve on, a tech-
nique that is useful for a group that tends to avoid or smooth over conflict.

A final variation, which involves a combination of the others, is helpful if
members are reluctant to take the risk involved in the other variations, or after
they have begun with one of the other variations. Each member identifies some-
thing any other member did well or needs to improve on. This variation in-
volves the least risk for members, though it also develops the fewest skills. In
a group that begins with this variation, members usually identify things that
other members do well.

For all the variations, to maintain members’ free choice they can always
choose not to participate.

The variations work well for identifying individual actions. However, to iden-
tify interaction or a complex pattern, members need to identify how each mem-
ber contributes to creating the dynamic. Following the ground rule to combine
advocacy and inquiry, each member asks the other members of the group
whether they see his or her view differently. For each item the group needs to
improve on, it is important to also identify specifically how particular members
will act differently. To increase the likelihood of the group improving its pro-
cess, I begin each meeting by reviewing the part of the previous meeting’s self-
critique that lists what the group must improve on or do differently.

Sometimes a self-critique generates new understanding of something that
occurred during the meeting, or a new decision. During a developmental self-
critique with a top management group, one member said she did not raise an
issue in the group because her supervisor (also a group member) had told her
before the meeting that it would be inappropriate to do so. Members then dis-
cussed and reached a clear agreement about not preventing any issue from be-
ing raised in the group.

A facilitated meeting can be frustrating for a group that is not used to dis-
cussing process issues. The dialogue in Exhibit 11.4 shows how a member
might express this frustration and how a facilitator can intervene.

Basic and developmental facilitation self-critiques differ. In developmental fa-
cilitation, group members take turns conducting the self-critique. Developmen-
tal self-critique focuses not only on ground rules but also on the underlying
dynamics that lead a group to follow or not follow them, including theory-in-use.
Although a self-critique in basic facilitation focuses on the ground rules, it also
concentrates on how well the group accomplishes its substantive goals.

Self-critiquesgivemetimetoget feedback fromthegroup.Toreduce thechance
of receiving only positive comments, I might say, “Even though I’m interested in
knowing what you think I did that was helpful, my intent in asking about my per-
formance is not to look for compliments but rather to learn how to facilitate bet-
ter. So I also value comments about what I did that you found not so helpful.”

To underscore the point, I can briefly identify something I learned from a
self-critique with a previous group, or I can begin by identifying a specific in-
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Exhibit 11.4. Facilitating a Self-Critique

Notes Conversation
MEMBER: I think we wasted time in the
session.

Facilitator seeks to clarify meaning of FACILITATOR: Can you say specifically
important words. what you mean by “wasted time”? For

example, are you saying that these
topics were not important to discuss
in this group? Are you saying that the
group could have discussed the topics
more efficiently? Or are you saying
something else?

MEMBER: The topics were important to
discuss, but I just feel that the discus-
sion should not have taken so long.

Facilitator seeks to find a specific FACILITATOR: Can you give the group a
example. specific example of when you think it

was taking too long? I’m asking be-
cause I think that will help the group
and me better understand what you’re
saying.

MEMBER: When we were discussing
when to begin the pilot project. I
thought we took too long to reach
what was a simple decision.

Facilitator seeks to identify how group FACILITATOR: Is there anything the 
could have been more effective. group or I could have done in that

situation to use the time more
effectively?

MEMBER: No, not beyond the few
small things that others mentioned. I
can’t think of anything. Everything we
talked about was important.

Facilitator tests inference. FACILITATOR: Given that you think the
group could not have done anything
else aside from the small things men-
tioned, I’m wondering if you’re feel-
ing frustrated because a process you
think is important takes such a long
time to solve the group’s problems.
Are you frustrated about this?



stance when I wished I had intervened differently and then ask other members
to comment. In one group self-critique, I identified a specific time when I had
let group members continue talking, although I thought they were off the task.
When I asked members whether they agreed, several said they had hoped I
would intervene sooner.

Finally, self-critique often generates powerful diagnostic information about
the group. It can help a facilitator assess how well group members understand
their ground rules and whether certain behavior is functional or dysfunctional.
Self-critique also enables a facilitator to assess the level of skill among members
in an important area: giving feedback to other members.
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Exhibit 11.4. (continued)

Notes Conversation

MEMBER: Yeah, I am. At this rate, it
will take weeks to solve all our prob-
lems. That’s a long time.

Facilitator reframes the meaning of “a FACILITATOR: I agree that it may take 
long time” and checks for agreement or weeks. Whether several weeks is a 
disagreement. long time depends on how you look

at the situation. I would agree that
compared to how the group normally
works, it’s a long time to spend in
problem-solving meetings. However,
compared to the three years that the
group has tried without success to
solve these problems, several weeks
seems like a relatively short period of
time. Do you see it differently?

MEMBER: I agree with everything
you’ve said. I just don’t know
whether we can afford all that time in
meetings.

Facilitator identifies group issue and FACILITATOR: That’s an important ques-
checks for members’ interest. tion for the group to decide. Do you

want to check with the group to see if
they want to discuss this issue?



SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described structural interventions that I make before the
meeting and at the beginning and end. Before the meeting begins, I make sure
the room is set up appropriately. At the beginning, I make introductions; bring
people up to date; seek agreement on the objectives and identify any concerns;
and check for concerns about the agenda and time allocation, the meeting pro-
cess (including ground rules), and roles. At the end of the meeting, I help the
group review decisions and action plans, schedule the next meeting and agenda,
and conduct a self-critique.

In this chapter I have explained some relatively easy interventions to make
at set times in a meeting. In the next chapter, we explore interventions that are
more challenging and that may be necessary at any time with little advance no-
tice: intervening on emotions.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Dealing with Emotions

246

In this chapter, I explain how to deal with emotions arising in groups, mostly
difficult emotions. I begin by describing how people generate emotions and
how they express them. Next, we consider how emotional discussion in

groups can trigger your emotions and affect your ability to facilitate, as well as
how you can intervene to help people express their emotions effectively. The
chapter ends with description of how you can respond when group members
get angry at you and how you can use this as an opportunity for learning—for
the group and you.

Part of facilitating includes helping the group address difficult, conflict-ridden
problems. In working on these problems, group members may experience a va-
riety of emotions, expressing anger, fear, disgust, surprise, sadness, or other
emotions. Emotion refers to a feeling and the distinctive thoughts associated
with it, along with the psychological and biological states that, all together,
predispose a person to act (Goleman, 1995). For a facilitator, the challenge
is to help group members identify their emotions and the source, and ex-
press them in a way that contributes to—rather than detracts from—group
effectiveness.

This is a difficult challenge. Like the groups they are trying to help, many of
the facilitators I teach or coach find it hard to deal with an emotional situation.
This makes sense if you consider that most people employ a unilateral control
theory-in-use when they feel psychological threat or embarrassment. Faced with
a group that is becoming emotional, you may have a similar reaction. You may



fear the group getting out of control and your not knowing how to help them.
You may be overwhelmed by your own feelings and not able to think clearly. Part
of the challenge of dealing with group members’ emotions is dealing with your
own. I address this challenge later in the chapter.

The ability to deal with emotions is what Daniel Goleman calls emotional in-
telligence (Goleman, 1995, 1998). Drawing on the research of Peter Salovey and
John Mayer (Salovey and Mayer, 1990), he describes emotional intelligence as
the ability to be aware of and manage your emotions, to use your emotions in
motivating yourself to achieve goals, to have empathy for others, and to effec-
tively deal with emotions in your relationships with others.

Fortunately, people are increasingly coming to value emotional intelligence
as a key element in the workplace. Organizational leaders are realizing that if a
group does not deal with emotion productively, it negatively affects the group’s
performance, the ability to work together in the future, and the individual’s pro-
fessional and personal development. As a facilitator, you can help a group shift
from being afraid of dealing with their emotions to helping them use emotion
to improve the quality of their work and their relationships.

Before considering how people generate emotions and how to intervene, it
is worth repeating an earlier point: group facilitation is not therapy. The pur-
pose of dealing with emotions that arise in facilitation is to help the group
become more effective at its work, not to change people’s personalities or to
focus on emotions for their own sake. To be appropriate, your interventions
on members’ emotional behavior must relate to group effectiveness.

HOW PEOPLE GENERATE EMOTIONS

Understanding how you and the group members generate and deal with emo-
tions can help you work effectively. Here I present a very simplified version,
drawing on Goleman’s clear writing on the topic (Goleman, 1995).

A Tale of Two Minds
There is a physiological reason that your emotions sometimes control you
rather than you controlling your emotions. The brain has two mechanisms for
dealing with emotion: the amygdala and the neocortex. When people say and
do things, your eyes and ears convert their sound and speech to neural signals
and send them to the thalamus, in your brain. The thalamus sends a signal to
the neocortex, the thinking part of the brain. The neocortex (in coordination
with the prefrontal lobes it is part of) makes sense of what your eyes and ears
perceive, decides how to respond, and then coordinates the response. It does
so with the amygdala and other parts of the emotional brain. The neocortex en-
ables us to think about how we feel and allows us to have feelings about ideas,
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including things that people say to us. It enables us to recognize that we may
be making an incorrect inference and decide to test it before acting.

However, at the same time the thalamus sends a message to the neocortex,
it sends one to the amygdala. This is part of the limbic system of the brain and
deals with emotional matters. When the amygdala gets the message, it figures
out whether the situation is potentially threatening to you or something you
hate. Sensing that it is, the amygdala instantly mounts a reaction, enlisting the
rest of the brain to deal with the threat.

The amygdala’s response is immediate but imprecise. It responds on the
basis of limited information and without any confirmation. It may lead you to
blow up with angry or sarcastic words, give a steely stare, completely shut down
in a steamy silence, break down and cry, or storm out of the room. The amyg-
dala responds before the neocortex can and takes over before the neocortex re-
sponds. It can even prevent the neocortex from responding at all. Goleman calls
this “emotional hijacking.”

The amygdala’s strength is also its weakness. Quick response has evolutionary
survival value, especially for animals like squirrels, which must quickly decide to
escape anything that might be a predator. Because the amygdala errs on the side
of safety, the cost of misperceiving something as a predator is small. But for you
as a human being, the sloppy response of the amygdala can create a huge prob-
lem in your natural habitat—encounters with other humans. It means that you
might respondangrilyanddefensivelywhenothersare reallynot threateningyou.

Integrating Thought and Emotion
You might logically conclude from this that the best way to handle a difficult
situation is to remove emotion from your analysis and decision making. But emo-
tion and rational thinking inform each other. Emotions are an important form of
data, even though they are not directly observable. Your emotions can quickly
point you in the right direction before your thinking kicks in, and your think-
ing can assess whether the data match your feeling. With your emotions and
thoughts working together, you respond more effectively in a range of situations.

Factors That Contribute to Generating Emotion
Obviously, the amygdala does not drive the reaction to every emotional situa-
tion. But even when higher-order thinking is functioning, there are still a vari-
ety of factors that that can, in a group meeting, lead you or a member to become
emotional and respond in a unilaterally controlling way. Knowing what factors
contribute to emotion helps you respond appropriately and, when possible,
prepare yourself internally.

Content of the Subject Being Discussed. Certain subjects are likely to be emo-
tionally hot topics because they often evoke feelings of fear, anger, shame, or
guilt; consider a performance appraisal, an organizational restructuring or lay-
off, a merger, violence in the workplace, or sexual harassment.
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Nature of Your Relationship with the Group. Even if you have helped clarify
what the group can reasonably expect from you, they may still have unrealistic
expectations of how you can help them. Combine this with the fact that you are
not solving the problems for the group or giving them expert technical advice
on how to do so, and this can cause group members to feel ambivalent about
you. On the one hand, they may very much want and need your help; on the
other, they may resent that you do not solve the problems they need solved.

Depth of Your Intervention. Deep interventions, such as theory-in-use inter-
ventions, ask people to reveal information about themselves—their beliefs, val-
ues, opinions, and feelings—that is quite private. By revealing the information,
they risk making themselves vulnerable. A member may share the fact that his
ineffective behavior with a boss is based on his belief that she cannot be trusted.
Or, he may reveal that his ineffective behavior results from believing that another
member is not competent to do the job. Depending on what the member reveals,
he or she may fear loss of support from peers, retribution by a more powerful
member, or loss of face. Consequently, the person can feel threatened by and re-
act emotionally to interventions that ask for such information to be revealed.

Experiences That Evoke Past Emotional Responses. An individual’s past ex-
perience triggers current emotional response. If people perceive the current
situation as similar to a past situation in which their emotions were triggered,
then even if the situation is dissimilar the emotions are likely to be triggered
again. This is true even if the experience was with people other than the current
group members.

Cultural Diversity. People of different cultures, races, or genders can make di-
vergent meaning out of the same event and have a range of emotional re-
sponses. For example, some Asian cultures place a higher priority on saving
face than U.S. cultures do. In a conversation in which group members are not
saving face, an Asian member may respond more emotionally than a member
from the United States, if each responds in a way stereotypical of the culture.

HOW MEMBERS EXPRESS EMOTIONS

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle defined the challenge of dealing with emo-
tions this way: “Anyone can become angry—that is easy. But to be angry with
the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and
in the right way—this is not easy.” The facilitator’s challenge is to help group
members identify, express, and discuss their emotions so as to increase rather
than decrease the group’s effectiveness.
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People express their emotions in two ways: directly or indirectly. In the for-
mer case, they describe what they are feeling: “I am really angry at you,” or “I
fear that someone will get back at me if I’m honest.”

People express their emotions indirectly in two ways: verbally or nonver-
bally. Indirect verbal expression can take many forms, among them raising or
lowering the voice, focusing repeatedly on a particular point or raising unre-
lated points, immediately changing an opinion when pressured, and verbally
attacking someone or denying their actions. Nonverbal examples include glar-
ing at or looking away from other group members, slouching in or perching on
the chair, folding or waving the arms, tightening facial muscles, and sighing.

In both indirect methods, a group member transforms the emotion so that
other members and the facilitator cannot identify the emotion without asking or
making an inference. Again, making an untested inference often creates nega-
tive consequences, and this situation is no exception. People do not always
express the same emotion in the same way as others (this can be true even of
the same person). You may express anger by becoming hostile, while I express
anger by withdrawing from the conversation. Further, a given behavior can ex-
press different emotions. One person’s outburst may reflect anger, while an-
other’s is from anxiety. Consequently, you cannot reliably infer a person’s
emotions from his or her behavior.

Acting defensively—part of the unilateral control theory-in-use—is a com-
mon way for a group member to indirectly express emotion. Defensive behavior
is a way of trying to reduce anxiety or stress that involves denying or distorting
reality (McConnell, 1986). Examples are denial, blaming others, withholding
relevant information, and suppressing emotions.

People express their emotions functionally by expressing them directly
and in a manner consistent with the core values and ground rules. Whether
a person acts functionally does not depend on how frequently or strongly he
expresses his emotions.

Just as cultural differences affect how members of a group generate emotions,
they also affect how members express them. Some organizations believe that dis-
cussing emotions is “touchy-feely” and do not see the relationship between pro-
ductive discussion of emotion and the group’s effectiveness. Consequently,
people in such an organization feel pressure to avoid emotional discussion. In
contrast, other organizations believe—and the research suggests (for example,
Argyris, 1990)—that unresolved issues of negative emotion, especially those that
create defensive behavior, reduce the group’s ability to maintain its working re-
lationship and consequently the ability to perform tasks. People in this sort of or-
ganization feel less pressure to avoid emotional discussion, or none.

The group’s culture also influences whether and how members express
emotion. Consider, for example, a group comprising members from only one
subgroup of the organization, a subgroup with a culture that values discussing
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emotional issues. The group is likely to do so, even if the discussion is not sup-
ported by the larger organizational culture.

The cultural makeup of group members also has an impact on how they ex-
press emotion. Although it is dangerous to assume that a person from a par-
ticular culture expresses his or her own emotions in a way that is stereotypical
of the culture, nevertheless some cultures express their emotions more directly
and emphatically, while others express their emotions more subtly. The same
holds true for the level of education, class, and position within the organization.

MANAGING YOUR OWN EMOTIONS

You are facilitating a group discussing roles and responsibilities, when Michelle
starts to accuse Joe of slacking off. Immediately, Joe angrily tells Michelle that
if she were competent the group wouldn’t be having problems. Walt jumps in
admonishingly, saying that Joe is in no position to complain. With each com-
ment, the group members get angrier.

Many of the facilitators that I teach or coach have a difficult time in a situa-
tion like this one, where group members get quite emotional. It is hard to
help the members manage their emotions effectively if your own emotions are
getting in the way. Should you find yourself starting to get overwhelmed emo-
tionally, you can do several things to manage your emotions and regain your
effectiveness.

Slow Down
First, slow down. You do not need to immediately jump in when you see the
group getting emotional. Intervening quickly out of fear or anger can be worse
than making no intervention at all. By slowing yourself down, you have the
chance to use your emotions to inform your thinking rather than to override it.
The traditional advice of taking a deep breath and counting to ten is useful. It
gives you a chance to interrupt your purely emotional response and integrate
your thinking with your emotions.

Treat Yourself with Compassion
Remember that the core value of compassion includes treating yourself com-
passionately. For most people, dealing with an emotional situation is clearly a
challenging part of being a facilitator. Compassion for yourself means recog-
nizing that you are also a learner in this process, that there will be times when
you feel anxious, overwhelmed, afraid, stuck, and so forth, and that is part of
what it means to grow and develop. As a “recovering perfectionist,” I can tell
you that when things are not working out as you would like, you do not earn
extra points for getting down on yourself.
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Experience and Name Your Emotions
Name your emotions. Is it anger, fear, shame, surprise, disgust, sadness, joy, or
some other emotion—or combination of emotions? These are some basic emo-
tions, but there are hundreds of them, and blends of emotion as well. Anger in-
cludes frustration, resentment, and annoyance; fear encompasses anxiety,
nervousness, and wariness, to name a few (Goleman, 1995). Increasing your
emotional vocabulary makes it easier to clearly name your emotions, which
makes it easier to work with them.

To name your emotions, allow yourself to experience them without judging.
It is natural to have a range of emotions when facilitating; do not berate your-
self for having them. If you think to yourself I’m feeling anxious and that’s bad,
you add another layer of emotion, which makes it more difficult to identify your
initial emotion and generates distraction. Instead, try reframing your thinking
so that you are curious and compassionate with yourself: Hmmm, this is inter-
esting; what am I feeling here?

Identify the Source
Identify the source of your emotion. By continuing to remain curious and com-
passionate, you can reflect, I wonder where my reaction is coming from? Ask
yourself what specifically people have said or done that generated the emotion
for you. Is it something that has happened in the present conversation? Is it some-
thing from a previous conversation with group members? Is it something from a
relationship with other people that you are carrying over to this group?

Also ask yourself if something is happening that is triggering some of your
own issues. Knowing what your own issues are helps you identify this quickly.
For example, if you generally set unrealistically high standards for yourself and
keep on raising the bar, you may react emotionally if a group member begins to
discuss this topic emotionally. Ask yourself: Is the level of my emotion in propor-
tion to the situation, or not? Getting annoyed with group members is different
from being outraged at them. Here too, remaining curious and compassionate
with yourself helps you identify the source of your emotion.

Use the answers to your questions to help diagnose the situation. Consider
that your own emotions may be mirroring what one or more group members
are feeling. For example, if you are annoyed at a team member’s comment and
think that it has something to do with an interaction between group members,
consider the possibility that other group members are also annoyed; look for
observable data that confirms or disconfirms this idea. If you conclude that your
emotions are unrelated to what is happening in the group, then it helps to
reflect on your reaction. (This is why having a cofacilitator is important; it en-
ables the other to take the lead for a while.) If you are facilitating alone, recog-
nize that you have become part of the problem. If you’ve already reacted, let
the group know that your own emotions have clouded your judgment. Owning
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your mistakes and publicly apologizing can also be a vital learning experience
for the group.

Remind Yourself of Your Skills
One reason my facilitation students feel anxious is that they do not know what
to say or do when group members get emotional. The elements of the Skilled
Facilitator approach that you have already learned give you a way of helping
members deal with emotions. Thus, by using the diagnosis-intervention cycle
and the ground rules, you can test your inferences about whether people are
feeling a certain emotion and inquire into what has happened that led them to
feel that way. Knowing that there are some standard interventions you can make
when a group member expresses emotion can help a lot.

DECIDING HOW TO INTERVENE

There are a number of things to consider when deciding how to intervene.

Look for the Gift
Recently I took some courses in improvisational theater. In improv, you work
with others to create a scene or play or song on the spot. If you and I are doing
an improvisational scene, you might begin the scene by sitting down at the con-
trols of an imaginary airplane and, while setting the various controls, turn to
me in you best professional pilot voice and say “I sure am glad you’re able to
fill in as copilot for this flight. My regular partner had an awful time on the last
flight.” I then respond, having had no idea you were going to say that and no
idea what you will say or do after I respond. We continue our spontaneous con-
versation, each of us building on the other’s comments to create a scene that is
meaningful—and maybe even funny.

What I learned from my improv instructor is that for improv to work, you
need to accept the gift that you are given. The lines the person gives you are the
lines you have to work with and respond to. You can build on them and play
with them, but you have to work with those lines. If you refuse to play with
them, the improv ends. By framing the lines a person gives you as a gift, you
can look for ways to build on them.

The same is true for facilitation. The lines that group members say are the
lines you have to work with as a facilitator. You can comment on them and ask
the members about them, but you need to accept them as the basis for your in-
terventions if your interventions are to be related to their conversation.

With the Skilled Facilitator approach, by listening carefully and curiously to
what group members say you receive the material for your next lines. If Lola
says in a loud voice, “Tony, I’ve had enough of your games. You’re always
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putting yourself before the team!” I might respond, “Lola, you sound angry,
yes? Are you willing to look at what you’re angry about?” If she agrees, you can
continue: “What’s happened that led you to feel this way?”

Unfortunately, if you grow fearful, angry, or embarrassed and focus exclu-
sively and extensively on your emotions, you stop attending to the group. Then
you miss what people are saying and the gifts they are continuing to give you
for intervention. A colleague and I were working with a group when she made
what I thought was an inadvertent pejorative comment about a particular race,
members of which were in the group. I got embarrassed and put my head
down, thereby missing the group members’ reactions (which I could have used
as data to intervene). A few minutes later, when I recovered from my embar-
rassment, I did intervene. I said to the group that when she made the remark I
felt embarrassed and as a result missed their reactions. I then asked them how
they felt about the remark. The group, my colleague, and I discussed it; some
group members said they had stopped paying attention after she made the com-
ment, because it bothered them. After talking about it, the group, my colleague,
and I were ready to return the group’s task.

Part of the difficulty is that when group members become emotional, the di-
agnostic and intervention gifts they give you are not nicely wrapped. They may
come in loud, angry, or sullen packaging. But if you accept the gift, you may help
the group unwrap some important issues that are hindering its effectiveness.

Move Toward the Conflict
As conflict arises in a group and people get emotional, you may want to avoid
it. You can try to switch the subject, squelch it, or defuse the situation, perhaps
by calling a break. But moving away from conflict means you miss an opportu-
nity to help the group.

I learned this lesson by facilitating for a nonprofit volunteer service organiza-
tion. The organization was in trouble because the leadership was burned out.
The leadership had been providing almost all the services because they could not
recruit other volunteer members to do so. As a result, the leaders were planning
to resign their positions en masse but could not find anyone to replace them.
They believed that if they stepped down, the organization would die. They called
a membership meeting to deal with this issue.

Unfortunately, my concern about the members’ emotions and my ability to
handle them led me to intervene in a way that steered the group away from the
conflict rather than into it. The group did not get to discuss the essence of the
issue; the meeting ended without any agreement.

A principle of the Skilled Facilitator approach is to move toward conflict. By
publicly identifying the conflict in the group and engaging people in a conver-
sation about it, you can help the group explore how people contribute to the
conflict, how they are feeling about it, and how to manage it.
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Follow Through on Interventions
Interventions are not magic. Even if you move toward conflict and intervene,
your initial intervention may not have the impact you intend. It is natural to have
to make a series of interventions to help the group explore a particular issue.

Sometimes you may drop an intervention because you become frustrated as
the group members remain silent or respond only indirectly to your questions.
Sometimes you may drop an intervention because a group member responds
angrily or tearfully. Faced with restating the intervention or dropping it, you
choose the latter.

When I ask facilitators what leads them to not follow through on an emotion-
ally difficult intervention that they consider important and appropriate, they usu-
ally explain that they inferred the member or entire group would be embarrassed
and could not handle it. They also say they are uncomfortable when pursuing
such an intervention. They recognize that by dropping the intervention they are
unilaterally protecting their clients and themselves.

It is important that the group members make a free and informed choice to
respond to your interventions. If you think that others are growing embarrassed
and want you to stop, ask them about it. You can also explain that your intent
is not to embarrass them but to help them address some issues that they have
said are important. If they are feeling embarrassed or defensive, you can ask
what, if anything, you have done to contribute to their reaction. You can also
ask them if they would like to continue, and what would need to happen for
them to continue. Still, after you explain your intent for making your inter-
vention and explain the potential consequences for the group if they choose
not to pursue the issue, if the members decide not to pursue it, then you
have preserved their free and informed choice.

You can also reframe your thinking about the situation. I often tell myself
that the group is paying me to facilitate because they are not able to pursue
these difficult issues themselves. If I back off when my initial intervention is not
working, I may reinforce their belief that these issues are too difficult to handle.
I may also lead them to infer that the core values and ground rules—on which
my interventions are based—are not effective in a difficult situation. By pursu-
ing interventions in a way that also maintains the group members’ free and in-
formed choice, I model what is possible and also give them hope that they can
address their difficult issues.

If clients do not respond directly to your initial intervention or respond
defensively, rather than repeating the same intervention you can follow up
with a meta-intervention. A meta-intervention is an intervention that refers
to a previous one. Meta-interventions enable the group and you to talk about
interventions. In a meta-intervention, you explore with the group what it was
that led members not to respond to the initial intervention.
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Consider, for example, a member who remains silent when you intervene
to ask the member to identify her interests. You may respond with the general
meta-intervention, “Jill, when I asked you what your interests were, you re-
mained silent, yes? [If yes] Can you say what led you to be silent?” The meta-
intervention enables Jill and you to identify why the initial intervention did not
work as you expected. Once you identify and address the cause, you can change
your intervention accordingly.

Sometimes a group member believes she is addressing your question but you
think she is not. In this case, your meta-intervention might be, “Andrea, when
I asked what your interests were in combining the two departments, you said
that people have been concerned about the high turnover in these departments.
Is that what you said? [If yes] I don’t understand how what you said identifies
your interests. Can you explain it me?”

Sometimes a member responds indirectly to avoid discussing a difficult or
undiscussable issue. If you have observed behavior that leads you to infer this,
you can share the inference with the member and test it.

Of course, making a meta-intervention can surface undiscussable issues that
require deeper intervention. A meta-intervention may prompt members to dis-
cuss how they disagree with the goals of a program, or how they question other
members’ performance. I do not become concerned if the group abandons my
initial intervention to pursue the issue uncovered by the meta-intervention. In
fact, I consider this a success. Meta-intervention issues often help the group
move beyond discussing symptoms, to explore underlying problems and causes.

INTERVENING ON EMOTIONS

To repeat an earlier point, the facilitator’s role is to help the group identify, ex-
press, and discuss emotions in a way that increases group effectiveness. To do
this, you can intervene in two ways: by helping members express their emo-
tions effectively or by helping them learn to think differently so that they can
manage their emotions effectively themselves. The first approach is appropri-
ate for both basic and developmental facilitation; the second is suited only to
developmental facilitation.

Helping People Express Emotions Effectively
You help group members express their emotions effectively by having them do
so in manner consistent with the core values and ground rules. In basic facili-
tation, you accomplish this by encouraging them to name their emotions, iden-
tifying comments that may upset other members, and rephrasing for members
how they have expressed their emotions. The example in Exhibit 12.1 shows a
basic facilitator intervention with a group of department heads who are dis-
cussing potential budget cuts.
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Exhibit 12.1. Intervening on Emotion, Using Basic Facilitation

Notes Dialogue

DAN: I don’t think Paul needs all his
people because he’s increased efficien-
cies significantly. I think we can cut
some people in his area, meet the bud-
get, and not reduce our productivity.

Facilitator observes loud voice, pointing PAUL: (to Dan in a very loud voice)
at Dan, and the phrase “I’m sick and I’m sick and tired of hearing this line 
tired” and infers emotion. Facilitator de- from you. You talk as if every other 
cides to intervene on the larger issue of department has to justify its existence 
Paul’s emotions rather than the unex- except yours. Well, we’ve got real 
plained phrase “you’re like a little kid,” good reasons for our staffing num-
which seems part of the larger issue. bers. (waving his finger at Dan) You

know that, but you’re more con-
cerned about your own little kingdom
instead of the bigger picture. You’re
like a little kid.

Facilitator describes the observable be- FACILITATOR: Paul, You raised your 
havior, checks for agreement, and simul- voice, waved your finger at Dan, and 
taneously inquires what Paul is feeling. told him you were “sick and tired of

hearing this line.” Yes? I’m wondering
what you are feeling.

Facilitator notes that Paul describes a PAUL: I’ll tell you what I’m feeling: 
type of anger: being ticked off. Paul has ticked off. It’s like this all the time. 
also identified this issue as a pattern, Dan is looking out for Dan.
which he attributes to “Dan looking out
for Dan.”

Facilitator asks Paul to describe his FACILITATOR: OK. What I don’t under-
thoughts that led him to be ticked off. stand exactly is what Dan said that

ticked you off. What were you think-
ing before you told Dan you were “sick
and tired”? Can you say specifically?

Facilitator notes that Paul is attributing PAUL: Dan knows the whole point of 
to Dan that Dan knows that what increasing efficiency wasn’t to cut 
he is saying is not true and is just people in the department. It was to be
trying to protect his people. able to redeploy people on more prof-

itable services. There was never any
intention of cutting people once we
achieved the efficiencies. He’s just
trying to protect his own people—it’s
typical Dan.



In developmental facilitation, you intervene to help members learn how to
express their emotions consistently with the core values and ground rules,
rather than relying on the facilitator to do it for them, as in basic facilitation.
The intervention in Exhibit 12.2 continues essentially from where the earlier
conversation ends, illustrating how you can move from a basic intervention to
a developmental intervention.

Helping People Reduce Defensive Thinking
The basic and developmental interventions in the example help members
express their emotions but do not help them alter their underlying defensive be-
havior, because neither intervention addresses the source. Instead, the facilita-
tor helps members bypass the defensive behavior instead of “helping the group
learn to [discuss these defensive behaviors] in order to get rid of them” (Ar-
gyris, 1990, p. 102).

To address the underlying defensive behavior, you can help members change
how they think about an experience, so that they perceive less of a threat and
therefore do not experience the emotion so overwhelmingly or as a trigger to
their defensive behavior. This kind of developmental intervention involves help-
ing people explore and redesign their theories-in-use at a deep level and re-
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Exhibit 12.1. (continued)

Notes Dialogue

Facilitator clarifies the source of Paul’s FACILITATOR: So are you angry because 
anger and checks for agreement about you think Dan knows this but is try-
the attribution. ing to use that reason to cut your

people?

PAUL: That’s exactly what I’m saying.

Facilitator inquires into whether Paul’s FACILITATOR: OK. Can you say what 
inferences and attributions are tested or leads you to believe that Dan knows 
untested. this? I’m asking because I’m wonder-

ing: Are you inferring it, or has Dan
said this explicitly to you?

PAUL: I’m inferring it from a number
of comments he made.

Facilitator asks Paul to test his inference FACILITATOR: Are you willing to share 
with Dan. with Dan what data you used to make

your inference and find out if he sees
it differently?

PAUL: OK.
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Exhibit 12.2. Intervening on Emotion, Using Developmental Facilitation

Notes Dialogue

Facilitator clarifies the source of Paul’s FACILITATOR: So are you angry because 
anger and checks for agreement about you think Dan knows this but is try-
the attribution. ing to use that reason to cut your

people?

PAUL: That’s exactly what I’m saying.

Facilitator describes the two issues, one FACILITATOR: I think it can be useful to 
content-related and the other emotion- be angry in certain cases and then ap-
related, and separates the two initially. propriately express your anger. I

see two related issues here. One is
whether Dan does know about the
purpose of increasing efficiency and
whether he was trying to protect his
own people. The other issue is how
you responded to Dan, given your
thinking about the first issue. I’d like
first to focus on how you responded,
because I think your reaction created
some unintended consequences. Then
I’d like to come back to the first is-
sue. Any concerns about doing that?

PAUL: No, that’s OK.

Facilitator identifies Paul’s intent, to see FACILITATOR: When you got angry with 
if it will match the consequences he got. Dan, what was your intent when you

yelled that he was only concerned
about his own little kingdom instead
of the bigger picture and that he was
acting like a little kid?

PAUL: I was so ticked off that I wanted
to get his attention.

FACILITATOR: I think you definitely got
Dan’s attention. I also think you may
have gotten some other consequences
that you hadn’t intended. Would you
be willing to find out from Dan how
he reacted to your comments?

PAUL: OK. Dan, how did you react
when I told you that?
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Exhibit 12.2. (continued)

Notes Dialogue

Facilitator chooses not to intervene on DAN: I got angry with you because 
Dan’s reaction based on Dan’s untested you unfairly accused me and I didn’t
inference about Paul. think you wanted to hear what I had

to say. At that point, I just shut down.
I wasn’t willing to hear what you had
to say.

FACILITATOR: Paul, can you let Dan
know what you heard him say, so that
he’s sure you got it as he meant it?
What did you hear Dan say?

PAUL: Dan, what you’re saying is that
you got annoyed at me because you
thought I was accusing you unfairly
and that I wasn’t going to listen to
your view of the situation. You basi-
cally turned me off at that point. Yes?

DAN: You got it.

Facilitator declares his willingness to FACILITATOR: Paul, earlier I said that I 
share his thoughts and explains why he thought you not only got Dan’s atten-
wants Paul to go first. tion but also got some other conse-

quences you didn’t intend. I’m willing
to share my thoughts about what the
consequences are, but I’m interested
in seeing if you can identify any.
What do you think?

PAUL: Well, I guess that in trying to
get Dan’s attention I got it initially but
then lost him completely because I
got his attention by ticking him off.

Facilitator agrees with Paul and then FACILITATOR: I agree with you com-
asks Paul to redesign his comment. pletely. You got the opposite of the

very thing you intended. Can you
think what you could have said to
Dan that would have let him know
how you were feeling without con-
tributing to his shutting you off?

PAUL: I’d say something like, “Dan, I’m
angry at you. You said that my depart-



quires a highly skilled facilitator. Again, the conversation in Exhibit 12.3 begins
by returning to an earlier part of the last example.

Dealing with Hot Buttons
A hot button is a characteristic or situation that has a particularly strong mean-
ing for you and that leads you to respond defensively. For some people, a hot
button might be perceiving they are not afforded the respect, deference, or at-
tention they believe they deserve. Other people have a hot button pushed when
they believe someone is questioning their ability, commitment, intelligence, or
integrity. For still others, it is being manipulated or otherwise controlled. Be-
cause your own hot buttons lead you to misperceive others’ remarks and ac-
tions, you often respond ineffectively even if others have acted effectively.

As a developmental facilitator, you can help group participants respond ef-
fectively by reducing the defensive thinking associated with their hot buttons.
This involves first working with them to identify the trigger and then reframe
their thinking. Some people I have facilitated for find it difficult to respond ef-
fectively when a person—especially someone with less power or authority—
raises his or her voice at them in anger. Granted, raising your voice or yelling is
not a particularly skillful way of communicating, but these people believe that
a person yelling at them is showing disrespect for their official position, or their
personal dignity. They also believe that allowing a person to raise his voice
gives him too much control.
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Exhibit 12.2. (continued)

Notes Dialogue

ment could be cut without any loss
of productivity. But when we talked
about increasing efficiency, you agreed
that my department would use the in-
creased efficiency to redeploy people
to higher-profit services. Now you’re
saying something different than what
you said before. Do you agree, Dan?”
Assuming Dan agreed, I’d continue,
“Well, that makes me angry.”

Facilitator confirms Paul’s statement FACILITATOR: I think that’s consistent 
and checks with the group for problems with the core values and ground rules.
facilitator may not have seen. Anyone see any problems with Paul’s

revised statement?

(Members shake heads, say no)
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Exhibit 12.3. Using Developmental Facilitation to Identify Defensive Thinking

Notes Dialogue

Facilitator confirms Paul’s statement and FACILITATOR: I think that’s consistent 
checks with the group for problems fa- with the core values and ground rules.
cilitator may not have seen. Anyone see any problems with Paul’s

revised statement?

(Members shake heads, say no)

Facilitator returns to the first issue he FACILITATOR: Paul, I’d like to go back 
identified. to the issue of whether Dan knows

about the purpose of increasing effi-
ciency and whether he was trying to
protect his own people. Can we re-
turn to that?

PAUL: OK.

Facilitator begins to determine whether FACILITATOR: I’m wondering whether 
Paul contributed to his emotional reac- you are inferring that Dan knows his 
tion by making untested inferences two statements are different. Assum-
about what Dan knew. ing you’re correct that Dan knew this,

I can understand how you would feel
angry. How do you know that Dan
knows the purpose of creating effi-
ciencies wasn’t to cut people? Have
you checked this out with Dan, or are
you making an inference?

PAUL: Everybody knew it. We talked
about it in a lot of meetings.

Facilitator clarifies Paul’s response in FACILITATOR: Are you saying that you 
terms of the facilitator’s question. checked out your inference directly

with Dan, or are you saying some-
thing else?

PAUL: No, I didn’t check it out. I just
think you would have had to be to-
tally out of the loop not to know it.

Facilitator shares observations and infer- FACILITATOR: Let me identify a pattern 
ences and tests them with Paul. that I think led to your angry re-

sponse and get your reaction. Dan
suggests that with the new efficien-
cies, people in your department can
be cut. You infer that Dan knows this
wasn’t the purpose of increasing



In developmental facilitation, I help them respond effectively through re-
framing how they think about the person raising his voice. First, I ask them to
reframe how they think about the other person’s interests—perhaps to think of
him not as being disrespectful but as having limited skills; the person yelling is
not trying to make someone’s life miserable but is trying to solve a problem
without the ability to do so. In other words, the person is not interested in rais-
ing his voice for its own sake.

Next, I ask the participants to consider reframing how they think about their
own role. Because they seek to manage conflict effectively, I ask them to think
of themselves as being in the position of helping people who are less skilled at
managing conflict.
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Exhibit 12.3. (continued)

Notes Dialogue

efficiency, and you respond by getting
angry with him. You attribute his ac-
tions to protecting his turf and then
suggest that this is Dan’s typical be-
havior. But you don’t test your infer-
ence with Dan. Rather, you assume
your inference is true and use your
untested inference as the justification
for your anger toward Dan. Have I ac-
curately described what happened?

PAUL: Yeah, that pretty much cap-
tures it.

Facilitator identifies a pattern of behav- FACILITATOR: One thing we can spend 
ior common to several group members. some time on is talking out how you 
The facilitator then suggests the value can reduce this kind of thinking. I 
of changing the dysfunctional pattern raise this because you’ve had several 
and asks the group to make the choice. occasions in which different mem-

bers—Dan, Amy, and Paul—have
experienced similar negative conse-
quences resulting from their thinking.
I think this would help your ability to
deal with some of the difficult issues
you still want to deal with, such as eq-
uitable workloads and coordination
between departments. But the choice
is yours. What do you want to do?



Part of the reframing involves asking the participant to consider adopting a
curious, compassionate response to the person raising his voice. This means in-
quiring what the participant has done that contributed to the other person feel-
ing the need to raise his voice. Reframing at this deep level can help change the
theory-in-use, but it often takes many facilitation sessions and much skill to
accomplish this. Because this is a deep level of intervention, it is especially im-
portant that you continue to offer group members a free and informed choice
to stop the intervention whenever they wish.

HELPING THE GROUP EXPRESS POSITIVE EMOTIONS

Although many groups struggle with addressing such emotions as fear, anger, re-
gret, and embarrassment, some groups also have difficulty handling positive
emotions—happiness, joy, pride, satisfaction, and kindness. Emotions are nei-
ther positive nor negative in the sense of being good or bad; I use the term posi-
tive emotion to refer to those we typically associate with a positive experience.
Helping group members learn to express their positive emotions is also impor-
tant. As a facilitator, you can help group members accomplish this in several ways.

Help the Group Celebrate Progress
One way to help people in a group express positive emotions is to bring them
to recognize and celebrate their achievements (Cuellar, 1986). A group working
through a difficult issue using new facilitative skills is in itself cause for recog-
nizing their accomplishment. This does not necessarily require a party to cele-
brate, but asking members to express their feelings about the achievement
creates a group memory about their ability to work together effectively. Mark-
ing the accomplishment builds momentum that helps the group to move on to
the next steps.

You can also help the group members compassionately reframe the meaning
of their experience when they feel frustrated or disappointed because they are
not yet able to act consistently with the core values and ground rules. You can
remind them that learning to act this way is difficult work that takes time. You
can help them shift from frustration to satisfaction by focusing on how they
have improved their group process skill set and mind-set, rather than focusing
on what they have not yet accomplished.

Find the Humor in Being Human
Being a facilitator does not mean being stoic or humorless. When group members
say and do things that are genuinely funny, I laugh accordingly. I do not join in a
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group’s humor if it is at the expense of a member or seems to be a defensive reac-
tion to a genuine issue in the group; but I do bring my sense of humor to my work.

To me, part of being human is laughing at my own ineffectiveness. Yes,
group facilitation is serious business, but not so serious that I think we should
lose sight of the comic absurdity of our ineffective behavior. Laughing with a
group about how it creates the very unintended consequences it tries to avoid
does not make the issue less serious; it just gives people more than one per-
spective. When we laugh at ourselves, we treat ourselves with compassion. Hu-
mor can be a powerful way to help people learn.

Look for Missing Positive Emotions
Some groups have a group or organizational culture that does not value or be-
lieve in expressing positive emotions. A number of years ago, as a member of
such a group, I heard the leader announce that one member had just received
a prestigious award; the members agreed it was deserved and were delighted he
had received it. Yet, when the leader made the announcement, no one ap-
plauded or cheered. In fact, no one said anything. My untested inference was
that members felt awkward in openly expressing their positive feelings about
another member.

If you observe that group members are not expressing positive emotions, you
can share your observation and infer what meaning people make of this. Your in-
tervention may lead to an important conversation about group values and norms.

Help Members Who Misattribute Positive Emotions
When members do express positive emotions, others can misinterpret them.
You can reduce misinterpretation by helping group members clarify the mean-
ing of their expressions. Members can easily misinterpret an expression of pos-
itive emotion if it seems inappropriate for the situation. Consider, for example,
Valerie describing how stressed she feels about the increase in demands on her
time. If she does not make some changes to get more control over how she
spends her time, she will not accomplish her long-term goals for the group.
While Valerie is sharing this, Pat, a more senior group member, starts to smile.
As Valerie becomes more frustrated, Pat’s smile grows and Valerie sees her smil-
ing. At this point, you might intervene by saying, “Pat, as Valerie has been shar-
ing her frustrations, you’ve been smiling. Would you be willing to share what
you are thinking or feeling?” Pat responds, “I’m smiling because, in a way, I’m
happy for Valerie. I know she has felt stressed out for a long time, but this is
the first time I’ve seen a resolve on her part to make some changes that will im-
prove things for her. It’s great to see that.”
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WHEN PEOPLE GET ANGRY WITH YOU
Sometimes you are the subject of the group’s emotions; they will get angry with
you. They can become angry or frustrated with you either because you have
acted ineffectively or because they are redirecting their emotions toward you.
As soon as you infer that a group member is feeling negatively toward you, it is
important to test your inference. If the inference is correct, then it is difficult to
go on facilitating effectively if you do not address this issue in the group.

By using the ground rules and diagnosis-intervention cycle, you can test the in-
ference that the member’s emotion is directed at you. You might say, “I’m inferring
from your frown and head shaking that you’re frustrated with me; am I correct?”
If the member agrees, you can start to identify the cause of the frustration: “I don’t
mean todoanything thatwill frustrateyou,but Imightbedoingsomething I’mnot
aware of. Can you tell me what I said or did that led you to get frustrated with me?”
After thegroupmemberdescribesyourbehavior, themembersandyoucan jointly
decide whether you have in fact behaved as the member described; if so, decide
whether your behavior was inconsistent with the core values and ground rules.

If you have acted effectively, then you can help the group member explore
what leads to his emotional reaction, as I described earlier in this chapter.

If you have acted ineffectively, then you contribute to generating the member’s
emotional reaction. In this case, you can acknowledge this and, if possible, re-
design your behavior to be consistent with the core values and ground rules. If a
member is frustrated with a comment you have just made because it is an
untested assumption about him, you can simply restate it and test the assump-
tion. In some cases, however, you cannot easily reduce the negative conse-
quences of your ineffective behavior. Perhaps a member is frustrated because
you have repeatedly failed to identify when members are getting off task. In ba-
sic facilitation, you can simply identify what you will do differently in the future.

In developmental facilitation, after you apologize, you can also ask the group
member what led him not to say anything after seeing the group repeatedly
go off task. By pursuing this, you are not trying to reduce your own responsibil-
ity. Rather, you are helping the group become more independent by exploring
why members do not intervene in the group when they believe it is necessary
(“Sheryl, if you noticed that several times the group was off task and I did not in-
tervene, and you thought it would be helpful to intervene, I’m curious what led
you not to intervene?”).

LEARNING FROM YOUR EXPERIENCES
Facilitators are not omniscient. If you have not yet started facilitating, expect at
times to be stumped. If you are already a facilitator, you surely know the feeling.
There are times when your intuition tells you that something is wrong, but you
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cannot identify any group behavior to make a diagnosis. Or, having identified
the problem, you may be uncertain about how to intervene. When this happens,
consider asking the group for help: “I’m stumped. I think the group is having a
problem, but I can’t figure out what it is, and I also can’t point to any behavior
that leads me to conclude this. Does anyone else see something?” Although it is
not helpful to the group if you intervene like this frequently, using it occasion-
ally can use the group’s skills to allow you to see things you are missing.

Even when you act ineffectively, you can create a learning opportunity for
the group and yourself. By asking group members about the consequences of
your behavior, you learn more about your own behavior while you show group
members how to practice diagnosing behavior and its consequences. By pub-
licly acknowledging how you have acted ineffectively, you model accountabil-
ity without defensiveness. I try to not act ineffectively, of course, but I have
been surprised to find that some group members’ most memorable learning has
come from my publicly reflecting with the group on my ineffective behavior.

Through facilitation, we come to know ourselves by reflecting on how we re-
act to certain situations, understanding the source of our emotion, and learning
how to work productively with our feelings. In doing so, we not only help our-
selves but also increase our ability to aid the groups with which we work.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have explored how to deal with emotions that arise in facilita-
tion—for the group members and for you. Dealing productively with emotion
is difficult because there are physiological reasons for emotion overriding ra-
tional thinking. Helping a group deal with emotion means showing group mem-
bers how to use their emotions and thinking to inform each other, rather than
avoid emotions or allow them to control the conversation; it also means help-
ing group members express their emotions productively. Because the facilitator
is susceptible to the same emotional reactions as the group members, you can
do a number of things to manage your own emotions during facilitation.

When you intervene on group members’ emotions, you can help them both
express their emotions effectively and learn to reduce the defensive thinking
that is associated with ineffective emotional response. You can also improve
learning on how to express “positive” emotions as well. Finally, managing your
own emotions includes responding effectively should a group member get
angry at you, and being able to frame the situation as an opportunity for learn-
ing—for you and the group. Clearly, it is important to have an explicit agree-
ment with the group about what kind of intervention you will make regarding
emotion. In the next chapter, I describe how to develop an explicit agreement
with the group about how you will work together.
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PART FOUR

AGREEING TO
WORK TOGETHER





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Contracting
Deciding Whether and
How to Work Together
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In this chapter, I discuss the stages that my clients and I go through to develop
an agreement on how to work together and what they will accomplish. Dur-
ing the contracting process, the client and I also develop the foundation of our

working relationship. This contracting approach rests on the premise that
only the primary client—the group I will be facilitating—has the valid in-
formation to contract with the facilitator. It also involves investing time in the
contracting process, recognizing that ineffective contracting almost invariably
leads to problems later in the facilitation.

Before I agree to facilitate a group, I want to understand who is asking for help,
what they want to accomplish, what might prevent them from achieving those
objectives, and how they see me helping them. Similarly, the group often wants
to know about my experience as a facilitator and how I think I can help them.
Through the contracting process, the client and I explore these questions, de-
velop a working relationship, and reach an agreement about whether and
how to work together.

In this chapter, I identify the contracting stages and the issues that often arise
in each one, principles for dealing with these issues, and the elements of an ef-
fective facilitation contract.



WHY CONTRACT?

Contracting occurs generally between the time I initially speak with someone
from the client organization and the time the client group and I reach agree-
ment about the goals of the facilitation and the conditions under which the fa-
cilitator and group are to work together. Additional contracting may, and often
does, occur at any time during the facilitation process.

Contracting has several related purposes. First and most obvious, it ensures
that the group and I understand and are committed to the conditions that gov-
ern our working relationship. This involves clarifying expectations each of us
has for the other: the objectives and boundaries of the facilitation, the ground
rules for the group, issues of confidentiality, the roles of the facilitator and
group members, how decisions are to be made, and when the facilitation ends.

Second, because contracting is like a microcosm of the larger facilitation, it
gives the group members and me an opportunity to observe the other party
work and to make a somewhat informed choice about whether we want to work
with one another. Members can observe how I intervene in the group, and I can
observe how they interact with each other and with me. These data help me an-
ticipate some of the issues arising in the facilitation and the kinds of interven-
tions I may need to make.

Third, the contracting process enables the group and me to develop the trust
necessary for me to facilitate. Group members may wonder whether I will treat
them fairly and if I can help them with the difficult conversation they have not
been able to carry on effectively on their own. I ask members to describe the
problems their group faces, the solutions they have tried, and sometimes how
individuals have contributed to the problem as well as reduced it. These ques-
tions make group members vulnerable. Trust develops as they find that I can
help the group discuss these topics in a way that does not place blame and that
encompasses empathy and support, even while recognizing the ineffectiveness
of the group’s behaviors.

The contracting process also helps the client and me become comfortable
with each other. When I begin contracting with a new client, I have a number
of feelings. I am usually excited to be working with a new group, eager to see
how I can help them, and a little anxious about whether I will like the client
group members and they will like me. Client group members may be feeling
wary about whether I am able to help them, excited about the possibility of im-
proving their group, and vulnerable both for needing help in the first place and
for my asking questions about problems within their group. As I learn about
their situation and they learn about my approach, and as we reach agreement
about how to work together, typically my concerns about whether I can help
them and whether they will find my approach useful dissipate.
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I have found that many of the problems I face during a facilitation stem from
my not having addressed an issue in contracting. Ineffective contracting almost
invariably results in problems later in the facilitation process. Or, as my col-
leagues and I like to remind each other, no bad contracting goes unpunished.

STAGES IN CONTRACTING

Contracting occurs in the predictable stages shown in Table 13.1, beginning
with a discussion between some member of the client organization and me and
ending with discussion between the entire client group and me. Because the
agreement sets conditions under which the group and I will work together,
ultimately all members involved directly in the facilitation need to agree to
the terms of the contract. Their agreement ensures that members develop a
contract that is based on valid information and free and informed choice. To
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Table 13.1. Contracting Stages and Major Tasks

Stage Major Tasks
1. Initial contact with a • Identify member of primary client group
primary client group • Conduct initial diagnosis
member • Discuss approach to facilitation

• Agree on whether or not to proceed; if so . . .
• Set up meeting for stage two

2. Planning the • Send letter to planning group about purpose and 
facilitation • agenda for planning meeting; conduct diagnosis

with full group or representatives of primary client
group

• Agree on facilitation objectives, agenda, ground
rules, and other elements

• Send tentative agreement to full client group
• Check for any changes in conditions before actual

facilitation occurs

3. Reaching agreement • Agree on objectives, identify expectations, and
with the full primary address any concerns
client group • Agree on the agenda and time allocation

• Agree on the process, including ground rules
• Define roles

4. Completing and evalu- • Evaluate facilitation, using self-critiques
ating the facilitation • Evaluate contract



accomplish this, I first have to determine who the primary client is, meaning,
what group I am facilitating.

In developmental facilitation and in long-term basic facilitation (that is, ba-
sic facilitation lasting more than a few sessions) in which the group is making
a significant commitment of time, it is important that all members of the client
group be involved in the contracting process after the initial contact. In short-
term basic facilitation, it is often not feasible to include the whole primary client
group in the entire contracting process. It is not necessary that all members par-
ticipate in the full process. However, until the whole group concurs, all agree-
ments between the primary client group representatives and me are tentative.

Stage One: Initial Contact with a Primary Client Group Member
The initial contact has a number of purposes. First, it lets me determine whether
the contact person is part of the group asking for help and, as a result, whether
and how to continue the initial discussion. Second, it helps me understand the
client’s situation, the extent to which the client contact can articulate the results
the group wants, and the degree to which the client has already identified ways
to solve the problem. Third, the initial contact gives the potential client infor-
mation about my approach so the client can make an informed choice about
whether to commit to using my services. Fourth, I decide whether I have the
skills and interest and am available to help the client. Finally, I use the discus-
sion to assess whether any conditions exist that would prevent the facilitation
from being effective.

Determining Who the Client Is. I consider my primary client to be the group
that has accepted responsibility for working on the issue—the group that I may
eventually facilitate. To ensure that the primary client group and the facili-
tator have valid information about the situation and that this group can
make an informed free choice about working with the facilitator, only the
primary client group can agree to work with the facilitator.

However, as Edgar Schein (1987) has noted, the facilitator comes into con-
tact with other kinds of clients who may or may not also be members of the pri-
mary client group (Figure 13.1). The contact client makes the initial contact
with the facilitator. The contact client may be a staff member or a secretary who
is not a member of the primary client group but who has been asked to contact
a facilitator on behalf of the primary client. An intermediate client serves as a
link between the contact client and the primary client and is involved in the
early part of contracting; I might get a call from a secretary (contact client) who
asks whether I am available to help her manager work with a group experienc-
ing conflict. In conversation with the manager, it becomes clear that he is not
seeking help for himself but for a group of employees. Human resource man-
agers frequently serve as the intermediate client as they help find a consultant
for another manager.
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Finally, the ultimate clients are “stakeholders whose interests should be pro-
tected even if they are not in direct contact with the consultant or manager”
(Schein, 1987, p. 125). The ultimate clients include the organization as a whole,
the customers who use the services of the organization or buy its products, and
the larger community or society. As Figure 13.1 shows, an individual may fall
into more than one category.

Working with the Contact Client. Because only the primary client group has
the information necessary, and the ability to contract with, the facilitator, I
quickly determine whether the contact client is a member of the primary client
group. I ask what group would be using my services and whether the caller is
a member of that group. After I have determined this, I then ask a series of
questions and share relevant information. Exhibit 13.1 lists the questions that I
ask a contact client.

If I learn that the contact client is not a member of the primary client group,
I ask who the primary client group is, explain why I need to talk with a member
of that group, and give the contact client sufficient general information about me
to share with the primary client, who can decide whether to contact me.

Who Is the Primary Client? Determining the identity of the primary client is
not always easy. In one case, Ken, a county manager, called me to seek help for
his public works director, Harris; some employees felt Harris had acted in a
racist manner when he fired an African American employee. Ken stated that
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Harris was interested in getting help and asked if I would come in, interview
people, and give him (Ken) a report. I described my role and explained how
giving him a report would be inconsistent with my role as facilitator. I then said
that if Harris was interested in working with me, I would be happy to talk with
him. I stated that if I did work with Harris, Ken was, of course, free to talk with
Harris about the facilitation, but I would not discuss the content of the facilita-
tion with Ken. Because Ken had described Harris and his staff as having the
problem, I defined my primary client as the group that included Harris and his
employees.

In another case, Warren, a human resource executive from a global bank,
called to see if I could help Eduardo, a senior executive, and Helene, one of
Eduardo’s direct reports. The employees who reported to Helene and Eduardo
considered Helene autocratic. Eduardo also believed he needed to improve his
own relationship with Helene. In this case, Eduardo was a primary client be-
cause he had expressed responsibility for part of the problem—his relationship
with Helene. Helene’s employees were also primary clients because they were
willing to discuss their ineffective relationship with their boss. However, Helene
was only potentially a primary client, because she had not yet expressed an in-
terest in working on the problem identified by her boss. The principle here is
that individuals are not primary clients until they have made a free and in-
formed choice to ask for the facilitator’s help.

When There Is No Primary Client. In some cases, the contact client may rep-
resent a primary group that does not yet exist. The executive director of a health
care foundation called to ask whether I would be interested in facilitating a
large commission to deal with health policy. The commission would comprise
public and private leaders, and its report would be used to draft legislation. The
foundation would appoint the commission, but no members had yet been ap-
pointed, nor had the commission chair been selected. Further, no member of
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Exhibit 13.1. Questions for the Initial Contact

1. Who is seeking the services?

2. Are you a member of this group?

3. Has the group committed to particular times for the work? How much has
the group already planned for this work?

4. What does the group want to accomplish? What leads you to want to accom-
plish this?

5. What problems, if any, is the group experiencing? Can you give some
specific examples?



the foundation, including the executive director, would be a member of the
commission, so there was no primary client.

I talked with the executive director about how I could work with the com-
mission but stated that the commission members, when appointed, would need
to decide whether they wanted to work with me.

The situation is not unusual. Organizational planners, working on projects
that may use a third-party facilitator, often try to identify a facilitator who can
be available to the group immediately after it is formed.

After determining that the contact client is not a primary client, I might say
something like, “I’d be glad to talk with you in general about what I do as a fa-
cilitator. However, to figure out whether I can be of help to your organization,
I need to talk with the person who heads the group I’ll be meeting with. This
gives the person and me a chance to make sure that we clearly understand the
situation. Do you see any problem in doing this?”

On the basis of the principle that the primary client is responsible for seek-
ing help, I prefer that primary clients call me if they are still interested. This re-
duces the chance that I will call a primary client who is not ready to pursue the
conversation with me.

When the Contact Client Is a Primary Client Group Member. When the con-
tact client is a primary client, I use the initial conversation to begin to under-
stand the client’s situation, identify factors that might affect the success of the
facilitation, determine whether I have the skills and interest to facilitate, and
discuss my approach to facilitation.

Some primary clients are not sure what kind of help they need. Others have
already defined the problem or opportunity, have identified a specific process
for me to facilitate, and want to know whether I can deliver the service re-
quested. In the latter case, I am more useful in exploring with the client how
they reached their diagnosis and proposed process, so that I can make my own
judgment about the issue, and talk with the client about how our views may
differ.

A manager asked that I work with him and his board to develop funding pri-
orities for the county. According to the manager, the board had functioned by
funding projects piecemeal, without a consensus on a larger set of goals to be
accomplished. In our conversation, the manager also said that his relationship
with the board was strained. The board had circumvented his hiring authority
and did not involve him in other important decisions. It became clear to me that
the strained relationship between the manager and board would make it
difficult for the group to set funding priorities. The manager agreed with me but
was reluctant to discuss the relationship, fearing that the situation would be-
come worse. After discussing what could be done to reduce his concerns, he
agreed to discuss the relationship with the board. Had I accepted the manager’s
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definition of the problem, I would have worked with the board without under-
standing the full problem and thereby hindered the chance of their accom-
plishing the task.

So that clients do not misinterpret the reason for my questions, I share
my reasoning with them. After the client briefly describes the situation, I might
say, “To figure out whether and how I can help you, I’d like to ask you some
questions that improve my understanding of your situation and how you see it.
Then I can share my thoughts with you and get your reaction. How does that
sound as a next step?”

Diagnosing the Situation and Pertinent Factors. Sometimes a person seeks
help to solve a problem with how a group is functioning, that is, to close a gap
between what they are currently doing and some desired situation; as an ex-
ample, perhaps they are managing a conflict or attempting to improve service
quality. At other times, a group seeks help not because the members face a
problem but because they are creating something new (a division, direction, or
plan). Exhibit 13.2 lists questions that I ask in the initial conversation with the
primary client. The questions aid in identifying the client’s problem or oppor-
tunity, the impact on the group, and the potential causes of the issue or change.
The questions also explore the client’s motivation and resources for change, as
well as experience the client has had with facilitators and how the current re-
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Exhibit 13.2. Questions for the Primary Client Group Member

Problem-Focused Issues

Identifying Problems

1. Describe to me the problems the group is having. What are some
specific examples?

2. What do members in the group do (or not do) that you see as a problem?
What are some specific examples?

3. How widespread are the problems? Do they occur all the time or only
under certain conditions or with certain individuals?

4. When did the problems begin? What else was occurring at that time or
shortly before the problems began?

5. How do members contribute to the problems? How do you contribute to
the problems?

Consequences for Group Effectiveness

6. What are the consequences of these problems? How do the problems af-
fect the group’s ability to produce quality products or deliver quality ser-
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Exhibit 13.2. (continued)

vices? work together? meet individual members’ needs? What are some
specific examples?

Potential Causes: Process, Structure, Organizational Context

17. What do you think are the causes of the problems? What have you seen
or heard that leads you to think these are the causes?

18. How does the group solve problems and make decisions? communicate
and manage conflict? coordinate its work with others in the organization?
Do any of these seem related to the problems you described? If so, how?

19. Does the group have clear goals? Are members motivated by their
tasks? Does the group have the right kind of members to do its work? Do
members understand and agree on their roles? Do they have enough
time to do their work? What kinds of behavior do members expect of
each other? What are the core values and beliefs that members share
about work? Do any of these seem related to the problems you de-
scribed? If so, how?

10. How does the organization help or hinder the group? Is there a clear
mission and a shared vision? Is the culture supportive? How are group
members rewarded? Does the group get enough information to do its
work? enough training and other resources? appropriate physical space
to work in? Do any of these seem related to the problems you de-
scribed? If so, how?

11. What is the history of the group? How has the membership and leader-
ship changed?

12. How do you think other people in the group would identify the prob-
lems and their causes? Would others see things differently? If so, how?

Opportunity-Oriented Issues

13. What are you trying to create? Does this exist in some form currently?
If so, what does it look like?

14. What has led the group to create this now? How will creating this have
an impact on people and on things that are happening in your group
and organization?

15. What barriers do you or others anticipate facing as the group seeks to
create this? What is in place in your group or organization that will
help the group create this?

Motivation and Resources for Change

16. What, if anything, have you tried to do to improve the situation or cre-
ate this? What were the results?



quest for help came about. I do not ask all of these questions for each client,
but rather select them according to the client’s situation. You may need to mod-
ify some questions according to the specific purpose of the facilitation.

My goal is not to develop a complete diagnosis of the client’s situation—that
is impossible to achieve in one conversation—but rather to begin the diagnosis
and determine whether facilitation is an appropriate method for helping the
client. A skilled facilitator is flexible enough to begin diagnosing where the
client begins the story, rather than forcing the client to respond in an order pre-
determined by the facilitator. In fact, a general principle underlying diagno-
sis and intervention is to begin with the client’s interests and concerns.

Identifying Problems, Consequences, and Potential Causes. Together, the
questions about problems, consequences for effectiveness, and potential causes
focus on the elements of the group effectiveness model discussed in Chapter
Two. The questions about problems do not correspond to a particular element
in the model. Instead, they give clients a chance to begin describing the prob-
lem as they see it.

Motivation and Resources for Change. A group needs a threshold level of mo-
tivation to change behavior. In other words, the group needs to experience a
certain level of pain (Levinson, 1972) or aspiration before its members are will-
ing to devote energy to changing their behavior. The motivation may be inter-
nal or external. One major premise of this book is that members are more
committed to action taken when they are internally motivated. Not all motiva-
tion for change, however, stems from dissatisfaction with past or current per-
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Exhibit 13.2. (continued)

17. What are the sources and degree of members’ motivation to work on
this issue? What leads members to want to work with a facilitator?

18. What are the group’s strengths? How does the group act effectively?

Experience with Consultants and Current Request for Help

19. Have you used other facilitators in the past, either for this situation or
others? What role did the facilitator play? What were the results? What
did the facilitator do that members found helpful and not helpful?

20. What has led you to contact someone now? What has happened or is
about to happen in the group or organization?

21. How did the idea to call me in particular come about? Who initiated it?
How was it received by other group members?

22. How do you see me helping the group accomplish its objectives?



formance. Some groups that are satisfied with their current performance are
motivated to improve their effectiveness because they anticipate future condi-
tions requiring a higher level of performance.

A group seeking help is not necessarily interested in changing its behavior
(Blake and Mouton, 1983). A group may seek a facilitator, hoping that person
will take responsibility for actions that the group finds threatening. For devel-
opmental facilitation, identifying the level and source of the motivation for
change can help determine whether the group is able to sustain the energy to
change its behavior and to maintain new behaviors.

Sometimes, a critical incident has occurred and is the immediate motivation
for change. For example, the chief operating officer (COO) of a medical clinical
research organization contacted me after one of her key direct reports left the
organization because a long-term conflict between divisions was not addressed.
With this incident, the COO realized how much of a negative impact the conflict
was generating.

A group needs resources to change, including time and organizational sup-
port, which means information, training, and money. As with other significant
group changes, a group’s performance level is likely to decrease temporarily as
it learns the new behaviors resulting from developmental facilitation. This re-
quires that the group have enough organizational slack (Cyert and March,
1963)—some unused capacity—to buffer it from negative consequences that
might otherwise flow from decreased performance.

A more subtle resource is a group’s strengths. When a group approaches a
facilitator for help, it is easy to focus only on its weaknesses, ignoring its
strengths. Understanding the group’s strengths, however, helps me assess the
foundation upon which the group can design new behavior.

Experience with Other Facilitators and Current Request for Help. The
group’s experience with other facilitators creates expectations about future ef-
forts. By learning how previous facilitators worked with the group and how the
group found those facilitators helpful or not helpful, I can identify what the
group might expect from me and what issues are likely to arise. In addition, I
can ask directly what kind of behavior the group expects from me.

Understanding how the client came to contact me is also useful diagnostic
information. Knowing who referred the client to me is information about the
client’s expectations. Finding out whose idea it was to contact me, how the idea
was received, and who was involved in deciding to make the contact can also
offer information regarding support for me and for facilitation in general.

Describing Your Approach to Facilitation. At some point during the conversa-
tion with the primary client group member, I describe my approach to facilita-
tion so that the client can make an informed choice about whether to use me.
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This includes identifying the core values and beliefs that guide my behavior,
distinguishing between basic and developmental facilitation, describing my role
as facilitator, and explaining how all this translates into working with the client.
The challenge is to describe my approach without using the jargon of facilitation.

By describing my approach in the latter part of the conversation, I can use
my own behavior in the conversation to describe how I would work with the
group. I might say, “Let me briefly describe how I work as a facilitator and get
your reaction. As a neutral party, I do not offer my opinion about the content
of your discussions, but I will help the group have an effective conversation. I
use a set of core values to guide my work: valid information, free and informed
choice, internal commitment, and compassion. In plain English, this means
that I will help the group discuss the issues in such a way that they can share
all the relevant information, agree on what is occurring, understand and ap-
preciate each other’s needs and concerns, and reach decisions in a way that all
members are committed to.

“I also use a set of ground rules that make the core values concrete and help
the group increase its effectiveness. Let me give you a few examples. One
ground rule is to test assumptions and inferences. I used that ground rule a few
minutes ago; I asked if you had asked Alan whether he thought you were mi-
cromanaging the group or whether you were just guessing that he felt that way.
Another ground rule is to explain reasoning and intent. I was using this ground
rule when I explained earlier why I wanted to ask you a series of questions. An-
other ground rule is to keep the discussion focused.

“In short, when I work with a group, if I think people are saying or doing
something that makes the conversation less effective than it could be, I will
point out what I am seeing, ask if people see it differently, and if they do not,
then I ask if the group member or members would be willing to say it in a way
that is consistent with the ground rules. What are your thoughts about how I
would work with your group?”

If the group is seeking developmental facilitation, I offer a much more de-
tailed explanation and have a conversation with the client group about whether
they want to learn this approach to build their own capacity.

Assessing Your Interest and Ability to Help. Assuming that facilitation is ap-
propriate for the client’s request, during the initial conversation I let the primary
client know whether I have the ability to help and whether am interested. I usu-
ally decline requests for what my colleague Peg Carlson calls “Vanna White fa-
cilitation” (named after the “Wheel of Fortune” game show cohost, whose
onstage role largely involves turning letters on a large game board), in which
the facilitator helps the group move through a very structured agenda with set
presentations or exercises that prevent members from surfacing and dealing
with difficult issues. I prefer to facilitate groups in which I have more opportu-
nity to use my skills to help members address difficult issues.
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Some facilitators are not interested in working with a group that seeks to ac-
complish objectives at odds with their own strongly held values and beliefs. If
you believe strongly that women have the right to control their reproductive
lives, you may not be interested in facilitating a group that is seeking ways to
make abortion illegal. Similarly, if you believe that life begins at conception and
that the rights of that life take precedent over a woman’s right to control her re-
productive life, you not be interested in facilitating a group that is seeking ways
to increase women’s access to abortion. Whether a facilitator’s interest in work-
ing with a client should be influenced by such personal values is an individual
choice. In any event, being aware of your personal values and how they may af-
fect your interest in working with particular client groups is an important step
in becoming a skilled facilitator.

The initial phone call with a member of the primary client group may take
from fifteen minutes to more than an hour, depending on how complex the
situation is, and on how much the client understands about facilitation in gen-
eral and the Skilled Facilitator approach in particular.

Summarizing and Agreeing on Next Steps. Once I have enough information
to make an initial diagnosis, I share it with the primary client group member and
determine if he or she sees things differently. Assuming the issues are appropri-
ate for facilitation and I am interested and able to help, I describe how I think I
can be most effective with the group, and then I ask for the client’s reactions.

I also identify any decisions or tentative decisions the client group has made
that are likely to reduce its ability to achieve stated objectives; I ask whether
the client group is willing to reconsider those decisions. For example, I may
note that the time the group has allocated is insufficient for the objectives
it wants to accomplish. Or I may point out that excluding certain individuals
is likely to reduce the group’s ability to actively discuss the issues on which
it seeks consensus. If any group decision is likely to reduce the group’s ef-
fectiveness to the point where I am unwilling to facilitate unless the decision
is changed, I state that, share my reasoning, and ask for the client’s reaction.

Finally, the client and I agree on the next steps. If the client is interested in
pursuing my help, the next step is for the client to discuss our conversation
with representatives of the various parts of the primary client group. If these
members are interested, the contact client can arrange a conference call or
meeting with the primary client group representatives and me.

Stage Two: Planning the Facilitation
In the planning stage for basic facilitation, I meet either with the entire primary
client group or a subset of the group, including the group member who made
the initial contact. In developmental or long-term basic facilitation (or, when
possible, in short-term basic facilitation), I meet with the entire client group.
This planning meeting frequently lasts about two hours. If the facilitation issues
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are complex, or if there are significantly different points of view about how the
facilitation should proceed, the meeting can take longer.

The purposes of this stage are to (1) continue to explore the client’s request
for help and the factors that affect facilitation, (2) tentatively plan the agenda,
and (3) agree on conditions for the facilitation. In the planning session (or
sessions, if we need more than one), the client group and I discuss the same
kind of information that the primary client member and I discussed in our ini-
tial conversation (see Exhibits 13.1 and 13.2), but in greater depth. We also dis-
cuss and agree on the conditions of the facilitation and logistical issues,
questions for which are listed in Exhibit 13.3. (Resource B describes issues to
consider for some of the questions in Exhibit 13.2.) Ideally, the planning meet-
ing is face-to-face, but I also conduct meetings by video or teleconference, de-
pending on what is feasible.

Before the planning meeting, I send a brief letter to the primary group mem-
bers (through the initial primary group contact) asking that it be distributed to
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Exhibit 13.3. Questions for Developing an Effective Contract

1. Who is the primary client, and who will attend meetings?
a. Will there be others who provide expert information?
b. Will there be any other observers?
c. Will any media reporters attend?
d. Do the participants include those necessary for identifying and solving

the problems?
e. Are any participants included who are not necessary for identifying

and solving the problems?
2. What are the objectives of the meetings?

a. Is the facilitation basic or developmental?
b. Do the objectives meet the needs of all participants?

3. What are the agendas for the meetings?
a. Do the agendas meet the needs of all participants?
b. Do the agendas make effective use of the facilitator’s skills and the

presence of all participants?
4. Where and how long will the group meet?

a. Do the location and facilities encourage full, uninterrupted attendance,
without distraction?

b. Is the location considered a neutral site by all participants?
c. Are the facilities informal enough to encourage open discussion yet

formal enough to permit concentration on the work?
d. Is the location consistent with the image the organization wants to

project?
e. Is the amount of time allocated sufficient to accomplish the objectives?



all members invited to attend the planning meeting. (Resource A presents a
sample letter.) In the letter, I explain the reason for the planning meeting, state
the objectives, and offer a proposed agenda. I usually include copies of two ar-
ticles for each person: “A Consumer’s Guide to Hiring and Working with a
Group Facilitator” (Schwarz, 2002a), which explains the Skilled Facilitator
approach to working with groups, and “Ground Rules for Effective Groups”
(Schwarz, 2002b), which describes the ground rules of the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach. (Both articles are available through the Roger Schwarz & Associates
Web site at www.schwarzassociates.com.)

By including all the members or representatives of the client group, I learn
how members’ views are similar or differ. This also enables me to watch (or
listen to) the group in action—a rich source of diagnostic data. It also ensures
that if there are differing views about what the facilitation process and my
facilitation role should be, we resolve them before the actual facilitation
meeting.
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Exhibit 13.3. (continued)

5. What are the roles of the parties?
a. Facilitator?
b. Leader?
c. Members?

6. What ground rules will the group follow?
a. What ground rules do participants commit to following in the meetings?
b. Will the group make decisions? How?
c. What limits, if any, will the facilitator and members put on

confidentiality?
7. How will the group assess its progress?

a. Will the group critique its meetings?
b. What other methods will the group use to assess progress?

8. How will the facilitator’s performance be assessed?
a. Will the facilitator do a self-critique?
b. Do members agree to give the facilitator feedback at the time of the

behavior?
9. What are the facilitator’s fees and other charges?

10. How long will the contract be in effect?
11. When and how is the contract changed?

a. Will each party discuss changes in the agreement before unilaterally
changing it?

b. What does the facilitator require of the client before discontinuing the
contract?

12. How and when will the tentative contract be conveyed to all parties?



Who Should Be Involved? In basic facilitation, if the entire group is unable to
plan the facilitation, then I ask for a subset of the group to be selected. A sub-
group includes any formal group that is represented within the larger group
(say, several functions within a division, or people at a number of physical lo-
cations) as well as any group of members who see themselves as distinct in
some way that is related to the group’s task (members who have the same race,
sex, or professional background). This includes members who hold similar
views regarding a particular group issue.

Finding a Representative Subgroup. If the planning group includes mem-
bers who can represent the relevant formal and informal subgroups, it in-
creases the chance of the facilitator understanding divergent views on the
issues and helps the group craft an agenda that everyone can support. A
board of education and its superintendent once asked me to facilitate a discus-
sion regarding the superintendent’s performance after the board had voted (four
to three) to reduce the superintendent’s salary supplement. In this case, the for-
mal subgroup representatives included the superintendent and the board chair.
However, it was critical to involve two informal subgroups for planning: the
groups voting for and against reducing the salary. Because the chair had voted
to reduce the salary, we included an additional member who had influenced oth-
ers to vote against reducing the salary. Together, the three members represented
the relevant subgroups and points of view reflected in the full group.

The definition of the primary client often shifts, typically to become more in-
clusive, as the facilitator finds out more about the issues facing the group. In
contracting with a group of school administrators and faculty members who
were in conflict over the form of school governance, I saw that the group did
not adequately represent the range of opinions among the faculty and admin-
istration. At my suggestion, the group decided to expand its number, thereby
increasing the size of the primary client group.

It is not always feasible to include representatives of all subgroups or points
of view in the planning stage, particularly if the number would be large. How-
ever, if a significant representative of a formal or informal subgroup is absent,
this can have negative consequences later in the contracting stage, during the
facilitation, or even afterward. A member who is excluded from (or is invited
to but does not attend) the planning process may decide not to participate in
the facilitated sessions, may disagree with the agenda when it is discussed with
the full client group at the first meeting, or may not attend the facilitation and
then fail to support the decisions in it. I facilitated a meeting of a religious or-
ganization’s board of directors. The entire board was invited to the planning
meeting, but one long-time member who many board members found difficult
to work with did not attend the planning session, stating that retreats were “not
my thing.” By the end of the retreat, the board had agreed to significant
changes in how they would operate, but the directors then expressed concern
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that the absent board member might not agree to the changes because he had
not been part of the process.

The Problem with Delegating Planning. In some cases, a problem arises
when the formal leader of the primary client group delegates the planning to
others. The secretary of a state agency had delegated the planning for a facili-
tated retreat to a deputy secretary and a planning manager, both of whom were
members of the primary client group. After the initial contact with the planning
manager, I reluctantly agreed to plan the retreat with the planning manager and
deputy director, with the condition that we would jointly meet with the secre-
tary for the final planning session. In the first two planning meetings, the plan-
ning manager and deputy director emphasized that the secretary wanted the
retreat to focus on long-term planning. However, in the final planning meeting,
in which the deputy secretary, planning manager, and I presented the tentative
plan to the secretary, the secretary emphasized the need to focus on team build-
ing, given a recent reorganization. As a result, we had to redesign the sessions.

This case raises the general question, Under what conditions can the leader
of a primary client group delegate responsibility for planning the facilitation?
The question engages the facilitator in the dilemma of choosing between direct
access to the top executive and accepting the legitimacy of the organization’s
natural decision-making process. If the top executive delegates the planning,
the facilitator is unable to directly understand her goals and expectations. Also,
the top executive’s role is likely to require her to take certain personal risks, to
which others cannot commit her. However, requiring the top executive to be in-
volved in the planning process may be inconsistent with the organization’s nor-
mal delegation process. A solution to the dilemma lies in satisfying the interests
that drove the decision to delegate, in a way that also meets the facilitator’s
needs. For example, the top executive may be involved briefly in the planning
process initially and then again near the end of the planning process—or at the
end of planning, as in my case.

Whether to Meet in a Group or Individually. Sometimes the client asks me to
meet individually with group members or with a subgroup before I meet with
the full planning group. I usually receive this type of request when the group is
experiencing conflict. Once I was asked to facilitate a meeting of the executive
director and key individuals in a public health research organization. The ex-
ecutive director asked for my help in part because several incidents in the or-
ganization had led her to believe that people were concerned about trusting her.
Even before the planning meeting, the executive director told me that individ-
uals would prefer to meet with me individually to discuss the retreat.

In another case, I was asked to facilitate resolution of a dispute between a
developer and a town council that was being sued by the developer for not ap-
proving a subdivision plan. If the facilitation was successful, the developer
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would withdraw the lawsuit. The town council wanted to meet with me indi-
vidually (in a session legally closed to the public) to assess my acceptability to
them and to share their concerns with me. The attorney for the developers also
wanted to talk with me privately to see whether I was acceptable to her client.

The Dilemma of Individual Meetings. Situations of this kind create a di-
lemma. If I meet with group members individually or in a subgroup, they may
be forthright with information about issues that concern them, especially if I
agree to keep their comments confidential. However, if the conversation is to be
confidential, I cannot share this useful information with the full group. In ad-
dition, I may find myself suggesting a process without being able to share my
reasoning, because it involves information I agreed to keep confidential. Even
if I have permission to share information from an individual session, I risk leav-
ing the facilitator role by shifting the responsibility for raising group issues away
from the group and on to myself. This could lead to a situation in which I raise
an issue that was shared in an individual meeting, only to have group members
state in the full group that this is not an issue.

If I do not meet with individuals or a subgroup, I avoid these problems, but
the potential is high for creating others. If members are reluctant to share infor-
mation in the full group, I may not find out about important group issues or dy-
namics until I begin the actual facilitation, and some issues may not be raised at
all. Though all of this may slow the group’s progress, members are making a free
and informed choice about what relevant information they are willing to share.

Managing the Dilemma. In a situation like this, I typically ask to talk at first
with the members as a group, if they are willing. This gives me an opportunity
to discuss the dilemma that the group and I face, talk with the group about the
concerns they have about sharing information in the planning session or facil-
itation, and inquire about what leads to these concerns. If members are willing
to share some of their concerns, I then ask, “What would need to happen for
you to be willing to raise and address these concerns?” If group members agree
to these conditions (for example, no retribution for raising an issue), they can
then discuss issues that they previously chose not to discuss. This was the out-
come in the example of the public health research organization.

Whenever members’ concerns about sharing information in the full planning
group were discussed, I have never had a group state they were unwilling to con-
tinue planning in the full group. If it were to happen, however, I might agree to talk
to individuals or a subgroup if the planning group (1) agreed on how the infor-
mation discussed in the private meeting would be shared in the full group and (2)
agreed that the responsibility for raising issues remained with group members.

On a few occasions, I have agreed to meet individually with parties before
meeting as a full planning group. One instance was the town council–developer
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case; others were union-management meetings in which the parties had a long-
term adversarial relationship and members would not meet together first. This
is a difficult situation for the client. They want the relationship with the other
parties to be different, but they are concerned about taking the risks involved
in changing the relationship. I listen to the parties’ concerns, showing compas-
sion for their situation without suggesting that they are right and others are
wrong. I may also point out how their behavior contributes to the kind of reac-
tion in others that they are concerned about. I help them explore how they can
raise the issues they want to discuss, including their concerns about doing so.
I may even role-play with them to find the words to do this. In this situation, I
let members know that I cannot raise their issues for them, but once they do so
I will use my facilitating skills to help them have as constructive a conversation
as possible.

Underlying all of my choices to meet as a full group whenever possible is the
principle that the facilitator seeks to create the conditions in which members
can publicly share as much information as possible in a way that permits
each member to make a free and informed choice about the risk of sharing
the information.

Deciding What Ground Rules to Use and How. A central part of the Skilled
Facilitator approach is the core values and ground rules. I use them as the ba-
sis for diagnosing and intervening in the group, and I ask group members if
they are willing to commit to using them as well. In the letter I send to mem-
bers before the planning meeting, I include copies of the “Ground Rules for Ef-
fective Groups” article, describing the core values and ground rules. I state that
the ground rules are an important part of my facilitation and that I will advo-
cate that they also use the ground rules, if they are willing. I ask them to read
the article so that at the planning meeting we can discuss their questions and
concerns. On the belief that group members will support what they have de-
veloped, some facilitators ask the group to develop a set of ground rules. Be-
cause some of these facilitators also have their own ground rules, they privately
hope that group members will identify ground rules that coincide with their
own. If this does not happen, sometimes these facilitators may even put their
ground rules in place, either by rephrasing group members’ suggestions for
ground rules or by suggesting some of their own.

I believe that group members do not have to develop their ground rules to be
committed to them; rather, they need to make a free and informed choice to use
them. As group process experts, we should have a clear idea what kinds of
ground rules lead to more effective group behavior. Sharing this expertise is
consistent with our facilitator role. By discussing the ground rules, I make ex-
plicit the kind of group behavior that I consider effective and that I will be help-
ing group members use. Because the ground rules are so central to my
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approach to facilitation, in the planning meeting I advocate for the set of ground
rules that I have developed, explain the reasoning underlying them, and en-
courage members to raise questions and concerns they have about using these
ground rules.

Group Choices. The group has several choices to make regarding the ground
rules. First, the members must decide whether they are willing to have me use
the ground rules to intervene with the group. Because the ground rules are
central to my approach, if the group chooses not to have me use them, then
they are also choosing not to use me as their facilitator. If this occurs (and it has
not yet), I would find out what the group’s concerns were, and if I could not
meet the concerns then I would help the group find another facilitator. The sec-
ond choice the group has to make is whether to commit to practicing the
ground rules during the facilitation. The group can revisit this choice if, after
practicing the ground rules and understanding them better, members have new
concerns about using them.

In the course of making the first two decisions, the group and I make a third
decision: whether to add, delete, or modify any ground rules. A group might
add a ground rule about whether the information discussed in the meeting is
confidential (this is fairly common). Here, my interests are that any change in
the ground rules be consistent with the underlying core values; if ground rules
are deleted, it does not entirely limit me as the facilitator from intervening on
behavior that is decreasing the group’s effectiveness.

Putting the Tentative Agreement in Writing. If by the end of the planning
meetings the planning group and I have agreed to work together, we reach ten-
tative agreement about the issues discussed in Exhibits 13.1, 13.2, and 13.3.
Following the planning meetings, I send a memo of understanding to all mem-
bers of the group, stating my understanding of the agreement that the planning
group and I have reached. I include a copy of my article on ground rules, ex-
plaining that I will use them to facilitate and (if we have agreed) will ask them
to use the ground rules also. Finally, I ask members to contact me if their un-
derstanding about the facilitation differs from mine. Resources C and D are
sample agreements for basic and developmental facilitation, respectively.

For two reasons, I find it helpful to put the tentative agreement in writing.
First, the full client group often does not participate in the planning stage, but
the agreement remains tentative until the full group gives its consent. Putting
the agreement in writing enables all group members to read the agreement be-
fore the facilitation and raise any questions or concerns they might have. Sec-
ond, a written agreement enables the client group and me to easily check back
if at a later date there are questions about what we agreed to do or how we
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agreed to do it. If you are concerned that your clients may see a formal agree-
ment as rigid or unchangeable, you may want to state clearly in the tentative
agreement that it is open to modification and that you encourage members to
review the agreement and suggest modifications during the course of the work-
ing relationship. I also regularly ask clients how the current contract is or is not
meeting their needs.

Meeting Briefly with Planning Representatives. The final step of the plan-
ning stage is a brief conversation between planning representatives and me.
Shortly before the facilitation is to begin, I check with the planning representa-
tives to see whether anything has changed that might affect the contract or the
facilitation. For developmental or long-term basic facilitation, the conversation
is relevant each time the group is about to meet. Both conversations are based
on the principle that the facilitator regularly seeks to determine whether
conditions that might affect the contract or the facilitation have changed. I
might say, “I’m wondering, has anything happened or changed since we last
talked that might affect the facilitation, including how people feel about it?” If
not everyone who is expected to attend has arrived, I share that observation,
ask whether someone is unable to attend, and find out the reason.

These simple questions help me determine whether to change how I intervene
in the group or even whether to reach a new contract agreement. For example,
in working with a group of school administrators and faculty who were trying to
resolve a difficult conflict, I asked someone before a meeting if anything was
new. I was informed that the executive director—who was a focal point of the
conflict—had announced his resignation, effective at the end of the school year.
Given this, I began the session by asking the group in what way his resignation
affected our work together and whether we should change the contract.

In the premeeting conversation, the client and I also clarify who will handle
each of the initial meeting functions: starting the meeting, introducing me as
the facilitator, introducing other participants, describing the events that led up
to the meeting, and the like. (Chapter Eleven addresses these initial meeting
functions in detail.) These decisions may seem detailed and trivial, but by clar-
ifying and coordinating the clients’ role and mine, we reduce any anxiety that
comes from wondering how the meeting will begin and ensure that it begins
how we want it to.

Stage Three: Reaching Agreement with the Entire Group
In the third stage of contracting, the facilitator and the entire primary client
group reach agreement on the key elements of the contract. In short-term basic
facilitation, this conversation occurs in the beginning of the meeting after all the
clients and I have introduced ourselves, and a planning group representative
and I have described the planning process that has led to the current meeting.

CONTRACTING 291



I review each key element of the tentative agreement and for each one ask
whether anyone sees any problems.

If the entire primary client group has attended the planning meeting, this
stage of contracting is a quick review of the tentative agreement. If, however,
some primary client group members have not been involved in the planning
stage, or if the planning group has not represented the range of members’ in-
terests, this process may take more time and be more difficult as these mem-
bers raise questions and concerns about the tentative agreement.

In Chapter Eleven (the sections on beginning and ending a meeting), I de-
scribed in detail the steps I take and items on which I ask the group to agree at
this point:

1. Make introductions.

2. Bring people up to date.

3. Agree on objectives, identify expectations, and address any concerns.

4. Agree on the agenda and time allocation.

5. Agree on the process, including ground rules.

6. Define roles.

Agreeing on the Ground Rules. If the entire primary client group attended the
planning meeting, I quickly remind them of the ground rules and our agree-
ment to use them. If the entire client group did not attend the planning meet-
ing and the facilitation is a basic one, I find out whether participants have read
the article on ground rules that was attached to the memo of agreement sent to
them, and if so, what questions or concerns they have about using the ground
rules. I then respond to their questions and concerns and briefly describe the
ground rules, including how I would use them and how they might use them.
Then I ask if people are willing to commit to using the ground rules during the
facilitation. I also post a copy of the ground rules and give each participant his
or her own pocket card version. (Both of these items are available at www
.schwarzassociates.com.)

In my years of using the ground rules, few client group members have ever
expressed concern about using the ground rules. (This may be partly because
clients who hire me often know of my work and the ground rules.) If a mem-
ber does express concern, the person generally sees the value of using the
ground rules but worries that others may get defensive or that he or she would
experience retribution for sharing real thoughts and feelings, including raising
issues that have been undiscussable in the group. If a member raises these con-
cerns, I find out more about them, which often leads me to correct a misun-
derstanding about what the ground rule means or illustrate how the person
could use the ground rule to raise an issue while reducing the chance that oth-
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ers might react defensively. I make it clear that their choice to use the ground
rules is a free one.

I also ask, “What, if anything, would need to happen in order for you to be
willing to use the ground rules?” Sometimes participants are worried they will
not use the ground rules effectively and must be assured that the group gives
members the benefit of the doubt. At other times, a participant wants to be as-
sured that there is no retribution for raising a difficult but relevant issue. Some-
times a member wants to add or modify a ground rule. After participants
identify what has to happen for them to use the ground rules, I ask the group
if they are willing to create these conditions for using the ground rules.

When I work with a group meeting to resolve a difficult conflict among mem-
bers, I contract to spend more time discussing the ground rules. A city council
that had recently expanded in size and was made up of several factions that
were in conflict wanted to resolve things. They agreed to spend several hours
learning how to use the ground rules and then begin the facilitation to resolve
the conflicts. During the facilitation, council members used the ground rules,
and afterwards they reported that the miniworkshop of several hours enabled
them to work more effectively and efficiently during the facilitation. In a case
like this, spending time initially helping group members learn the core values
and ground rules can pay off in the long run.

Addressing Members’ Concerns. Psychologically, this is a critical time in the
facilitation for members who have not been involved in planning the facilita-
tion. Having seen the tentative agreement in writing, they may wonder whether
the objectives and agenda can be changed, whether they can influence the pro-
cess, and if their interests are to be addressed. They may also wonder whether
I, as the facilitator, will help them meet their interests.

Sometimes members are eager to get to the substantive topics of the facilita-
tion and want to shorten or eliminate this beginning-of-meeting contracting
with the full primary client group. They may feel frustrated spending time on
what they consider unnecessary issues that everyone agrees on, or they may be
worried that if I inquire about people’s concerns with the tentative agreement,
members will raise all kinds of objections and the group will never get to the
content of the facilitation.

I respond to these concerns by pointing out that if the full group has no con-
cerns about the tentative agreement, then the conversation will be very brief.
If, however, there are concerns and the group does not identify or address them,
they are likely to come out either during the meeting or, worse, after the meet-
ing, as members voice their lack of commitment to the process. Spending the
extra time in the beginning of the meeting reduces the chance that the group
will need to invest even more time later.
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Stage Four: Evaluating and Completing the Facilitation
In stage four, the client and I evaluate and complete the facilitation.

Evaluating the Facilitation. There are two separate but related foci for the
evaluation: the actual facilitation and the underlying contract. Evaluating the
actual facilitation involves exploring how the group members and I have acted
to either enhance or reduce the group’s effectiveness. Evaluating the contract
involves assessing the extent to which the terms of the contract (which mem-
bers should be involved, how frequently the group meets with the facilitator,
and so on) meet the client’s needs and mine.

Although I discuss it in the final stage, evaluating the facilitation or con-
tract can occur at any time during a facilitation. Still, for long-term facilitation
it is useful to set times for evaluating the contract regularly so the client and
facilitator can decide how well it is serving their needs and make any necessary
changes.

To evaluate the facilitation, I contract with the client to spend time at the end
of each meeting to conduct a self-critique (or a plus-delta, as it is sometimes
known). I begin by explaining that it helps the group and me to systematically
learn from our mistakes and incorporate our successes in future meetings. In
Chapter Eleven, I describe how to conduct a self-critique.

Completing the Contract. Deciding when a basic facilitation contract has been
completed is relatively easy and can usually be determined before the actual fa-
cilitation begins. A basic facilitation contract, especially a short-term one, is
normally designed around a specific date or set of dates on which I will work
with the client. After I have worked with the client on these dates, the contract
work has been completed. If I have contracted to help the group until it reaches
decisions on some specified issues, the work is complete when the group has
made the decisions.

Deciding when a developmental facilitation contract has been completed is
more difficult and can rarely be identified before the facilitation begins. The
client typically does not know enough about group process to specify in ad-
vance the level of skill they want to achieve. The group can make an informed
choice only if they understand what effective group process is and how its own
process falls short. Consequently, as a developmental facilitator I need to peri-
odically help the group consider how much further it wants to improve its pro-
cess skills.

At times, a facilitator or client wants to terminate a contract before the other
party believes the agreed-upon work has been completed. The client may shift
priorities or become dissatisfied with the facilitator’s ability to help, or the fa-
cilitator may infer that the client is not sufficiently committed to the facilitation.
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In contracting with a developmental client, I ask that I be allowed to meet with
the client group one more time if it decides to prematurely terminate the con-
tract. (If I have decided to prematurely terminate the contract, I discuss my de-
cision with the client.) The debriefing meeting helps me understand why the
client is terminating the contract, provides me with feedback about my own be-
havior, and allows the client and me to publicly test some assumptions about
each other. Although my purpose for meeting is not to reestablish the contract,
I do not rule out that possibility.

Whether it is you the facilitator or the client who wants to terminate the con-
tract, you both may have strong feelings about what has led up to this situation.
Client group members may feel angry because they believe their needs have not
been met. You may feel angry because you believe the client was not commit-
ted enough to the facilitation. You may also feel shame because you did not
know how to help the client address their issues. Whatever the feelings, ex-
ploring them with the client is important. Your feelings may stem from your in-
ferences about what has happened and your attributions about why people
have acted as they have. By sharing your feelings and exploring those of your
clients, you can learn about how you and your clients have contributed to cre-
ating a situation neither wanted. By voicing and addressing the feelings, you
can reach closure on them, and move on with your new learning.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, I have described the process that a client and I use to agree on
whether and how we will work together. The four contracting stages are (1) ini-
tial contact with a primary client group member, (2) planning the facilitation,
(3) reaching agreement with the full primary client group, and (4) completing
and evaluating the contract.

Many problems that occur during facilitation are caused in part by ineffec-
tive contracting. The contracting process establishes an effective relationship
between the client and the facilitator and greatly increases the chance that the
facilitation will be effective. In the next chapter, we explore a factor that can
significantly influence whether and how to work with another party: the option
of using a cofacilitator.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Working with
Another Facilitator

296

This chapter considers how two facilitators can work together with the same
group. In the first part, I describe the advantages and disadvantages of co-
facilitating and when it is beneficial. The second part of the chapter de-

scribes how cofacilitators can divide and coordinate their work. The last part
discusses how the partners can reflect on their cofacilitation to improve it.

Facilitating a group is mentally challenging work. You need to simultane-
ously pay attention to content and process, verbal and nonverbal behavior,
those who are speaking and those who are not, and what is apparently hap-
pening in the group compared to what has happened in the past and what will
likely happen in the future. While considering all this, you also have to think
about whether to intervene, what interventions to make and how, when to in-
tervene, to whom to address the intervention, and the effects of the interven-
tion on the group once made. Then you intervene. Quite often, you have to do
all this in less time than it takes to read this paragraph.

Because of the high demands of the work, facilitators sometimes work to-
gether with the same group. In cofacilitation, both people are usually with the
group at all times.



DECIDING WHETHER TO COFACILITATE: MANAGING TENSION

When cofacilitators work well together, both they and the group benefit; when
they don’t, everyone suffers. In this section, which is drawn largely from the work
of J. William Pfeiffer and John Jones (1975), I describe tensions that cofacilita-
tors need to manage. They arise from differences between the cofacilitators and
from the simple fact of having two facilitators. The underlying principle in
choosing to cofacilitate is that together the cofacilitators can intervene in a
greater range of situations and with greater skill than either facilitator can
manage alone. Either their approaches need to be similar or they must be
able to use their differences to benefit the group rather than hinder it.

Congruent Versus Conflicting Theories-in-Use
Perhaps the most important factor in deciding whether to cofacilitate is the mat-
ter of the two theories-in-use. Facilitators with conflicting theories-in-use make
fundamentally differing interventions with a group and will have a difficult time
coordinating their work to help the group.

I discovered this in an early cofacilitation, when a colleague and I worked
with a city council and the city manager. At one point early in the meeting,
there was some disagreement among group members about which issues to ad-
dress. My colleague called a break and then explained to me that he hoped to
see how the manager wanted to proceed, explaining that it was the manager’s
choice. I saw the situation differently and explained that I considered the group
as a whole to have the relevant information; I felt the choice was to be made in
the group. My explanation raised more concerns for my cofacilitator, and in the
minute that we had to resolve our difference, we reached a compromise to talk
with the manager and then raise it in the full group. Yet, the solution compro-
mised core values and assumptions for each of us. This turned out to be the
first of many differences my cofacilitator and I had during the facilitation, most
of which resulted from our contrasting theories-in-use; we turned our attention
away from helping the group and toward working on our own conflict.

Incongruent theories-in-use can show up in an infinite number of ways. To
take a simple example, facilitators who seek to unilaterally control the group
may enforce a predetermined time frame for discussing agenda items, while
those who seek to jointly control the process may ask group members if they
want to alter the schedule as they proceed; this simple illustration points out the
potential implications for the group’s decisions. A facilitator who assumes that
how he sees things is correct considers it unnecessary to test his inferences and
may act on relatively high-level inferences without publicly testing them,
whereas one using the Skilled Facilitator approach tends to make low-level in-
ferences that she tests with the group before acting on them. Finally, a facilitator
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who values minimizing expression of negative feelings will craft interventions
designed to bypass group member emotions, whereas a facilitator using the
Skilled Facilitator approach tends to engage group members in exploring the
roots of these emotions. In a study of coleaders of therapy groups—a role rela-
tionship similar to the cofacilitator’s—difference in orientation (values and be-
liefs) was the reason most cited for not wanting to work together again (Paulson,
Burroughs, and Gelb, 1976).

There are times when you may choose to work with another facilitator pre-
cisely because you have differing theories-in-use; the contrast can help both of
you learn. Still, it is important to determine whether the differences between
you and your potential cofacilitator’s theories-in-use are great enough that your
learning will come at the expense of helping the group.

Complementary Versus Competing Focus and Style
Even facilitators who share a theory-in-use may focus on different things in a
group. Some focus more on helping individual members improve their com-
munication skills; others focus more on improving group structure. The indi-
vidual-level facilitator believes that the group is effective when individual
members act effectively; the group-level facilitator believes that an effective
group is more the result of group structure, such as group norms or a motivat-
ing task. Similarly, facilitators also have favorite interventions that follow from
their preferred focus; as a result, they may make these interventions when
some other one might be more appropriate.

When individual-level and group-level facilitators work together, they might
compensate for each other’s blind spots and misplaced interventions, rather than
reinforce them, which occurs when cofacilitators have the same orientation.

Facilitators also have differing styles—the particular way in which they con-
duct themselves in applying their theory-in-use and focus. Style varies along
many dimensions, including the facilitator’s degree of seriousness versus hu-
mor, inclination toward confrontation, and the pace of intervention.

Here too, different styles can help the group so long as they are not incom-
patible. Cofacilitators can use the difference in pacing or sense of humor as the
situation calls for it. However, largely divergent styles may lead group members
to feel disjointed by having to continually adjust to two opposed styles (Paul-
son, Burroughs, and Gelb, 1976).

Being Overwhelmed Versus Overintervening
As a facilitator working alone, you may sometimes leave a session overwhelmed,
feeling that much more was occurring in the group than you could even perceive,
let alone intervene on. In addition, you may wonder whether your perception of
the situation was realistic or distorted, even if you have checked out your infer-
ences with the group. This often happens when there is a high level of overt ac-
tivity or energy in the group; things are occurring at several levels simultaneously
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and at a fast pace; a high-conflict situation is one example. But you can also be
overwhelmed by a level of activity that is not observably high, if every interac-
tion seems laden with interpersonal issues in the group. Cofacilitating reduces
the chance of being overwhelmed and gives you an opportunity to use your co-
facilitator for reality checks. Cofacilitating is also useful when a group is large or
the plan is to work part of the time in subgroups.

The extra capacity to intervene that cofacilitators can bring to the group can
become a liability if it leads to excessive intervention. Facilitators have a need
to feel useful, and we usually fulfill that need by intervening. However, at times
one cofacilitator may have little opportunity for intervening because the partner
is already making a necessary intervention. If facilitators attempt to meet their
own needs rather than their clients’, they may intervene unnecessarily and slow
the group’s progress. The problem can be reduced or prevented so long as each
cofacilitator places the group’s needs first and divides the labor so that each has
ample opportunity to intervene. Finally, each facilitator can reframe the mean-
ing of being useful to include refraining from unnecessary intervention.

Learning and Support Versus Competition and Control
Cofacilitationenablesyou todevelopyourprofessional skills by learning fromand
with a cofacilitator who has her own approach, technique, or style. During breaks
and after the cofacilitation, you can converse with her about various interven-
tions, inquiring what led her to make a particular intervention. If you would have
intervened differently, you can share your reasoning and ask for her thoughts. In
this way, you can use specific data to reflect on and learn about your facilitation.

In facilitation, the relationship between your personal development and pro-
fessional development is strong; in cofacilitation, you can work on both simul-
taneously. To diagnose, intervene, and cofacilitate effectively, your personal
issues should not distort your observations and inferences or inappropriately
influence your actions. Personal issues include problems dealing with author-
ity, ambiguity, control, commitment, status, and intimacy. A facilitator who has
problems with authority, for example, may inappropriately confront (or avoid)
the formal leader of a group. A facilitator who has problems with control may
frequently interrupt while the cofacilitator is intervening.

When cofacilitators are willing to share their personal issues with each other,
they can help each other become aware of how these issues affect their facili-
tation and explore how they might change their behavior as well as the values
and assumptions that generate it. For example, through cofacilitating and
coteaching facilitation, I have learned how my own seemingly well-intended in-
terventions actually reduce my cofacilitator or coteacher’s ability to establish a
relationship with the group; similarly, my colleague has learned how she designs
interventions that reduce group members’ ability to disagree with her. In helping
each other in this way, we are really serving as mutual developmental facilitators.
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Paradoxically, the issues that are your food for learning are the same ones
that can undermine your ability to cofacilitate and learn from the practice. Your
unilateral control theory-in-use, mixed with your personal issues, can lead you
to view cofacilitation as competition with your partner, instead of as an oppor-
tunity for colearning. When this occurs, the group loses as well.

Internal-External Versus Same-Role Cofacilitation
An internal facilitator is employed in the same organization as the group he fa-
cilitates. An external facilitator works for herself or another organization. An in-
ternal facilitator may seek an external cofacilitator to help with a large or
difficult assignment; an external facilitator may seek an internal facilitator to
build facilitation capacity in the organization and to better understand the or-
ganization’s culture.

Although it is often inaccurate and generally inadvisable to classify people
by groups, my experience and that of other consultants suggests that internal
and external facilitators do have divergent perspectives given their position vis-
à-vis the client organization. An internal facilitator is in a position to know the
organization’s culture and the unwritten rules about how things are done. He
may even know some members of the client group and the problems they face.
The group also has more access to the internal facilitator.

An external facilitator has the power of independence. She considers it less
difficult to challenge the client and to raise important issues, even if it makes
the group uncomfortable. She feels less pressure to evaluate clients, collude
with them, play messenger, or act in any other way that weakens her ability to
facilitate. Whereas the external facilitator may lose her client, the internal fa-
cilitator may lose his job.

An external facilitator may wish she had the internal facilitator’s local knowl-
edge, while the internal facilitator may wish he had the external facilitator’s in-
dependence. As cofacilitators, they can have both.

But the reasons for collaborating are also sources of tension. When there is
disagreement, the external facilitator may think the internal facilitator does not
focus enough on process issues, is too deferential to authority, or is inhibited
by the culture of the organization. He, conversely, may think she is too idealis-
tic and challenging and does not appreciate the culture of the organization and
the need for the group to get its work done. Because the tension stems from the
role each facilitator has with the organization, it is likely to exist even between
facilitators who have the same orientation, style, and cultural background.

Are the Benefits Worth the Investment?
In addition to the energy that every facilitator expends working with a group,
cofacilitators expend energy coordinating their work with each other. First, they
have to spend time talking with each other to determine whether they are com-
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patible enough to cofacilitate. Second, if they decide to cofacilitate, they must
plan how to manage differences in orientation and style. Third, they should di-
vide the facilitation labor between themselves and develop a way to coordinate
their division of labor. Some of this can be done “offline.”

For example, before a session, the cofacilitators can plan how to divide up
the opening remarks and how to hand off the lead role to one another during
the session. Less predictable aspects of coordination can be partially planned
but must also be partially coordinated online (that is, at the time of the inter-
vention and in front of the group). As a simple illustration, if one facilitator
agrees to write at the flipchart while the other intervenes (division of labor),
both need a way to ensure that what (and when) one writes on the flipchart is
congruent with the other facilitator’s intervention (coordination). A much more
difficult and frequent problem is to coordinate the interventions each cofacili-
tator makes so that together they help the group make progress, rather than
take the group in opposing directions. Coordination is difficult because it can
only be done online and must be continuous.

Aside from expending energy dividing and coordinating their labor, cofacil-
itators burn up psychological energy. Each one commonly worries that the part-
ner will make a significant mistake, that it will be he or she instead who makes
a mistake, or both. Finally, they can use psychological energy struggling with a
tension inherent in collaboration: each person must temporarily yield some
identity to the collaboration so that together they can become something nei-
ther alone can be (Smith and Berg, 1987).

A good way for cofacilitators to find out about each other’s similarities and
differences is to discuss the issues directly. You can use the questions and state-
ments in Resource G to guide your conversation with a potential cofacilitator to
decide whether you can work effectively, and to reach agreement about how to
work together. Keep in mind that to obtain useful information, you need to go
to the level of directly observable behavior. This means describing what each
of you would think and say in specific instances.

At the end of the conversation, you and your potential cofacilitator can
jointly decide whether to work together. But each of you must also decide
whether the greater benefits from cofacilitation are worth the extra energy
needed to coordinate the work.

DIVIDING AND COORDINATING THE LABOR

If you have decided to cofacilitate, you still need to decide how you and your
cofacilitator will divide the work and coordinate your roles during the facilita-
tion. Exhibit 14.1 lists six options; here we discuss the coordination challenges
that arise from them. Although I present the possible division of labor as if each
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pair were completely separate, that is not the case. By keeping an eye on your
partner’s domain, each cofacilitator facilitates coordination.

Intervener-Recorder
In the intervener-recorder arrangement, one facilitator intervenes while the
other writes on the flipchart or uses some other technology to record the data.
The technique is useful if the group is generating many ideas—as in brain-
storming—and does not want to be slowed down by the facilitator’s writing each
idea before asking for the next one. Still, either the intervener or the recorder has
to check that the written statements represent what the members have said.

Coordinating the two roles also requires that the cofacilitators and members
agree on when a member’s idea is to be written on the flipchart. This can be as
direct as saying, “Let’s write down all the potential causes of the delays.” The
issue is simple, but it can create problems if not addressed. Writing a member’s
idea on the flipchart symbolizes that the idea is valuable. A member whose
contributions are not written down and does not know why may feel dis-
counted and begin to distrust the facilitator and recorder. So if the recorder de-
cides not to write down an idea, a brief explanation is appropriate. For example,
the recorder might say, “Dan, I was asking for causes and your comment looks
like a solution. Do you see it differently? [If not] Can you think of any causes?”
In this way, the recorder temporarily becomes the intervener.

Primary-Secondary
In the primary-secondary arrangement, one facilitator is the primary facilitator
for all interventions, while the other plays backup, intervening only when nec-
essary. This works well if the group process is easy enough for one facilitator to
manage or if the facilitators are concerned about intervening too much. It also
gives the secondary facilitator a chance to rest.

The coordination problem here is that the secondary may intervene on some
behavior that the primary intentionally avoids. For example, the primary facil-
itator may avoid clarifying an off-track disagreement among members and in-
stead try to get the group on track. If the secondary facilitator jumps in and
clarifies the disagreement, the clarification would continue to take the group off
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• Intervener-recorder

• Primary-secondary

• Online-offline

• Task-relationship

• Intervention-reaction

• No explicit division of labor



track. Although coordination problems can occur with any division of labor,
here the problem is significant because the secondary facilitator is actively look-
ing for opportunities that the partner missed. To reduce this problem, cofacili-
tators should understand each other’s intervention orientation well enough so
that they have a shared understanding about the conditions under which they
would choose not to intervene.

Online-Offline
In the online-offline division of labor, one facilitator intervenes (online), while
the other silently works on some task associated with the facilitation. The task
could be how to describe a complex group pattern, how to spend the remaining
facilitation time if the group has fallen behind schedule, or simply setting up an
activity. This arrangement is useful when the cofacilitators need to solve a prob-
lem that is difficult to attend to while observing and intervening, and that is ei-
ther not appropriate to raise with the group or not a good use of the group’s time.

Task-Relationship
In this arrangement, both facilitators actively observe and intervene, but one fo-
cuses on what is referred to as task process while the other concentrates on re-
lationship (or interpersonal) process (Schein, 1987). If, for example, a group is
setting performance goals, the task-process facilitator focuses on the content by
helping the group keep on track, think logically about what goals are needed, and
establish clear goals. In contrast, the relationship-process facilitator pays more
attention to the group’s social and emotional interactions, by silently asking her-
self, What do the members’ words, style, and nature of discussion say about how
they are feeling about the task, each other, and the two of us? (Yalom, 1985).

Task-relationship is often a natural way for cofacilitators to divide the labor.
Research shows that some people are predominantly task-oriented and others
relationship-oriented (Bales, cited in Yalom, 1985; Blake, 1964). Task and rela-
tionship orientations are relative. Whether a cofacilitator is task- or relationship-
oriented depends on the nature of the other’s orientation. For example, I have
two colleagues with whom I have cofacilitated. One is task-oriented and the
other, though capable of being the same, also has a keen eye for relationship is-
sues. My ability to diagnose relationship issues falls between those of my two
colleagues. Consequently, when we divide our roles along this dimension, I
assume the relationship role with one colleague and the task role with the other.
This approach lets cofacilitators take advantage of their strengths. It works well
when the group generates many task and relationship issues simultaneously.

Because a group—especially in basic facilitation—generally views task in-
tervention as more appropriate than relationship intervention, the relationship
cofacilitator often needs to clearly show how the relationship issue affects the
group’s ability to complete its task.
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Intervention-Reaction
In the fifth division of labor, one facilitator concentrates on intervening with
one or a few members, while the other pays attention to the rest of the group.
The division is useful should one member be the subject of much intervention
and other members are reacting strongly to the member’s comments (or to in-
tervention). A facilitator may have to spend several minutes questioning and
supporting one member who hesitates to express strong dissatisfaction with the
group, the organization, and the facilitation. Knowing the other members’ re-
actions yields important diagnostic data.

The coordination challenge here involves knowing whether, and when, to
shift the focus of the intervention from one member to the others’ reactions.
Should the second facilitator immediately point out the reactions, or wait until
the first facilitator completes the intervention?

No Explicit Division of Labor
Having no explicit division of labor does not mean there is no division of labor.
It means that each cofacilitator pays attention to what appears to need atten-
tion, without first talking with the other. Using this approach, they can instantly
switch roles to adjust to the group’s needs and the needs of the partner. The ap-
proach can respond quickly and potentially make the best use of the cofacilita-
tors’ skills.

As the least structured way to divide the labor, it is also the most difficult to
coordinate. The cofacilitators risk intervening on the same issues while ignor-
ing others, failing to capture members’ ideas on the flipchart, and both going
offline at the same time, thus temporarily abandoning the group. The approach
works if the cofacilitators have worked together long enough and in enough sit-
uations to anticipate each other’s moves and adjust automatically, just as im-
prov actors respond to each other’s lines.

It is not necessarily desirable for cofacilitators to use only one division of la-
bor throughout an entire session. Skilled cofacilitators shift among the divisions
of labor to meet the changing needs of the group.

ALLOCATING ROLES WITHIN A DIVISION OF LABOR

After selecting how you will divide your labor (intervener-recorder, task-rela-
tionship, and so on), you and your cofacilitator can decide who will play which
role. In making this decision, you should consider a number of factors.

Skill with Potential Interventions
You and your cofacilitator can divide your roles so that the one who has pri-
mary responsibility for intervening is the more skilled at interventions. Even if
it is not possible to predict the kinds of interventions you will have to make,
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you may quickly be able to identify a pattern in the kinds of interventions that
you and your cofacilitator are making in a given session. Knowing this pattern,
you and your partner can decide who is better suited to take the lead on these
kinds of interventions.

Knowledge of Substantive Problems
Cofacilitators vary in their knowledge about the substantive problems their
clients face. For example, I used to cofacilitate with a colleague who knows a
lot about finance. When we cofacilitated a group that was discussing financial
issues, he usually took the first role in the intervener-recorder, task-relation-
ship, intervention-reaction, or primary-secondary divisions of labor. He could
keep up when the discussion became so technical that I would have to slow the
group’s pace by frequently asking for definition of terms. (Here I am assuming
that members agree on the definitions and would be clarifying them only for
me.) Still, if a cofacilitator’s knowledge about and interest in an issue tempts
the facilitator to stray into the content of the discussion, the less-knowledgeable
partner may choose the active intervention role.

Internal-External Differences
Similarly, the internal facilitator can often intervene easily in a highly technical
discussion. In contrast, if the cofacilitators want to confront the group—espe-
cially about members’ core values and beliefs—without raising the issue of the
internal facilitator’s credibility or seeming disloyal, the external facilitator may
actively intervene. But in a developmental group, having the internal facilitator
confront the group about its assumptions is powerful precisely because it can
raise the issue of credibility and disloyalty. Done well, the cofacilitators can use
members’ reactions to the internal facilitator to discuss why members who
challenge the assumption of the organization are seen as disloyal.

Pace
Cofacilitators can switch roles for each to assume the less active role when one
gets tired. Cofacilitators can also take advantage of their contrasting pace by
matching the needs of the group. For example, the faster-paced partner can ac-
tively intervene when the group is behind schedule and nearing the end of the
session. The slower-paced partner can actively intervene when members are
struggling to understand each other.

Training and Development
At times, a cofacilitator may choose to play a role to develop particular skills.
This is a legitimate way to temporarily select a role, so long as the cofacilitator
seeks feedback about performance from the partner and does not attempt in-
tervention so far beyond his or her ability as to harm the client.
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DEVELOPING HEALTHY BOUNDARIES
BETWEEN COFACILITATORS

In a good cofacilitator relationship, you and your partner agree on when and
how to modify each other’s interventions, correct one another, reinforce the
other’s interventions, and help when one gets tangled in a conflict with the
group. You do this in a way that integrates your skills while preserving your in-
dividual identity. It is a matter of setting boundaries (Alderfer, 1976). If you and
your cofacilitator routinely interrupt and modify one another’s interventions,
both of you lose your individual identity, in addition to confusing the group.
Conversely, if you never respond to each other, you do not get the full benefit
of collaboration. You can discuss and agree on several issues before working
with a group.

The Zone of Deference
An important part of intervening is knowing when not to. Organizational theo-
rist Chester Barnard (1938) used the phrase “zone of indifference” to refer to
the range within which employees obey orders without considering the merits
of the order. I use the phrase zone of deference to describe the area in which
one cofacilitator lets the other’s interventions stand, although the former would
intervene differently. Without an agreed-on zone of deference, cofacilitators
may constantly correct each other’s interventions, confusing the group in their
attempt to make things clear. Or, to avoid being seen as nitpicking or overbear-
ing, the cofacilitators may fail to modify any of the other’s interventions, which
deprives the group of the benefits of cofacilitation.

Here are some questions indicating issues that are outside the zone of def-
erence and that typically lead me to intervene with my cofacilitator.

• Will the client suffer harm? The most elementary responsibility the facili-
tator has is to do nothing that harms the group. An intervention that
causes harm might be deceiving or demeaning a member, cheating,
breaking a promise, or disobeying the law (Gellermann, Frankel, and
Ladenson, 1990). Making an intervention that is beyond the cofacilita-
tors’ skills can also harm the group.

• Is the intervention inconsistent with the core values of facilitation or the
ground rules? Any intervention that is not based on valid information or
that does not enable the group to make a free and informed choice that
leads to internal commitment reduces the cofacilitators’ effectiveness and
integrity. Acting inconsistently with the ground rules has the same effect,
because the rules are based on the core values.
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• Does the intervention change the facilitator’s role? Leaving your role of fa-
cilitator is inconsistent with the client-facilitator contract, unless the group
and cofacilitators explicitly agree that a cofacilitator will temporarily leave
the role. Examples are acting as a group member, a group decision maker,
a content expert, or intermediary between the group and others.

• Will the intervention prevent or hinder the client group from accomplishing
its goals? Interventions that prevent or hinder the client group from accom-
plishing its goals might be taking the group off track; establishing agenda
items in an order that requires everyone to return to items members have
already discussed; or employing exercises that, although interesting, nei-
ther contribute to the task nor meet the group’s maintenance needs.

Supporting an Intervention
In contrast to the zone of deference, in which one cofacilitator makes an inter-
vention that the other cofacilitator might not, supporting an intervention occurs
when one cofacilitator emphasizes the other’s intervention. Here conflicts can
occur when the one who makes the initial intervention expects support, while
the other, believing the first does not need it, fails to provide it. In the reverse
situation, a cofacilitator offers support when the initial partner thinks it is un-
necessary. Again, to avoid discrepancy in expectation, the partners can discuss
when and how to support each other’s interventions and how each one can ask
for support.

Rescuing a Cofacilitator
Sometimes a cofacilitator gets into conflict with the client group. For example, she
might intervene in a way that divides the group and causes part of the group to at-
tack her. Or a group may draw her into its own conflict, without her recognizing it.

What should her partner do when she is in conflict with the group? A natu-
ral reaction is to intervene and protect or rescue the partner from the conflict
with the group. This saves the partner and relieves his concern about becom-
ing a victim of her conflict with the group (Steiner, 1974). Unfortunately, this
discounts the partner and can reinforce the group’s belief that the rescued co-
facilitator is ineffective. Group members may reason that if she cannot extricate
herself from the conflict without his help, the group’s negative assessment of
the cofacilitator in conflict must be accurate.

A more effective response—one that avoids reinforcing the group’s negative
views—is to wait for the cofacilitator in conflict to ask for help. Waiting increases
the chance that she will manage the conflict with the group and may simultane-
ously enhance the group’s image of her. Allowing her to choose when to receive
help increases the facilitator’s free choice and reduces the image of the cofacilita-
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tor as helpless. If, however, she is acting inconsistently with the core values, prin-
ciples, or ground rules, the other cofacilitator has a responsibility to intervene.

In some cases, a conflict between one cofacilitator and the group becomes
known to the other cofacilitator first. Suppose a manager in a top management
retreat approaches a cofacilitator during a break and says, “Listen, Tina, your
cofacilitator Victor is a nice guy, but he’s stirring up issues the group doesn’t
need to deal with, and people are getting upset with him. Don’t tell him I said
anything, but just steer the conversation back when he starts challenging the
group, OK?” To avoid rescuing Victor, colluding with the client, or acting as an
intermediary, Tina can explain that unless Victor talks directly with those who
are concerned, he will not have valid information to make a free and informed
choice about whether or how to change his behavior. This is true whether or
not Tina believes Victor is acting ineffectively. Ideally, the conversation with
Victor occurs with the entire group, because it involves all members. Once the
conversation is raised with the entire group, Victor can ask Tina for help.

Coordination and Openness with Clients
Because intervention is based on diagnosis, to coordinate their work cofacilita-
tors have to discuss with each other what is happening in the group. Aside from
telepathy, I know of only two ways for cofacilitators to coordinate their work in
front of the group: they can either talk openly or try to hide their discussion by
using some secret language.

Kurt Lewin and the T-Group
The genesis of the training group (T-group; Benne, 1964; Marrow, 1969), which
is a source of many group facilitation techniques, reveals the advantages and
risks of the open approach. The principles of the T-group were developed in the
summer of 1946 by social psychologist Kurt Lewin and his colleagues. Lewin,
then a professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), was asked
to help the Connecticut State Commission, which was troubled by the staff’s in-
ability to help communities overcome bias and discrimination. Following his
motto of “no action without research; no research without action” (Marrow,
1969, p. 193), Lewin proposed a two-week workshop that would simultane-
ously train three groups of commission staff members and provide research
data on what produced the changes. A psychologist led each of the three
groups, and a researcher observed each one.

Every evening, the researchers met with the group leaders to discuss and
record on tape their process observations of the groups and the leaders. One
day, a few workshop participants asked to attend the evening meetings. Most
researchers and group leaders feared that it would be harmful for the partici-
pants to hear discussion of their behavior. But Lewin, an advocate of feedback,
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saw no reason the researchers and leaders should withhold data from the par-
ticipants and believed the feedback could be helpful.

The evening sessions had an energizing effect on everyone involved. When
leaders and researchers analyzed an event in a group, the actual participants
interrupted with their interpretation. Members found that when they partici-
pated nondefensively, they learned important things about their behavior, how
others reacted to them, and how groups in general behave. Together, the re-
searchers, leaders, and participants had found a powerful method of learning.
By watching leaders discuss their work, group members learned how a group
acts and how leaders can create change. By participating in the discussion,
members clarified leaders’ diagnoses and helped the leaders select appropriate
interventions.

Openly Coordinating in Front of the Group
Lewin’s findings suggest that when developmental cofacilitators openly coordi-
nate their work in front of the group and encourage members to participate, the
group members and cofacilitators increase their learning. A goal of develop-
mental facilitation is for members to facilitate their process. Cofacilitators take
the first step in the shift when they allow members to observe and question the
“backstage” part of their cofacilitation.

There are risks in open coordination. If the group is angry with the cofacili-
tators, members may use the cofacilitators’ openness to suggest that the facili-
tators are not competent. In some situations, cofacilitator openness does not
help the members achieve their goal. If cofacilitators intervene with each other
at a depth much greater than their intervention with the group, the group may
consider it a waste of time. Another problematic situation is when cofacilitators
disagree with each other without using effective behavior (Dies, Mallet, and
Johnson, 1979). In the first few meetings, the lack of group cohesiveness can
lead to divisiveness if cofacilitators disagree with each other, even by doing so
appropriately (Yalom, 1985). But cofacilitators have to be careful not to dis-
count members’ ability. It is easy to justify not being open with members by
claiming they are not ready to handle it or would consider it a waste of time.

In basic facilitation, even if cofacilitator openness does not help the group di-
rectly achieve its primary goal, it can enhance trust. Members are more likely
to trust cofacilitators when they coordinate their work openly rather than use
ambiguous gestures such as a nod, frown, or hand motion. Like whispering or
note passing, a secret signal may lead members to question whether the cofa-
cilitators are withholding relevant information from them.

Yet there are times when signals are useful, not because the cofacilitators
want to hide what they are saying but because openly coordinating would sim-
ply be a distraction. How to solve the problem?
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One approach, based on the ground rule of sharing all relevant information,
is to tell members about the coordinating actions they might observe (such as
nodding or a hand signal) and to point out that the purpose is to avoid dis-
tracting the group, not to keep secrets from people. As assurance, the cofacili-
tators can promise to share their private discussion whenever a member asks.
Finally, members can agree to tell the cofacilitators if the secret coordination
becomes distracting. The approach maintains or enhances trust in the cofacili-
tators. The underlying principle is that cofacilitators coordinate their work in
a manner consistent with the core values and the client’s goals.

COFACILITATOR SELF-CRITIQUE

After each facilitation session, it is helpful for cofacilitators to conduct their own
debrief or self-critique. I find that I can remember many more details of the con-
versation if my cofacilitator and I have this conversation immediately after the
facilitation.

In addition to discussing what has happened in the group, the cofacilitators
can discuss how they worked together well and where they need to improve.
One approach is to analyze the critical incidents of a session, comparing how
they handled them with their cofacilitation agreement. After one facilitation
session, I asked my cofacilitator whether I was adding to his interventions too
frequently. I said I was concerned that he might see my additions as intrusive.
He saw them as appropriate and consistent with our agreement, and he wanted
me to continue them. On another occasion with another facilitator, I asked the
same question and found that my interventions were causing my cofacilitator
to lose her focus.

Cofacilitators can also discuss their behavior, feelings, and thoughts toward
one another, identifying the causes and dealing with them so they do not con-
tribute negatively to the group’s dynamics. Issues such as status, control, com-
petence, and support are all important to discuss. The principle is that the
cofacilitators’ effectiveness depends partly on their ability to constructively
talk about and manage the issues that affect their working relationship.

In developmental facilitation, the cofacilitators may also share some of their
own self-critique with group members to understand how the participants re-
sponded to cofacilitator behavior or to share their own learning with the group.

SUMMARY

This chapter has considered how cofacilitators can work together to better serve
their group and improve their own skills. I began by considering the potential
advantages and disadvantages of cofacilitating. In deciding whether to use it,
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the underlying principle is that together cofacilitators should be able to diag-
nose and intervene in a greater range of situations and with greater skill than
one facilitator can manage alone. Cofacilitators can work together effectively to
the extent that their theories-in-use are congruent.

I have also described how cofacilitators can divide and coordinate their la-
bor and, after selecting a division of labor, factors that they should consider in
deciding who will fill which role. The final section of the chapter has also dealt
with how cofacilitators maintain boundaries and how they coordinate their
work in front of the group. Finally, we discussed how cofacilitators can use self-
critique to improve their effectiveness.

In the next chapter, I describe how facilitators can use their facilitation skills
to help their own organization.
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PART FIVE

USING FACILITATIVE SKILLS
IN YOUR OWN ORGANIZATION





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Serving as Facilitator in
Your Own Organization

315

This chapter examines the issues that you face when you facilitate a group
in your own organization. We look at the advantages and disadvantages of
the role of internal facilitator, how the internal facilitator’s role develops,

strategies for shaping the role, and how to improve the facilitator role when not
actively facilitating.

If you are an internal facilitator and have read this far, you may be thinking,
“The Skilled Facilitator approach could really improve my organization, but how
do I apply it as an internal facilitator? I don’t have the freedom or power of an
external facilitator, and I can’t say what an external facilitator can say—the
risks are greater than I can take.”

I believe that there is essentially no difference between what constitutes
effective behavior for internal facilitators and for external facilitators. Core
values guide the behavior of internal and external facilitators alike. These
are the same core values that generate effective behavior for all members of
an organization. Although internal and external facilitators start with some dif-
ferent challenges, they both seek the same behavior.

If you are not an internal facilitator, you may want to skip this chapter. How-
ever, if you work with internal facilitators, this chapter can help you understand
their challenges and how to work effectively with them.



ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES
OF THE INTERNAL FACILITATOR ROLE

When I talk with internal facilitators about their role, they often tell me about
the limitations they feel. Many of these limitations are real. But an internal fa-
cilitator also enjoys some advantages compared with external colleagues. Draw-
ing heavily on the work of Fritz Steele (1982), I try in this first section to put
the internal facilitator role in perspective by considering a few of the structural
differences between internal and external facilitators and the advantages and
disadvantages they create.

Accessibility
Internal facilitators have a different kind of access to their organization than an
external facilitator does, and the same goes for the organization’s access to them.

Access and Information About the Organization. As an internal facilitator,
you know a lot about your organization’s history, structure, dynamics, and
people. Sometimes you know a lot about the potential client group. All this in-
formation helps you quickly understand the client group’s situation and en-
courage the group to analyze its decisions in the context of the culture of the
organization. However, familiarity with the group’s situation can lead you to
presume that information, assumptions, and inferences are valid, even if they
have not been tested. To the extent that you are part of the culture, it is difficult
to see the assumptions embedded in it.

Access and Continuity of Work. Because you are an internal facilitator, it is
usually easier for a group to get access to you than to an external facilitator. It
can be as simple as giving you a call or stopping by your office. You can more
easily become involved in a project from beginning to end and see the long-
term results of the project. Typically, a group views an internal facilitator as be-
ing more available for ongoing support than an external counterpart; you may
also have a better opportunity to build on earlier efforts.

However, this relatively easy access can create conflict. The group may ex-
pect you to be available to facilitate on a moment’s notice and without adequate
contracting. You may be expected to devote more time than you can allot to a
particular group. This can be especially difficult if your manager expects you to
devote less time to facilitation. Because you are available for ongoing support
and design of follow-up projects, it is difficult to determine when a project has
ended and whether the terms of the project agreement have been fulfilled.

It may also be difficult for you to work with or maintain credibility with cer-
tain levels of the organization. More than the external facilitator, an internal
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facilitator is identified with a level in the organization’s hierarchy. Conse-
quently, a group significantly above your hierarchical level may wonder
whether you are up to their facilitation task, and one significantly below your
level may wonder whether you are there to meet the organization’s needs.

The Insider Image
There are several potential advantages to being considered an insider. The
group may consider you “one of us.” The members are likely to value your in-
sider knowledge of the organization and of them. For these reasons, the group
may be comfortable with you from the beginning of a project. If you have mod-
eled your facilitative skills in your own nonfacilitator roles, the group may con-
sider you credible, especially if they have observed you directly in those roles.
If you are part of an internal staff group that provides facilitation services, this
reputation may allow client groups to feel some confidence in you, even if they
have not worked with you personally.

At the same time, being one of us is a liability if the client sees you as either
too close to the problem to be neutral or blind to their assumptions and unable
to challenge their thinking.

Internal facilitators tell me they have a difficult time establishing credibility
compared with external facilitators, whom they bring in to help with a specific
situation. This can be especially true when you raise issues that challenge the
culture of the group or organization. One of the most subtle but powerful expec-
tations of group members is that people act consistently with the culture of the
organization. Although members may not agree with certain aspects of the cul-
ture, at some level they value the culture because it is predictable and meets some
of their needs. Consequently, if you identify how group members contribute to
the dysfunctional aspects of the culture, people may see you as going too far.

Job Security
As an internal facilitator, you have the security of a regular paycheck and many
potential clients are available without much marketing effort. In theory, how-
ever, the increased security that comes from working for a single organization
also brings increased risk whenever that security is threatened. If a significant
project experiences major problems, an external facilitator may lose a client;
but you may lose your job or your influence. Consequently, the internal facili-
tator has more financial security to lose in confronting a group or supervisor.

In practice, I have never met a skilled internal facilitator who was fired or
forced to resign simply because he raised difficult issues with the client (if you
are out there, let me know). However, I have worked with internal facilitators
who decided to leave the organization because they felt they could not help it
effect significant change.
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HOW YOUR INTERNAL FACILITATOR ROLE DEVELOPS

Many of the challenges that the internal facilitator faces stem from how the role
has developed in the organization. Fortunately, you can shape your facilitator
role to address these problems. To understand how, we first need to understand
how it develops.

You and Others Create Your Role
Like any organizational role, your internal facilitator role develops through
an iterative process in which you and those who work with you share ex-
pectations about and attempt to influence how you will do your work. These
people include your manager and subordinates and peers, your primary client
groups, and those that the primary client groups report to. Because each of
these people depends on you in some way, each has some stake in and expec-
tation of how you should fill your facilitator role.

These individuals may attempt to influence you, either directly or indirectly.
Your manager may tell you directly that you cannot work with certain groups in
the organization. Or she may simply imply through actions that you should
evaluate client-group members for purposes of a merit increase. Similarly,
someone may tell you directly, “Do not turn down any assignment from a client
group high in the organizational hierarchy.” Or the expectation can be vague:
“We want you to be available when we need you.”

Of course, you also have expectations about how you should fulfill your fa-
cilitator role and you convey that to people, directly or indirectly. You may tell
client groups that you cannot mediate between the group and the manager, but
that you can help the client group figure out how to raise a difficult issue with
the manager. Or you may tell your own manager that the rules of confidential-
ity in the group prevent you from sharing specific comments that members
make in their meetings.

Your role develops as the people you work with communicate their expecta-
tions to you, and vice versa, as to what kind of work you will do and how to do
it. The more similar the expectations, the less role conflict between you and
these people.

One reason it can be difficult to fulfill your internal facilitator role is you
are working with a large number of people, most of whom have expecta-
tions for how you will fill your role. As the number of people sharing expec-
tations increases, so does the likelihood that some of their expectations for you
are incompatible and that conflict results.

To make matters more complex, the expectations that develop for your role
are influenced by organizational, interpersonal, and individual factors. The
size and number of hierarchical levels, the available technology, and reward
systems are all organizational factors that influence how your role develops.
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The nature of your interpersonal relationships with others influences how your
role develops, as do your own personal preferences (such as how you use hu-
mor, or how formal you are).

Your Other Roles Influence Your Facilitator Role
Finally, your internal facilitator role may be complicated by the fact that you
fill at least one other role in the organization. Serving as a facilitator may be
part of your larger role as a human resource manager, OD consultant, or trainer.
But any organizational member can also serve as an internal facilitator, re-
gardless of his or her other organizational roles.

Role conflict arises when the people you are working with as a facilita-
tor expect you to take on elements of your nonfacilitator role. For example,
if your nonfacilitator position is higher in the organizational hierarchy than
your clients’ position, the group members may expect you to convey their mes-
sage to people above them in the hierarchy. Your manager may expect you to
evaluate the group members’ performance as part of the performance appraisal
process. If you are the human resource director, the client group may expect
you to make decisions on HR matters. If you are the budget director, the client
group may expect you to pass judgment on budget matters.

The problem arises partly because the people you are facilitating typically do
not think of your work in terms of a role. They simply think of you as someone
who performs a variety of tasks and who can and should be able to perform any
task or behavior in any context. The challenge is to help the people you work
with learn to think in terms of roles and to explain that while serving as fa-
cilitator, you create problems by engaging in nonfacilitator role behavior
that conflicts with the facilitator role.

SHAPING YOUR FACILITATOR ROLE

You can change your facilitator role to make it more effective. People develop
expectations of your facilitator role on the basis of their values, beliefs, and in-
terests. By exploring this with others and sharing your own values, beliefs, and
interests, you can shape your role. In this section, I describe strategies for im-
proving your role, some of which are from the work of Fritz Steele (1982).

The strategies in Exhibit 15.1 seek to increase your effectiveness as a facili-
tator. This means that your primary task is to define your role consistently with
the core values. This creates a paradox; in the short run, you may have more
opportunity to help groups if you agree to act inconsistently with the core val-
ues. Yet by doing so, you become less able to model effective behavior and help
groups. The strategies deal with this paradox by helping to create conditions
that do not require you to act inconsistently with the core values. Most of the
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strategies (they are also principles) can be used continually, not only when you
are actively facilitating a client.

Decide Which Facilitative Role Is Appropriate
An easy way to get into difficulty is to serve as a facilitator when that role is in-
appropriate. Unlike an internal facilitative consultant or facilitative leader, an
internal facilitator is substantively neutral. In Chapter Three, I gave the example
of an HR manager attempting to serve as a facilitator to a group discussing HR
issues. Because the manager had a stake in the group’s discussion and because
the group knew the manager had relevant information about (and could
influence) the HR issues they were discussing, the group found it difficult to ac-
cept the manager in the facilitator role.

Substantively neutral is a relative term; you wonder as an internal facilitator
if you can ever be totally neutral about issues within the organization. However,
there are two working criteria for judging neutrality: (1) you believe that personal
views about the substance of the facilitation do not significantly affect your fa-
cilitation, and (2) the client group believes that your personal views about the
substance of the facilitation do not significantly affect your facilitation.

Unless you have little interaction with the group you are working with,
serving as a facilitative consultant or even a facilitative leader is probably
a more appropriate role than the facilitator role. In these two roles, you can
offer essentially the same help as a facilitator, and at the same time share the
views and expertise that the group understands you to have.

Discuss Potential Role Conflicts Before They Arise
It is easier for people to discuss differing views about their expectations of your
facilitator role before conflict actually arises than after they are engaged in
conflict with you. For example, it is easier to discuss whether you should serve
as an intermediary between a client group and its manager before the manager
asks you to do so. This requires anticipating the role conflict that is likely to
arise. The challenge is to reach agreement with all constituents so that every-
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Exhibit 15.1. Strategies for Shaping Your Facilitator Role

• Decide which facilitative role is appropriate

• Discuss potential role conflicts before they arise

• Seek agreement to switch facilitative roles

• Discuss problems in your past relationships with client groups

• Be willing to give up the facilitator role

• Use the contracting process

• Honor core values and principles; tailor the methods



one’s expectations are compatible. This conversation is best held during the
contracting process.

Because you typically also hold nonfacilitator roles in the organization, you
may experience pressure to use information you receive in the facilitator role to
act in a nonfacilitator role. This includes taking responsibility for the group,
which can easily create role conflict.

Conflict may arise if, for example, your manager asks you to act outside
your facilitator role. Consider a situation in which you are an OD manager
who also serves as a facilitator. You are facilitating an organizational task force
that reports to your manager. Your manager tells you that she is concerned the
task force is not making progress quickly enough. In an effort to address your
manager’s concern, you act as a mediator and convey the message directly to
the group. Or you attempt to speed the group’s progress by making content sug-
gestions. Both of these actions are outside the facilitator role.

To remain consistent with the role, explain to your manager your interest in
having her convey the message directly to the task force. If you are concerned
that your manager thinks you are not doing your job effectively, you can test
this with her. In doing so, you may learn that she either has an unrealistic ex-
pectation for the facilitation process or is unclear about your facilitator’s role.

Another source of role conflict is being pressured to obtain information in
your facilitator role that is relevant to a nonfacilitator role. What should you
do if you learn something in your facilitator role that you would act on if you had
obtained it in a nonfacilitator role? Consider the example of my colleague who is
an internal facilitator and HR director for his organization. While facilitating a
quality improvement group, a discussion began about departmental policy on
overtime. The facilitator quickly realized that if the members’ comments were ac-
curate, the departmental policy was in violation of the organizational policy. Had
he heard the discussion when he was acting in his HR role, he would have con-
tacted the department head to discuss the apparent violation. The question is,
should the HR director take different action because he obtained the information
in his role as facilitator and in the context of a confidentiality agreement?

The situation poses a dilemma because part of the clients’ trust in you as a
facilitator stems from the fact that, theoretically, you have no influence over
what happens to the members outside the facilitated group. But if you act on
the information in your nonfacilitator role, you do have influence. In this ex-
ample, the influence would benefit the group members, but in another situa-
tion it may disadvantage them personally. If the facilitator does not act on the
information and neither does the group, the facilitator may be in the position of
knowing that some HR policies are being violated but not able to act on that
knowledge. On the other hand, if the facilitator acts on the information in his
director’s role, group members may in the future withhold relevant information,
concerned that the facilitator will act on it in his other role.
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One approach to the dilemma lies in the core value of generating valid in-
formation. In an organization that acts consistently with this value, members
would consider it appropriate for you to act on the information in the nonfacil-
itator role. This suggests that a client group that espouses the core values would
act accordingly.

However you decide to deal with this kind of dilemma, clearly contracting
with members about how you treat such knowledge gives them valid infor-
mation with which they can then decide whether to share or withhold certain
information in their discussion. Anticipating a conflicting issue means con-
tracting about it before it arises.

Seek Agreement to Switch Facilitative Roles
Most internal facilitators facilitate as part of their larger role, or in addition to their
regular organizational role. If this describes your situation, there may be times
when you have subject-matter information to share with the group that would
take you out of your facilitator role and into your nonfacilitator organizational
role. To leave the facilitator role, you need to have agreement from the group.

Consider a group that is discussing how to establish self-managing work
teams in its department; team members are deciding how to plan, divide, and
coordinate the work among them. To fully implement the change, the group
may need to modify the means by which team members’ performance is as-
sessed. If you are the facilitator for this group and also serve as HR director, you
may know how the group can change its performance appraisal system. In this
situation, if you have the agreement of the group, it is appropriate to tempo-
rarily leave your facilitator role and in your HR director role describe the pro-
cess by which the client group can modify its performance appraisal system.

You could do this by saying: “You’ve raised an issue of HR policy that I have
relevant information about as the HR director, and I think you might find it use-
ful. I’d like to share this information. Does anyone have any concerns about my
temporarily stepping out of the facilitator role to share this information?” After
sharing the information, you clearly identify when you return to the facilitator
role by simply saying, “I’m back in the facilitator role.”

Offering information to the group without their asking for it can create a di-
lemma. If you wait to be asked by the group, you may increase the likelihood
of the group making a poor decision without the information. However, if you
volunteer it, you may inappropriately increase the group’s dependence on you.
Resolving the dilemma means weighing the negative consequences of with-
holding the information against the risk of increasing the group’s dependence.

Discuss Problems in Your Past Client Relationships
If you have been using a unilateral control approach, your current and potential
client groups may have become acquainted with you as unilaterally controlling
and may have less-than-full trust in you. Redeveloping trust with potential
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and current clients is essential. You can begin doing so by asking potential or
current clients directly whether anything has occurred in the working relation-
ship that prompts them to mistrust you, explaining your reason for asking.

Also, if you are aware of times when you acted inconsistently with the core
values and ground rules, you can share the relevant information, explain why
you consider your behavior ineffective, and tell them how you would act dif-
ferently now. Volunteering the information shows the group that you are aware
of your own ineffective behavior and are capable of changing. Sharing the in-
formation also demonstrates that you can discuss your own behavior without
getting defensive. This makes it easier for potential clients to raise concerns that
they might have considered undiscussable with you. Through such discussion,
potential clients begin to increase their trust in you.

Be Willing to Give Up the Facilitator Role
Being willing to give up your facilitator role if you cannot fill it consistently with
the core values makes it easier to take the risks necessary to openly confront
role conflict, even with those having more power and authority than you. Ironi-
cally, your willingness to step aside may lead to a set of role expectations that
remove your need to give up the role.

Still, in some cases you may find that despite your efforts it is not possible to
fill your facilitator role without repeatedly acting inconsistently with the core
values. For some people, giving up the internal facilitator role may also mean
having to leave a job, and an organization. Financially, this is the most serious
consequence an internal facilitator faces. Yet continuing to facilitate while act-
ing inconsistently with the core values leads back to the problem that opened
this section. By acting that way, you grow ever less able to help groups.

Use the Contracting Process
Using the contracting process is a direct way of shaping your facilitator role and
mitigating the potential problems I have discussed. As an internal facilitator you
may want to (or be pressured to) cut short the contracting process. You might
assume that you are familiar enough with the members of a client group, or that
the client group seems to agree on what it needs to accomplish. Or you may feel
pressured by a client group saying they do not have time for the planning meet-
ing. Unfortunately, cutting short the contracting process almost always creates
problems later in the facilitation because the client does not adequately under-
stand your role or you and the client are unaware that you disagree on some as-
pect of the facilitation.

When talking with internal clients about the planning meeting time, you can
explain that your interest in the planning meeting is to increase the prospect of
the group’s facilitation time being used effectively and efficiently. If the client
insists that the planning meeting time is unnecessary because the group agrees
on the objectives and other issues, you can inquire as to why he considers it
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unnecessary and explain that if the client’s assumptions are correct then the
meeting will certainly be brief. Still, sometimes the client does not find your rea-
soning compelling and does not agree to a full planning meeting. In this case,
you have to decide whether the risk of carrying out a (presumably not very ef-
fective) facilitation is greater than the risk of not agreeing to do it at all.

Even if the client is unwilling to agree to a full planning meeting, you may be
able to meet some of the interests underlying the planning meeting through an
abbreviated planning process. This might include meeting with a few represen-
tatives, or conducting some of the planning immediately before the facilitation.

One of the most important people with whom to reach agreement is your
manager. Having your manager understand your facilitator role and the impor-
tance of contracting with a group can ensure that your manager supports rather
than hinders your work. Resource H offers a series of questions that you and
your manager can discuss to support your facilitator role.

Honor Core Values and Principles; Tailor the Techniques
The core values and principles are the essence of the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach. The methods and techniques are a way of operationalizing the core val-
ues and principles. As an internal facilitator, you may find that some of the
methods or techniques in this book do not seem to fit, and your organization
will not change to adapt to them.

The methods and techniques that I describe throughout this book are not the
only ones consistent with core values and principles; they are ones that I have
used with good results. Using the Skilled Facilitator approach entails adapting
and discovering techniques and methods that fit your organization and that are
congruent with the core values and principles.

CHANGING YOUR FACILITATOR ROLE FROM THE OUTSIDE IN

How you act outside your facilitator role can improve your effectiveness within it.
Here are some ways to improve your facilitator role while not actively facilitating.

Educate Others About the Facilitator Role
Role conflict often arises simply because people who work with a facilitator do
not know what a facilitator is or does. In fact, many people equate facilitators
with mediators or arbitrators (see Chapter One for a discussion of the mediator
role). Consequently, the expectations for a facilitator are borrowed from another
role. You can avoid or reduce these conflicts by creating opportunities to edu-
cate others about the facilitator’s role. This also helps others reframe the mean-
ing of a facilitator’s actions. Once someone understands the facilitator’s role, he
may no longer necessarily consider the facilitator remiss upon hearing that she
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allowed a client group to make a “poor” decision. Educating others also gener-
ates future clients, as employees understand how a facilitator can help them.
But education is a process, not an event; it means constantly finding ways to
help others understand the role and its benefits.

Become an Informal Change Agent
By becoming an informal change agent, you can attempt to influence the group
contextual factors that make it difficult to effectively fulfill your facilitator role.
If your organization has a strict hierarchy, potential client groups may not be
permitted, or may be reluctant, to contact you directly. In some cases, the or-
ganizational factors that hinder you from fulfilling your role of facilitator are the
same ones that contribute to the client group’s problems and lead them to ask
you for help.

As the group effectiveness model in Chapter Two indicates, one contextual
factor is organizational culture. Culture has a strong and pervasive influence on
the behavior of members; it is very difficult to change. However, beginning to
influence a group or organizational culture can lead to significant change—in
your facilitator role as well. Of course, it is essential to use the core values in
the role of informal change agent.

Model the Way
Gandhi said, “be the change you want to see in the world.” At the heart of be-
ing a change agent is modeling the way. As an internal facilitator, you ask oth-
ers in your organization to follow the core values and ground rules—to suspend
their normal behavior and to take a risk with new behavior, expecting that these
risks generate more effective behavior that leads to high-quality decisions,
greater learning, and better relationships.

If you have modeled this behavior in your own nonfacilitator roles, then
clients see you as credible, especially if they have observed your behavior di-
rectly. If you have not, clients may reasonably ask how you can advocate that
they use the core values and ground rules when you have not.

Modeling the way is essential. People look to a facilitator to see what is pos-
sible. Group members know how to act in accordance with the status quo.
What is not clear to them is how they can change their thinking and behavior
to help create the kind of work relationship they say they desire. When you
model this behavior in your nonfacilitator role(s), you become a facilitative
leader, creating the kind of relationship that others seek.

If you are concerned that modeling the Skilled Facilitator approach as a fa-
cilitative leader is a risk, the feeling is natural. Many of my clients and col-
leagues who are internal facilitators are initially worried that if they use the
approach—particularly with their managers—others will see their behavior as
inappropriate or challenging. The risk may exist. However, in general my clients
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and colleagues have found that they can reduce the risk in part by being explicit
about their intentions, stating their concerns about how others might interpret
their behavior, and inquiring whether others do see their behavior as ineffec-
tive. It is easy to overlook the risks of not using the facilitative skills—the risks
of not testing an inference, withholding relevant information, and not inquir-
ing. Using the Skilled Facilitator approach does not require that you get rid
of your concerns, or even make believe they do not exist; it requires only
that you move forward with your concerns, making them part of the con-
versation when relevant.

SUMMARY

As an internal facilitator, you face various issues as you facilitate groups in your
own organization. The issues are the advantages and disadvantages of your in-
ternal facilitator role, how the role develops, strategies for shaping it, and ways
to improve your role when not actively facilitating.

Although the expectations that organizational members have for you as an
internal facilitator often differ from those for an external facilitator, a basic prin-
ciple underlies this chapter: there is essentially no difference between what
constitutes effective behavior for you as an internal facilitator and as an exter-
nal facilitator. The core values of valid information, free and informed choice,
internal commitment, and compassion guide the behavior of both. These are
the same core values that also generate effective behavior for all members of an
organization. By modeling the Skilled Facilitator approach as a facilitative
leader, you increase your credibility with groups and help your organization see
what is possible using this approach.

In the final chapter, I explore the role of the facilitative leader—using the
Skilled Facilitator approach when you are also involved in the content of the
conversation. The facilitative leader role enables a group to use the Skilled Fa-
cilitator approach on its own without a facilitator. Anyone can serve as a facil-
itative leader, whether or not in a formal leader role. For an internal facilitator,
the facilitative leader role is a natural extension.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Facilitative Leader

327

The facilitative leader uses the core values, assumptions, and principles of
the Skilled Facilitator approach to create effective groups and organiza-
tions. In this chapter, I describe problems with traditional philosophies of

leadership, how facilitative leadership differs, and how as a facilitative leader
you can begin to create fundamental change in your group and organization.

WHY THE FACILITATIVE LEADER?

Facilitative leadership is a values-based, systemic leadership philosophy
founded on the core values and assumptions, principles, and methods of the
Skilled Facilitator approach. The facilitative leader helps groups and individu-
als become more effective through building their capacity to reflect on and
improve the way they work. Ultimately, like a developmental facilitator, a fa-
cilitative leader helps others learn how to learn.

Informal Leaders as Facilitative Leaders
You can be a facilitative leader even if you are not the formal leader of a
group or organization, and even if you have no supervisory authority. The
influence of the traditional leader or manager has stemmed largely from formal
authority. But as a facilitative leader, your influence stems from a mind-set and
skill set that enable you to work with others so as to address people’s interests



and help people learn. This means practicing the core values and principles, in-
cluding those of group effectiveness, even if others choose not to do so. In this
respect, you can be a facilitative leader regardless of your position in an or-
ganization. Ultimately, the core values, assumptions, and principles represent
not only a way to facilitate and lead but also a fundamental choice about the
kind of life people create for themselves and others in their organization.

Creating Empowered Employees, Self-Managing Teams,
Learning Organizations, and Partnerships

In recent years, organizations have begun to recognize the need to change from
a management philosophy based on the values of unilateral control and compli-
ance, moving instead toward a philosophy based more on the values of learning,
empowerment, and commitment. But for many leaders—you may be among
them—the change has been slow and the results have been inconsistent.

Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s leaders began using participative manage-
ment approaches, more recently leaders have sought to have members become
even more highly involved in and committed to their organization.

To this end, organizations have engaged in a variety of approaches and pro-
grams. They have adopted total quality management programs, established
continuous improvement teams, and used reengineering, to name a few. They
have attempted to empower employees by giving them more decision-making
authority and by developing self-managing work teams.

All of these approaches attempt to take advantage of the enormous resources
that people bring to the organization. When people are empowered, they are re-
sponsive to customers, and the organization adapts quickly to changing condi-
tions. At the same time, as people have more choice about how to do their work,
their work becomes motivating, and they are likely to be committed to their
work. They also bring their creativity to bear on workplace problems and ideas.

Each of these approaches has something to offer the organization, but in
many of those I have worked with people view each new approach as the man-
agement flavor of the month and wait for it to pass. In some cases, the approach
was used with good short-term results, but over time it never became integrated
into the framework of the organization. I believe that this results partly from
the unilaterally controlling way in which the leader introduces an approach to
the organization and partly from the unilateral control values and assumptions
that are embedded in the approach itself. To the degree that the leader intro-
duces any new approach embedded with unilateral control features, I expect
there will be similar unintended results and the flavor-of-the-month reaction
they hope to avoid.

At a fundamental level, some organizations are seeking to become learning
organizations capable of identifying, challenging, and changing the very as-
sumptions that undermine effectiveness. In doing so, they hope to turn their
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ability to reflect and redesign into a competitive advantage. Insofar as they
transform themselves congruently with the core values I have discussed in this
book, they can be successful. However, if they attempt to create this transfor-
mation using a unilateral control approach, I expect they will encounter the
same results as with the other types of organizational changes.

At the same time the organization is changing, its leaders are increasingly
finding that they cannot adequately address the problems they face by working
only within their organization. Instead, leaders are learning that by developing
a partnership with suppliers, distributors, customers, and the community in
which they do business, they can synergistically increase their effectiveness
and that of their partners. Similarly, in the public arena, government, private
sector, and nonprofit organizations are increasingly working together to solve
difficult social and economic problems; no single organization has control over
the process. Here too, leaders have struggled to create the kind of relationship
necessary to achieve this synergy.

The Need for a New Kind of Leader
Underlying all these changes lies a question: What kind of leaders are needed
in this new breed of organization? It seems logical that the role and philosophy
of the manager needs to change as people become more empowered and take
on more responsibility for managing their work and improving the organiza-
tion. As Charles Manz and Henry Sims have put the question (1984, p. 410),
“How does one lead employees who are supposed to lead themselves?”

Clearly, the leader who uses a theory-in-use of unilateral control and com-
pliance cannot fill the role. His values are inconsistent with the direction in
which the organization seeks change. In the past, many organizations espoused
this type of leadership and rewarded their leaders for it. Now they are seeing
the unintended consequences of unilateral control leadership, and many are
struggling to develop an alternative approach to leadership. Each new model
they adopt becomes another version of what is fundamentally still unilateral,
controlling leadership.

Even visionary heroic leaders may not be completely up to the task (Manz
and Sims, 1993). A visionary heroic leader paints a vivid and compelling pic-
ture of the organization’s mission and vision. The leader’s inspirational and per-
suasive manner enrolls people in helping to create the leader’s vision. To be
sure, such leadership is energizing, and organizations have achieved much
through it.

Yet the strengths of heroic leadership are also its limitations. The source of
wisdom, direction, and inspiration is the leader, and people act according to the
leader’s vision (Manz and Sims, 1993). However, as Peter Senge has noted, the
only vision to which an individual can truly be committed is the one “rooted in
an individual’s own set of values, concerns, and aspirations” (1990, p. 211).
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This does not mean that the leader cannot shape a vision; the leader must. It
does mean, however, that for the vision to motivate and provide purpose for
people’s work, they must genuinely share the vision, not just adopt it. Finally,
the power of visionary, heroic leadership, though inspirational, lies with the
leader (Manz and Sims, 1993). In short, the focus of visionary heroic leader-
ship is on the leader. As Peter Block has written, “To put it bluntly, strong lead-
ership does not have within itself the capability to create the fundamental
changes our organizations require. It is not the fault of the people in these po-
sitions, it is the fault of the way we have all framed the role” (1993, p. 13).

THE FACILITATIVE LEADER

Organizations need the type of leader who works from a set of core values
consistent with the concepts of empowerment, commitment, collaboration,
learning, and partnership. The core values and principles underlying the
Skilled Facilitator approach constitute a foundation for becoming such a
leader—what I call a facilitative leader.

As I described in Chapter Three, your role as a facilitative leader differs from
your role as a facilitator in several important ways (see Table 16.1). First, as a
facilitative leader you share your point of view about the content of the discus-
sion. At times, you may be deeply involved in the conversation and feel pas-
sionately about the outcome. Second, you are involved in the substantive
decision making. Depending on the situation, you may be the sole decision
maker, be part of a group making a decision, or even delegate the decision.
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Table 16.1. Comparing Facilitative Leader and Facilitator Roles

Facilitative Leader Facilitator

Group membership Group leader or member Third party

Content Nonneutral; may be con- Content-neutral
tent expert

Process Skilled in process; uses Process expert; uses skills
skills to help group in- to help group increase its
crease its effectiveness effectiveness

Decision-making Participates in substan- Does not participate in sub-
role tive discussions; involved stantive discussion or decision

in decision making making



Third, you can be a facilitative leader even if you are not a member of the group.
Similarly, you can be a facilitative leader even if you are not a formal leader. As
a facilitative leader, you may not be a process expert like a skilled facilita-
tor, but you have enough process skills to model the core values and ground
rules, and to help others learn them if they choose.

Being a facilitative leader is more difficult than being a facilitator. As a facili-
tator, you are a content-neutral third party, so you can focus entirely on helping
the group improve its process. But as a facilitative leader you are participating
in the substance of the conversation at the same time that you are helping im-
prove the group process. The challenge is to participate in the subject matter of
the conversation in a way that enhances the group process.

In essence, being a facilitative leader means always asking yourself, How can
I increase my group’s effectiveness, that of my organization, and my own by liv-
ing the core values and assumptions in this situation?

FACILITATIVE SKILLS AS A CORE COMPETENCY

Over the years I have been consulting to organizations, leaders have changed
their thinking about the value and need for facilitative skills. In the past, they
saw facilitative skills as ancillary leadership skills. When leaders and managers
thought they needed these skills (usually in a difficult situation), they would
typically call on a facilitator, or OD and HR people to help.

Now, many organizations consider possession of the skill set and mind-set of
the facilitative leader approach as a core competency for leaders—even if they
have never heard of this approach. Some of the phrases they use to describe this
are authenticity, building relationships, and creating a learning environment.
They realize that this way of thinking and acting is essential for creating and sus-
taining the kinds of performance outcomes the organization seeks. Even a highly
successful organization realizes that in the long run it cannot sustain high per-
formance without effective process. One client of mine, a Fortune 100 company
that owns the majority of its market, recently found in an employee survey that
the biggest issue facing the organization was poor working relationships. The
leaders recognized that unless the organization addressed the issue, it could lose
some of the competitive edge it had gained over others in the market.

Even though organizations increasingly espouse the need for what I call fa-
cilitative leadership, many still lack a compelling picture of what it looks like in
action and how to develop these leaders. In the previous chapters, I described
the facilitative skill set and mind-set and what they look like in action. In the
remainder of this chapter, I suggest how you can use the same skill set and
mind-set as a facilitative leader.
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THE FACILITATIVE LEADER VALUES IN ACTION

As a facilitative leader, you design your actions on the basis of the core values
and assumptions of the mutual learning theory-in-use. In this section, I de-
scribe how using the core values and assumptions guides your actions.

Valid Information
Valid information is the foundation for an effective decision. For information to
be valid, at a minimum people must feel free to disagree with each other with-
out retribution, regardless of any difference in authority or power. Better yet,
people have to believe that you are as genuinely interested in understanding
their point of view as you are in having them understand yours. This means
holding the core assumption that you have some information, others have
additional information, and you may be missing things that others see. As a fa-
cilitative leader, you can model this by asking others how they see things dif-
ferently from you, or what problems or gaps people see in your thinking; when
people respond with different ideas, you inquire into their reasoning, rather
than simply advocating your view or responding defensively.

Ultimately, undiscussable issues need to be discussed. Too many of the crit-
ical but uncomfortable conversations that people should have with each other
take place instead in their minds, with their families, or with friends, or behind
closed doors with people they trust to take their side but who cannot resolve
their problems. Either the problems remain or people attempt to solve them
without having to deal directly and honestly with those they consider the prob-
lem, thereby creating more problems and more undiscussable issues. You can
interrupt this downward spiral by raising the undiscussable issues directly with
those involved and by helping others learn to do the same.

Free and Informed Choice
Valid information becomes important only when people can use it to make a
free and informed choice. With free and informed choice, you change the dis-
tribution of power from being held largely by the formal leader to being shared
by the formal facilitative leader and other group members. Shared power in turn
makes possible joint control. Without shared power and joint control, it is
difficult to sustain empowerment, a self-managing team, partnership, and gen-
uine organizational learning.

Free and informed choice recognizes a basic truth that leaders in general
seem to know deep down but also seem reluctant to accept: “essentially all con-
trol over employees is ultimately self-imposed” (Manz and Sims, 1989, p. 5).
Regardless of the controls and standards that you set, in the end each person
chooses whether to be influenced by them. The most powerful control comes
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not externally but when people freely choose their course of action. As a facil-
itative leader, you understand that although external controls generate com-
pliance, internal controls generate commitment. Consequently, you seek to
increase the extent to which group members make their own choices about
their work. Instead of spending time designing ways to control others’ behav-
ior, you can help group members develop their own internal controls, which are
necessary for managing themselves effectively.

Like the other core values, free and informed choice is an ideal worth striv-
ing for. As an ideal, there are times when it is not possible for everyone to have
full free and informed choice. Because almost all organizations use some form
of hierarchy, when someone at a higher level makes a decision it can constrain
your choices at a lower level. If, for example, the top executive team sets the
strategic direction for your organization, then your choices are limited within
that strategic direction.

Free and informed choice does not ensure that everyone (including the fa-
cilitative leader) gets all of what they want all the time. As Peter Block has
noted, there are limits: “In any community there will always be different levels
of authority. The boss will have 51 percent, the subordinate 49 percent. This
means that when all is said and done, others will have the right to tell us what
to do. This has no effect on our right to say no, even to say it loudly. The no-
tion that if you stand up you will get shot undermines partnership. Partnership
does not mean that you always get what you want. It means you may lose your
argument, but you never lose your voice” (1993, p. 30).

The challenge is to reduce unnecessary constraints on creating as much free
and informed choice as possible.

Internal Commitment
Internal commitment occurs when people make free and informed choices that
fully meet their interests. With internal commitment, people take responsibility
for their actions and initiative to do what they need to do to make their choices
work. You do not need to engage in over-the-shoulder monitoring to ensure that
people are doing what they say they will do. With internal commitment, people
get the job done because they want to do it. Instead, you can serve as a resource
to and partner with group members, helping them diagnose and address prob-
lems in implementation. Being a facilitative leader means understanding the
paradox that to generate internal commitment in others, you must first give up
unilateral control.

Compassion
When I added compassion as the fourth core value, I was concerned that my
clients would find it too touchy-feely (to use a pejorative phrase from the 1960s
and 1970s). I was particularly concerned about my clients from science- or
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engineering-based organizations whose professional disciplines emphasize the
rigor of generating valid information. To my pleasant surprise (and relief),
these leaders told me that that without compassion the first three core values
seemed hollow. They saw compassion as a foundation, container, or spiritual
force that integrated the core values and imbued them with a larger purpose.
They came to the same conclusion that I did: compassion is not at odds with
the first three core values; rather, compassion strengthens them.

Compassion means adapting a stance toward others and yourself in which
you temporarily suspend judgment. It involves having a basic concern for the
good of others that leads you to be concerned about their suffering. By suffer-
ing, I mean simply the pain that people feel when their needs are not met.

Unfortunately, some leaders have confused the notion of compassion
with unilaterally protecting or rescuing; in doing so, they have reduced ac-
countability. This leads them to help and protect others in a way that in the
long run is not helpful and that leaves people even less protected. This is the
kind of misplaced compassion that may have led you to withhold some feed-
back because you did not want to upset or put another person on the defensive.
You may have even taken on some of the person’s responsibilities instead of
addressing a difficult performance issue with him. In predictable systemic fash-
ion, withholding valid and relevant information makes it difficult for him to
make an informed free choice to change behavior. Without specific feedback,
he is unlikely to change; the problem gets worse. If you continue to unilaterally
protect the person, at some point you may feel you need to take serious action,
such as firing him—not a particularly compassionate response. The person will
never fully understand how his behavior was ineffective, how he might have
changed it. In this way, misplaced compassion creates the very lack of compas-
sion that you attempted to avoid.

The kind of compassion I am describing enables you to have empathy for
others and for yourself in a way that still holds people accountable for their ac-
tions rather than unilaterally protecting others or yourself. With a systemic
view, this involves understanding how people, presumably acting in good faith,
each contribute to creating or sustaining a problem, rather than placing blame.
It means exploring what other people see that you are missing, rather than as-
suming that they do not share your view, “just don’t get it,” or have question-
able motives.

CREATING STRUCTURES, POLICIES,
PROCEDURES, AND PROGRAMS

The facilitative leader approach goes beyond creating effective group process
and conversation to creating a group or organization with effective structures,
policies, procedures, and programs. Essentially, the approach helps you answer
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the question, “What would my team and organization look like if they were de-
signed on the basis of core values and assumptions?”

Effective group process is necessary but not sufficient for creating an effec-
tive group and organization. Even if you and your team become highly skilled
at using the facilitative leader core values and assumptions, ground rules, and
diagnosis-intervention cycle, you will probably be frustrated by structures, poli-
cies, procedures, and programs in your organization that are inconsistent with
this approach and that create unintended consequences.

The reason this occurs is people design organizations, and they generally
do so using structures, policies, and procedures intended to avoid past or an-
ticipated threats. Because almost everyone uses a unilateral control theory-
in-use under conditions of threat, the structures, policies, and programs
typically contain unilateral control theory-in-use elements.

Here are a few examples of unilateral control organizational designs and
how they can be redesigned using the core values and assumptions of the fa-
cilitative leader approach.

Structures and Processes: Performance Feedback
Many organizations use a type of 360 degree feedback in which you get feed-
back not only from your immediate supervisor or manager but also from those
who report directly to you, your peers, and your customers (internal or exter-
nal). Typically, each person completes a survey rating you on a number of items.
Sometimes they add written comments. The completed survey scores are com-
bined so that for each item you get a separate averaged score for your peers, sub-
ordinates, and customers. Your direct supervisor or manager’s score is identified
for you to see. Then your manager or an HR person reviews the survey results
with you. Except for those from your immediate supervisor or manager, all of
the scores and comments are anonymous. Those who design these systems nor-
mally use anonymity because they believe that the people rating your perfor-
mance may not be fully honest if you identify them from what they said.

Creating Problems. As someone trained in survey research and development,
and having helped organizations use survey data to improve their groups, I find
a number of problems with this approach. First, anonymity prevents you from
learning who gave you which rating and what led them to do so. As a result,
you have no way of knowing whether the people rating you are using valid in-
formation. Second, without specific examples (including names, places, and
events), you cannot learn which of your specific behaviors people think need
improvement or are commendable. Third, because the feedback is anonymous,
it is difficult to ask those who provided it to continue to give you feedback on
the issues they have said you need to work on. Consequently, although people
stress that performance feedback systems are developmental tools, this design
makes it difficult for you to develop.

THE FACILITATIVE LEADER 335



A Facilitative Leader Approach. What would performance feedback look like
with the core values and assumptions of the facilitative leader approach? One
of my clients—I’ll call her Cathy—redesigned her organization’s system for her-
self after she attended a facilitative leader workshop. In addition to her man-
ager, Cathy asked several peers, direct reports, and internal customers to
complete the survey. She asked each of them to bring the completed survey to
a meeting with her. At the meeting, the group discussed the survey items, with
each person stating how they rated Cathy on that item and giving some ex-
amples to illustrate what led them to choose the rating. When Cathy invited
people to the meeting, she shared her approach and her reasoning for it so each
could make a free and informed choice about whether to be involved.

Several things happened as a result of the new feedback design. First, Cathy
learned the specific behaviors that people saw in her that were effective and in-
effective. Second, at times, when a person shared his example, Cathy remem-
bered the situation differently, and so the two talked and jointly reconstructed
it. Having new information sometimes led the person to modify a particular rat-
ing. Third, together the group was able to identify patterns of behavior across
the examples they shared. This enabled them to help Cathy see clearly the be-
haviors they wanted her to work on and to identify the situations under which
they occurred. Finally, she was able to use the group to support her develop-
ment. Whenever she was working with one of them, she could ask how she was
doing on the issues she needed to work on; alternatively, the person could ini-
tiate the conversation. Consequently others could continue giving her feedback
and reinforce her improvement.

In a follow-up session on facilitative leadership, Cathy told me that the meet-
ing felt quite risky for her, partly because she would be so vulnerable. A peer
who was part of the feedback group said she also felt vulnerable. Both said that
the session generated more usable information than any other feedback session
they had been involved in.

The group could have done something else to reflect the systemic nature of
their relationships. Because an individual’s performance is partly a function of
relationships with others, the group members could have explored how each of
them contributed to both helping and hindering Cathy’s ability to perform well.

Organizational Policies
As I mentioned above, organizational policies are often designed either in re-
sponse to or in anticipation of a potential threat or embarrassment. To take a
simple example, some organizations have a travel policy that prevents people
from staying additional nights either before or after a required trip. The policy
is designed to avoid unnecessary travel expenses being paid by the organiza-
tion; it is often created after someone has stayed additional nights on the orga-
nization’s tab. But many airline fares are significantly lower if you stay over a
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Saturday night. If you choose to arrive on Saturday instead of Sunday for a
meeting that begins on Monday, you save your organization hundreds of dol-
lars, even with the additional expenses for lodging and meals. Yet the policy
prevents you from saving the money.

This example illustrates how, by focusing on positions, an organization can
design policies that undermine its own interests. Many policies I have seen are
written as positions and do not explain the interests that give rise to them. Us-
ing the facilitative leader approach, the organization clarifies its interests re-
garding a particular issue, using the core values and assumptions of the
facilitative leader approach. This enables people to design a variety of solutions
and still honor the interests and intent of the policy in all cases.

Training Programs: The “Sandwich” Feedback Technique
Sometimes clients ask me to review with them their organization’s training pro-
grams to determine how they are congruent or incongruent with the facilitative
leader approach. They recognize that it creates problems when people are un-
aware that two or more training courses are not only different but also incon-
gruent. Some organizations intentionally offer courses that have conflicting
values and beliefs, in part to stimulate conversation and thinking. This is not a
problem if people are aware of this and have the opportunity to explore the in-
consistencies and the effects that each approach generates, and if they are al-
lowed to make choices about the approach they adopt. Otherwise, people feel
that the organization is giving them a mixed message and they have difficulty
figuring out which approach to use and why. Worse, if people don’t recognize the
inconsistencies and try to apply techniques from two inconsistent approaches,
they can be ineffective and create conflict rather than improve the situation.

As an example, many of my clients have been taught the “sandwich” tech-
nique of giving negative feedback, which is inconsistent with the core values
and assumptions of the facilitative leader approach. Using the sandwich tech-
nique, you would begin the feedback session by sharing some positive things
about the person’s behavior, then share some negative aspects of the person’s
behavior, and finally share again some positive aspects. People are taught that
the positive-negative-positive order is designed to first put the person at ease
and make her receptive to the negative feedback; then there follows positive
feedback to reduce the chance she will disagree with your negative assessment
of her behavior and become defensive.

There are a couple of problems with the sandwich technique. First, it is
based on the assumption that the person is best able to receive the feedback
when it is given in that order. In a facilitative leader approach, you would let
her know that you have some negative feedback to give (and some positive
feedback if that is also the case) and then jointly design a way for her to receive
the feedback.
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Second, for the sandwich technique to work, you must withhold your strat-
egy from the person (or she has to agree to play along). To see what happens
if you make your sandwich strategy transparent, imagine saying something like
this: “Alice, I have some negative feedback to give you. To get you receptive to
the negative feedback, I’ll begin by giving you some positive feedback. Then I’ll
give you the negative feedback—the main reason I wanted to talk with you to-
day. Finally, to reduce the chance of your becoming angry, I’ll end by giving you
some more positive feedback.”

People laugh when they hear this, because they realize how absurd it
sounds. They recognize that once you reveal the unilateral control strategy to
protect yourself and others, it no longer works. By revealing the strategy, you
are also revealing yourself. In addition, after the organization teaches people
the approach, people recognize when it is being used on them, they feel ma-
nipulated, and they resent it. Also, people do not tend to find the positive feed-
back credible, which makes it difficult to genuinely reinforce behavior that is
effective and valuable to the organization. As a result, people sometimes stop
doing the very things you want them to continue or increase. Whereas unilat-
eral control strategies become less effective as more people learn them, mutual
learning strategies become more effective as more people learn them.

PRINCIPLES IN ACTION

Whether you are having a one-on-one conversation, helping your group address
a difficult situation, or developing new structures, the facilitative leader approach
offers you several principles that stem from your core values and assumptions.

Being Transparent
Part of being a facilitative leader is being transparent. This means you share the
reasoning and intent underlying your statements, questions, and actions
(ground rule four). Another way to think about being transparent is sharing
your strategy. Being transparent reduces the need for people to make inferences
and attributions about what you are saying and doing. When you share your
strategy and the strategy matches your actions and is consistent with the mu-
tual learning model, you build trust.

When I described the problems with the sandwich approach, I mentioned
that for a unilateral control strategy to work, you need to withhold your strat-
egy from the person receiving feedback (or else the person has to agree to play
along). One way to test whether your strategy is unilaterally controlling is
to imagine yourself saying it to the person you are working with. If it sounds
unilaterally controlling or face-saving, it probably is. Of course, in order to do
this test, you need to be aware of your strategy. This involves using the skill set
and mind-set I describe throughout the book.
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Being Curious
Being curious includes a genuine desire to understand how others think about
a situation, especially when they think about it differently from you. This in-
cludes a desire to understand how you contribute to a problem in a way that
you are unaware of. Being curious requires the ability to suspend judgment and
embrace the mutual learning assumption that you understand only part of the
puzzle. Together with compassion and transparency, genuine curiosity enables
you to inquire into others’ reasoning without generating defensive behavior,
and to invite others to explore your reasoning.

Thinking and Acting Systemically
Throughout this book, I have emphasized that a group or organization is a sys-
tem in which everything is ultimately related to everything else. Consequently,
you cannot change just one thing without changing others. Being a facilitative
leader in a system means thinking and acting systemically.

Becoming a Steward. To think systemically means to be a steward for the sys-
tem as a whole, not just your part of it. This involves thinking simultaneously
about the interests of individuals, the group, and the larger organization, as
well as stakeholders outside the organization. It may mean spending time on is-
sues that are more important to others than they are to you, or in meeting in-
terests that are more important to other divisions than they are to yours.

Knowing You Do Not Know. Once you see yourself as a steward for the sys-
tem, one of the first steps to thinking and acting systemically is recognizing that
you cannot understand the entire system by yourself. In the language of mutual
learning, it means assuming that you have only some of the information about
how the system works and that other people who fill other roles in the system
may see things that you miss. If you act in the system without fully under-
standing the dynamics, you are likely to create unintended consequences for
others, for yourself, or both. You begin to act systemically by bringing together
people who represent the whole system, so that you can plan for changes in a
way that reduces unintended consequences. You can ask who and what might
be affected by actions you take or changes you make. You can also ask what
other changes have to be made to reduce unintended consequences.

The group effectiveness model that I first described in Chapter Two can help
you think about how the changes may affect the three criteria for group effec-
tiveness and any of the elements that contribute to it. You can use the group ef-
fectiveness model to have a conversation with your group about which
elements are aligned and which are not working effectively. You can also use
the group effectiveness model to help design a new group or team, making sure
that each element is in place and that each is congruent with the others. As a
facilitative leader, you help the group have a productive conversation in which
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everyone shares their views and the group generates a common understanding
of the system and the changes needed.

Recognizing Your Contribution to the System. Thinking and acting systemi-
cally includes thinking in a feedback loop, asking yourself how changes that
someone initiates lead others to make changes that affect others that—eventu-
ally—come around to affect the person who initiates the changes.

One form of this is recognizing that you are part of the system—even the sys-
tems you complain about—and that you make a contribution to maintaining the
system in its current state. If you think that those higher up in the organiza-
tion do not understand the problems they are creating for those of you lower
in the organization, you contribute to maintaining the system if you with-
hold information from them about the consequences they are creating that
you think they are unaware of. Thinking systemically means understanding
that even if you cannot change the system yourself, at a minimum you can be-
gin to influence it by providing new information to others in the system about
how their actions affect other parts of the system. Similarly, if you are concerned
that those who report directly to you are not building their capacity to solve
problems, you are contributing to maintaining the system if you agree to handle
issues they cannot solve without teaching them along the way. As a result, you
may find that over time your ability to complete your own work suffers.

Thinking systemically means thinking simultaneously about short-term and
long-term interests, and honoring the systems-thinking principle of going slow
to go fast. If you have ever found yourself repeatedly solving problems for di-
rect reports instead of helping them build their capacity, you have probably
done so because there was a deadline to meet. This strategy makes sense in the
short run but exacerbates the problem in the long run. Acting systemically here
means taking more time in the short run to help people learn to solve problems
so that in the long run their capacity is greater and so is yours.

Shifting from Blame to Contribution. Finally, thinking and acting systemi-
cally means shifting from a focus on placing blame to a focus on understand-
ing how various people’s behaviors interact and contribute to generating a
problem, and how the problem continues despite the sincere efforts of many
people to solve it. You can easily convince yourself that the cause of your prob-
lems lies in others’ actions—those of other group members, groups, or organi-
zations. But in system problems, the causes result from the interaction of
behavior rather than individual actions. Looking for others to blame does not
help the group understand the system; it obscures how you may contribute to
creating, maintaining, or even escalating the problem.

To learn about your own contribution, you can ask group members, “How
do you see me contributing to the problem? What are some things that I have
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done or not done? I’m asking because I don’t see my contribution, but I realize
I may be missing it.”

Increasing Accountability and Ownership, Not Dependence
One of the goals of facilitative leadership is to develop the capacity of those who
report to you to manage their own work relationships. Over time, group members
become ever less dependent on you and instead create a self-managing group.

The Problem with Solving Others’ Problems. A common way in which you
can reduce accountability and create unnecessary dependence is to act as
intermediary for your group members. Consider a common example in which
one group member, Ellen, privately approaches you as the formal group leader
and expresses concern about the behavior or performance of another group
member, Peter. Ellen asks you to talk with Peter about how his inconsistent
performance is affecting her work and the group’s overall performance. In a
traditional leadership role, you would take responsibility for resolving this
problem.

If you agree to do so, you create several problems. First, when you talk with
Peter you are likely to find that he has a different view of the situation from
Ellen. Because you are not Ellen, you do not have all the relevant information
you need to address his comments and questions. This makes it impossible to
generate valid information on which to solve the problem. Second, even if you
could have all the relevant information, you are now entering into a conversa-
tion in which you represent Ellen’s perspective for Ellen. This may lead Peter to
infer that you are siding with her. It also reduces Ellen’s accountability for her
behavior. Third, it reduces the opportunity for Ellen and Peter to begin to de-
velop their skills in managing their own relationship.

Building Capacity. As a facilitative leader, your role is to help Ellen and Peter
have the conversation they need if they are to adequately address the prob-
lem—not to solve the problem for them. This means using your facilitative
skills to help them with conversation that is consistent with the core values and
ground rules. It means using the diagnosis-intervention cycle to intervene if
they are acting less effective than they could be. As a facilitative leader, you are
not content-neutral; using specific examples, you share your point of view
about how each has contributed to the problem, and you inquire about how
they see it differently.

Keeping It in the Group. This issue applies to the group as a whole. Many of
my clients have been taught to praise in public but criticize in private. They are
taught that it is not relevant for the rest of the group to know about the criti-
cism and that criticizing in private maintains the person’s self-esteem.
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Following this advice also creates unintended consequences. First, the con-
cept of criticizing stems from a unilateral control frame in which the person
criticizing believes he has all the information and that he is right and the per-
son being criticized is wrong. It unilaterally saves face for the other person and
for him. However, as a facilitative leader, you would start with the assumption
that you have some information, the other person has other information, and
you may be missing things that the other person sees. One of the things you
may be missing is your own contribution to the person’s behavior.

Second, you focus on creating valid information about the situation. If the
person’s behavior has had an effect on the group, addressing the issue outside
of the group cuts off relevant information that group members have about the
issue. This makes it impossible to construct a common understanding of what
happened and how; it increases the chance of the person being criticized or
blamed.

Third, it creates the very consequence you are trying to avoid: it shifts the
person’s accountability from the group to you. Finally, it prevents the group as
a whole from being able to reflect on and learn from their experiences and be
less likely to create the situation again.

As a facilitative leader, your role here is similar to that in the example with
Ellen and Peter: to use your facilitative skills to have a productive conversation
that addresses the issue. The difference here is that you initiate the conver-
sation, so you are more deeply involved and invested in the content of the
conversation.

Creating Conditions for Mutual Learning
To develop the kind of group and organization I have discussed in this chapter,
facilitative leaders need to create the conditions for mutual learning. By mutual
learning, I do not mean simply improving performance or learning new tasks.
I mean the fundamental learning that occurs when members identify the core
values and beliefs that guide their behavior (Argyris and Schön, 1974), under-
stand how some values and beliefs undermine their effectiveness, and learn
how to act consistently with a more effective set of values and beliefs.

As a facilitative leader, you help create the conditions for mutual learning.
You can share the core values, principles, and ground rules with others and dis-
cuss what they mean, how they work, and what the barriers are to using them.
In doing so, you can model the facilitative leader approach and tell others this
is what you are doing. You can ask for specific feedback and explain that you
will try not to get defensive if it is negative. You can encourage others to tell you
if they are responding defensively to the feedback.

You can develop trust with group members by talking about how you have
acted ineffectively in the past. Without this conversation, people may infer that
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you have a new, sophisticated strategy for maintaining unilateral control and
compliance.

Finally, as a facilitative leader you cannot lure, demand, manipulate, or
coerce others to use the core values and principles discussed throughout
this book. I hope it is obvious that to do so is inconsistent with everything
for which the core values and principles stand. Yet even if others choose not
to use the core values, you still can. By modeling the approach, you give
people experience with it so that they may later make an informed and free
choice to embrace it.

SUMMARY

In this final chapter, I have described the facilitative leader approach, which is
based on the same core values, assumptions, and principles as the Skilled Fa-
cilitator approach. You can serve as a facilitative leader even if you have no for-
mal supervisory authority. The facilitative leader approach makes it possible to
create groups that have the ability to manage their own relationships and to
have increased accountability to the group as a whole.

Facilitative leadership is also a way to develop structures, policies and pro-
cedures, and programs that contribute to, rather than undermine, the group
and organization’s goals. Together with the core values and assumptions, the
principles of transparency, curiosity, thinking and acting systemically, increas-
ing accountability and ownership while reducing dependence, and mutual
learning enable you to achieve the group’s goals and those of the organization.
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RESOURCE A

Current and Previous
Ground Rules

345

There were sixteen ground rules in the previous set, in the first edition of
The Skilled Facilitator. The current set, in this second edition, has nine
ground rules. I have incorporated several interests in changing the ground

rules.
First, I (and many of my clients who use the sixteen ground rules) wanted a

shorter list because sixteen items are too many to hold in our short-term, or
working, memory. Research shows that the number of items we can generally
hold in short-term memory is seven plus or minus two.

Second, I have tried to keep the ground rules behaviorally specific so that
people can still use them to guide their behavior. I have attempted to shorten
the list yet maintain behavioral specificity.

Finally, I have made some changes that reflect my thinking in the years since
the rules were published in the first edition.

Table A.1 shows how the previous ground rules relate to the current set of
ground rules.
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Table A.1. Comparison of Current and Previous Ground Rules

Current Ground Rules

1. Test assumptions
and inferences.

2. Share all relevant
information.

3. Use specific ex-
amples and agree
on what important
words mean.

4. Explain your rea-
soning and intent.

5. Focus on interests,
not positions.

6. Combine advocacy
and inquiry.

Previous Ground Rules

1. Test assumptions
and inferences.

2. Share all relevant
information.

7. Disagree openly
with any mem-
ber of the group.

13. All members are
expected to partici-
pate in all phases of
the process.

14. Exchange relevant in-
formation with non–
group members.

16. Do self-critiques.

4. Be specific; use
examples.

5. Agree on what
important words
mean.

6. Explain the rea-
sons behind your
statements, ques-
tions, and actions.

12. Do not take cheap
shots or otherwise
distract the group.

3. Focus on interests,
not positions.

8. Make statements,
then invite ques-
tions and com-
ments.

Explanation

Previous ground rules seven,
thirteen, fourteen, and six-
teen are all specific ways of
sharing relevant information.

Previous ground rules four
and five typically need to be
used together.

The cheap shots described in
previous ground rule twelve
are a specific way in which
people make comments with-
out explaining reasoning or
intent.

I have used Chris Argyris’s
language to reflect the spirit
of the ground rule.
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Current Ground Rules

7. Jointly design next
steps and ways to
test disagreements.

8. Discuss undiscuss-
able issues.

9. Use a decision-
making rule that gen-
erates the level of
commitment needed.

Previous Ground Rules

9. Jointly design ways
to test disagree-
ments and solu-
tions.

11. Keep the discus-
sion focused.

10. Discuss undiscussable
issues.

15. Make decisions by
consensus.

Explanation

Keeping the discussion fo-
cused (previous ground rule
eleven) is one example of
jointly designing the next
steps in the conversation.

Consensus is typically re-
quired for decisions that need
internal commitment from the
group, but not all decisions re-
quire internal commitment.
The new ground rule empha-
sizes the match between the
decision-making rule and the
level of commitment needed.

Table A.1. (continued)
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MEMO

To: ABC board members and CEO
Through: Ken Ahera, CEO, ABC
From: Roger Schwarz, President
Re: Planning meeting for board retreat
Date: September 16, 2001

I am looking forward to meeting with you on November 5, 2001, from 9:00 a.m. to
11:00 a.m. to begin planning for the ABC board retreat on December 4 and 5, 2001.
Ken Ahera called me last week and asked if I could facilitate the retreat. Ken described
the board’s current situation and its needs, and I explained how I could help the group
accomplish its retreat goals.

I requested the planning meeting in order to (1) give you enough information to de-
cide as a group whether you want me to facilitate the retreat; (2) gather enough infor-
mation for me to decide whether I can provide the facilitation help you need; and (3)
if we decide to work together, identify the retreat objective, a general agenda, how we
will work together, and logistical issues. Below is my proposed agenda for the meet-
ing; please see if there are any changes you want to make so that we can address them
at the beginning of the meeting.

I have enclosed copies of two articles: “Hiring and Working with a Group Facilita-
tor” and “Ground Rules for Effective Groups.” The first article briefly describes my
approach to working with a group; the second article describes a set of ground rules
that I use to help group members work together effectively. Please read the articles be-
fore the meeting so that we can explore any questions or concerns you have about how
we would work together.

If you would like more information about Roger Schwarz & Associates, our ap-
proach to facilitation, or me, you may want to visit www.schwarzassociates.com.

Proposed Agenda for Retreat Planning Meeting
November 5, 2001

Introductions

Explanation of and changes to the agenda

1. What are the objectives of the retreat?
• What opportunities and problems exist that lead people to want a retreat now?
• What does the group need to accomplish to consider the retreat a success?



2. What will be the general retreat agenda and schedule?
• What topics will the group discuss, and for about how long?
• What are the starting and ending times?
• Where will the retreat be held?

3. Who will attend the retreat?
• Who needs to attend the retreat in order for the group to have the relevant in-

formation and support necessary to achieve its objectives?
• What preparation is necessary in order for members to use their retreat time

efficiently and effectively?
• Under what conditions will we agree to reschedule the retreat?

4. What will be the facilitator’s and others’ roles?

5. What ground rules will the group follow?

6. Do you want to use me as the facilitator?

7. Next steps
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WHO IS THE PRIMARY CLIENT?

The primary client is the group being facilitated. For example, in a top man-
agement team that includes a CEO and the direct reports, it is important to spec-
ify whether any “assistant to” positions are part of the primary client group.
The contract should also specify who else will attend group meetings and what
role they play. The facilitation may also include individuals who provide budget
or legal information to the primary client group. The role of these individuals
may be to respond to primary client group member’s requests for information
but not to actively participate in discussion or decision making. Other individ-
uals may also be invited to observe the sessions without participating.

I use two principles to consider who should attend and participate. First, the
group is more likely to accomplish its objectives if it does not include un-
necessary members. A group that is larger than what the task requires takes
more time to accomplish its work and may end up with low-quality decisions.
This does not mean that only those who are responsible for making the decision
should be present. Generating valid information and commitment may require
that the primary group include individuals responsible for implementing the
decision (and who may be affected by it), as well as those making the decision.
Second, when it is necessary to discuss issues of high conflict or something
that members find difficult to discuss openly, the group process is more ef-
fective the fewer people outside the primary client group are present. The



presence of additional members can create pressure on primary group mem-
bers to withhold and distort information or to “play to the gallery” (Svara,
1990). For example, if observers include the primary group members’ constitu-
ents, then members who privately agree with each other may be reluctant to
say so if they believe their constituents would disapprove.

Still, it is important that the group not exclude potential participants solely
because some group members want to avoid conflict with those individuals. In
contracting with a group of physicians, for example, I raised the question of
whether one physician, who was loosely connected with the group and about
whom some members had concerns, should attend the planning and expecta-
tion-setting retreat. One physician remarked, “Well, if he comes, we can’t talk
about him.” I responded: “I agree. But, if he comes, you can talk with him.” I
explained that if members of the group have problems working with this mem-
ber, the retreat would be an appropriate forum for exploring their unmet ex-
pectations, and my cofacilitator and I could help the group discuss the issue
constructively. I also mentioned that I believed the group members could not
resolve the conflict with that person unless they talked directly with him about
the issue. As it turned out, the planning group decided to exclude this person,
ostensibly for other, legitimate reasons. My untested inference was that the
group members would not have excluded him if they had not seen themselves
in conflict with him.

Because the excluded person’s presence was not necessary for the group to
accomplish its retreat goals, I did not press the issue with the planning group.
However, I mentioned that if, during the retreat, this individual’s behavior be-
came the subject of group discussion, I would raise the question of the validity
of any group decisions made on the basis of untested inferences or assumptions
that members made about him.

WHERE AND HOW LONG WILL THE GROUP MEET?

Deciding how much time the group needs depends on several factors: (1) what
objectives the group wants to accomplish, (2) how much work is required for
the group to accomplish the objectives, (3) the group’s initial skill level, and (4)
my skill in helping the group accomplish its objectives. It is beyond the scope
of this—and probably any—book to describe how long it takes a group to ac-
complish certain objectives such as clarifying role expectations or resolving a
particular conflict. A group’s ability to work effectively varies widely; I can have
only a limited understanding of one group’s strengths and weaknesses before I
begin working with it.

For short-term basic facilitation, how long the group meets is often con-
strained by the block of time the group has available. A group may press you to
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help it accomplish the objectives in what you consider an unrealistically short
time. If you acquiesce because you want to work with the group, feel pressured
by the client, or want the income, you are contributing to preventing the group
from achieving its objectives.

When scheduling work, match the objectives with the time available and
avoid compressing work to fit the time allotted (Schwarz, 1991). A major risk
in allotting less time than needed is that the group fails to make sufficient
progress and becomes less motivated to continue working in subsequent ses-
sions, or it comes to consider consensus decision making a waste of time. When
the group is attempting to resolve a difficult conflict, for example, insufficient
time may leave the group in more conflict than if it does not address the con-
flict at all.

In these situations, I suggest to the group that we do the math to figure out
if the allotted time is realistic. For example, I might say, “The agenda has five
major items in it, each of which has at least two subparts, and there are fifteen
people in the group. Let’s assume that for each subpart each person shares his
or her thoughts for two minutes and at the end of that time the group is able to
reach a decision without any further discussion. I think it is very unlikely to
happen, given the views we have heard on the subject; but even if it does, it
will still require five hours. You are suggesting allocating four hours for the en-
tire discussion. I think a more realistic estimate is two days. This would permit
the kind of conversation in which members can share their reasoning, identify
differences in views, examine how those differences occur, and develop solu-
tions that they can commit to. What are your thoughts about what I have said?”

Sometimes I agree to jointly test out how long the process will take. A council-
manager group that once asked a colleague and me to facilitate their evaluation
of the manager’s performance wanted to complete the entire evaluation in three
hours. By doing the math with the group, we suggested it would take at least six
hours, but we agreed to work with the group for three hours—without rushing
the process. We also agreed that after three hours the group would evaluate itself
and our effectiveness, including how well we used the time, and then decide
whether to continue the process. At the end of three hours, the council group re-
alized its estimate had been unrealistic and agreed to allot more time. Again, the
group allotted less time than we thought realistic, and again we reached the same
agreement with the group. In this way, the group was able to make a free and in-
formed choice about how much time to spend, and my colleague and I did not
have to compress our work in a way that we considered ineffective.

This approach does not work if the initial amount of time scheduled is likely
to result in unprocessed issues that would harm the group. This will probably
occur if the group is faced with a difficult conflict or if personally threatening
or undiscussable issues end up being raised. In these situations, if the client is
likely to be harmed or if the facilitator believes the client is not able to make
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an informed choice, the facilitator has an ethical responsibility to explain
this to the client and decline to facilitate under those conditions.

WHAT ARE THE ROLES OF THE PARTIES?

Clients often seek a facilitator without clearly understanding what the facilita-
tor will do. In addition, adding a facilitator to a group changes the roles that
group members normally play and how they interact with each other. Therefore
it is important to agree on the roles that each will play.

Facilitator Role
In this section, I include the basic approach that I use in facilitation, briefly de-
scribing how I help the group and the kind of behavior I do not engage in that
the client might otherwise expect of me. For example, clients sometimes expect
the facilitator to provide expert information or to raise issues for group mem-
bers who feel uncomfortable doing so themselves. If I believe another facilita-
tive role—such as facilitative consultant—is more appropriate, I will discuss
this with the group.

Concern About the Facilitator’s Qualifications. The client may have ques-
tions about my qualifications. The client may want to know if I have worked on
similar problems or with similar organizations, or want to talk with some of my
other clients, or see a résumé. Underlying all of these requests is the question
of whether I can help the client.

I can address the client’s concern in two ways. First I can describe my cre-
dentials and facilitation experience, highlighting especially relevant past work.
If I do not have experience with the current client’s type of organization or prob-
lem, I will share that relevant information and explain how my lack of experi-
ence may or may not hinder my effectiveness.

Another way to address the client’s concern about qualifications is to explore
it directly. I might say, “You’ve asked me a number of questions about my fa-
cilitation experience, and I’m happy to answer them. I think it’s important that
you have an accurate view of whether and how I can help you. I’m wondering,
what in particular leads you to ask? Are there particular questions or concerns
you have that lead you to wonder whether I will really be able to help?” By dis-
cussing the concern, I learn more about the client’s problem, assist in deter-
mining whether they think I can help, and in the process demonstrate the
Skilled Facilitator approach.

Concern About the Facilitator’s Neutrality. Sometimes you may be asked to
help a group that is in conflict over a controversial issue in the organization or a
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public controversy such as gun control. A question for the client and you is
whether you can serve as a content-neutral third party, regardless of your per-
sonal views on the subject. If the clients ask your views, it is consistent with the
core values to describe them. At the same time, it is helpful to ask the client group
how your personal views affect their views about your facilitating the group.

Facilitator-Leader Roles
Without a facilitator, the formal group leader typically manages the process
when the group meets. The leader sets the agenda, decides when to change the
topic of the conversation, and in a formal group recognizes those who want to
speak. My addition as the facilitator raises the question of who will lead the
meeting and monitor and intervene in the group process.

In one approach, the leader continues to lead the group, including man-
agement of the process, and I facilitate by intervening when necessary. This
approach is most like a regular group meeting. In a second approach, I can
manage the process while the leader continues to play a formal role distin-
guished from other group members. This is the flip side of the first method.
Third, the leader can play the same role as other group members and I can man-
age the process. This approach is useful in short-term basic facilitation, when
the leader wants to reduce her influence in the group discussion and increase
that of other group members. Finally, all group members can take responsibil-
ity for managing the process, including the leader and me. This is the most ef-
fective method for developmental facilitation because it decreases the group’s
dependence on the facilitator.

Member Roles
Changing the relationship between two of the three roles—leader, member, and
facilitator—can easily affect the relationship with the third role. For example,
if I manage the group’s process instead of the leader managing it, the other
group members may relate differently to the leader and me. This has two im-
plications. First, the new group roles and relationships must be defined (or
redefined) as a system, so they do not cause role conflict. Second, all mem-
bers have to understand every role and relationship in the group.

I experienced the consequences of ignoring these principles when I facili-
tated a city council-manager group. A colleague and I observed that the mayor
called on council members to speak in a way that led to a series of unrelated
monologues rather than a dialogue. We had clarified our facilitator role vis-à-
vis the group members, but not with the mayor. As a result, when we tried to
intervene to encourage a dialogue, we found ourselves engaged in a conflict
with the mayor as to who should manage the process. We later compounded
our error by reaching an agreement with the mayor regarding our respective
roles, without including the rest of the group in the discussion. Consequently,
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when the mayor began playing his agreed-upon role, certain council members
inferred that he was abdicating his leadership position, because they had had
no involvement in the agreement and did not know what roles we and the
mayor had agreed to play.

WHAT GROUND RULES WILL THE GROUP FOLLOW?

Ground rules are an essential part of the Skilled Facilitator approach. I prefer to
discuss and tentatively agree on the ground rules in the planning meeting, re-
viewing them, modifying them if necessary, and finally agreeing on them at
stage three of contracting (see Chapter Thirteen). This helps the client group
better understand my role and agree on expectations for the members’ own be-
havior. The contract may identify the specific set of ground rules the group will
use, or identify that a set of ground rules will be agreed upon at the facilitation.

Ground Rules for Attendance
Unlike the ground rules that members agree to follow within the group discus-
sion, it is important to include ground rules for attendance in the contract, es-
pecially for a single-session facilitation. Under what conditions should the
facilitator decide not to facilitate? It is important to have all members present if
the group has to make a decision that requires the full commitment of all mem-
bers to implement effectively, or if the absence of a member significantly re-
duces the information available to make a quality decision. A group’s reluctance
to commit to full attendance may foreshadow problems during the facilitation.

For example, a county asked me to facilitate a joint meeting of the board of
social services and the board of county commissioners. For several reasons, I
was ambivalent about requiring full attendance. I had conducted a similar re-
treat for the same groups the previous year, in which we had set a minimum
number for attendance (not full attendance). Although that number was not
met, I continued to facilitate the retreat. Thus I anticipated that attendance
would be a problem again, but I did not raise the issue because I was concerned
about alienating the initial client contact, who was very influential with similar
groups that were also my clients. In a conference call to plan the retreat, the so-
cial services director (the initial contact) mentioned that the chairperson of the
board of commissioners was not going to be able to participate in the confer-
ence call. Again, I thought about but did not suggest we reschedule the call for
a time when everyone could participate. As it turned out, the chairperson did
not attend the retreat. This left other board members reluctant to make certain
commitments, which defeated the purpose of the retreat.

When a group faces a difficult conflict, the member or members who are re-
luctant to attend are often the ones expressing a minority viewpoint. Sometimes
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they are concerned that if they attend, the majority will pressure them to con-
cede. The majority often respond by asking to meet without those members,
believing that the majority can resolve a conflict without the minority being
present. If I agree to meet without the reluctant members, I contribute to the
group’s not being able to address the problem.

Unfortunately, requiring full attendance can lead to control by the minority,
in which the majority feels that its meeting is being prevented by the minority.
Once members frame the issue as a power struggle over who controls whether
the facilitation occurs, members of the majority are likely to push for a meeting
with less-than-full attendance as a way of asserting their power, even if they re-
alize the group’s objectives cannot be accomplished with the minority subgroup
absent.

With a very large group—perhaps beyond twenty—full attendance is less
necessary. A large group makes it difficult, if not impossible, for every member
to contribute meaningfully to the discussion and decision. The absence of one
or several members may make little practical difference in the process or out-
comes. Instead, it is important that each subgroup and set of interests be rep-
resented. In a management retreat, for example, that includes the top sixty
members of an organization, the absence of just three people can be critical if
they are the only representatives of one particular function.

It can be difficult to follow through on the attendance ground rule and tell a
client group that has gathered at a site (or even worse, traveled a distance) that
I am unwilling to facilitate the session as planned because one or more mem-
bers are absent. When I face this situation, I remind the client of our reasoning
and agreement to require full attendance and check whether that reasoning still
makes sense to the client. Assuming it does, I then explore with the group what
kind of work, if any, the group can accomplish with me given the absence of
the members.

How Will Decisions Be Made?
The choice of which rules will be used for making decisions is a central one.
Will the group make decisions by consensus, two-thirds vote, majority rule, or
some other way? Will all decisions in the session be made using the same rule,
or will the decision rule depend on the type? Even more basic, will any deci-
sions be made in the sessions? These questions should be raised in the con-
tracting stage, but they do not have to be settled until the full group meets.

There is a paradox inherent in this issue. To answer the question of how we
will make decisions, we first have to answer the meta-question “How do we
make a decision about how we make decisions?” This kind of problem cannot
be solved, because the meta-question continues infinitely. To get out of this par-
alyzing loop, the group must somehow just figure out how to make decisions
as if they already had a decision rule to guide them (Smith and Berg, 1987).
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Ground Rules for Confidentiality
I must reach agreement with the client about when I will treat information that
individual members or subgroups share with me as confidential. Confidentiality
has advantages and disadvantages. It enables me to learn things that I may not
otherwise find out about the group, or learn it earlier than otherwise
possible, but it prevents me from using that information to intervene in the
group. Maintaining confidentiality may increase client trust in me, but it main-
tains the mistrust among group members that led them to want to have the in-
formation considered confidential in the first place. Finally, confidentiality
maintains the members’ ability to work together at some level, but it fails to in-
crease the group’s effectiveness by keeping relevant information out of its realm.

Confidentiality creates a dilemma. If I agree to protect the interests of the in-
dividual seeking confidentiality, I may fail to serve the interests of the full client
group. In this way, agreeing to keep an individual conversation confidential can
reduce my effectiveness with the full client group, and thus create a conflict
with my professional objectives and ethical values.

The client can bind a facilitator to confidentiality explicitly or implicitly
(Golembiewski, 1986), as some examples will show.

A colleague and I met with a mayor and the city manager to plan their ex-
pectation-setting retreat. At the end of the meeting, the mayor stood up and ca-
sually said to us, “Just don’t tell the council members I was involved in planning
this retreat. If they knew, they wouldn’t support it.” For reasons I still do not
entirely understand, neither my colleague nor I responded to the mayor’s state-
ment; we just let it pass as if he had not said it. The mayor explicitly stated that
we should not disclose his participation in the planning process. By not re-
sponding, we had implicitly (and inappropriately) agreed.

In other situations, a client does not explicitly request confidentiality, but the
facilitator may end up granting it, albeit ambivalently. This occurs when the fa-
cilitator infers that the client does not want the information disclosed and the
facilitator does not test this inference with the client. Unlike the explicit ex-
ample just described, here the facilitator is largely responsible for creating the
bind. For example, during a break in a meeting the mayor may approach the fa-
cilitator and say, “What’s really behind this conversation is that some of us
think the manager is getting out in front of the council on some issues. He
needs to lay low for a while.”

Whether the facilitator agrees to maintain confidentiality either as a result of
a client’s explicit request or implicitly because of the facilitator’s untested infer-
ence, the consequences are similar. The facilitator limits her ability to disclose
the conversation held with the individual “promised” confidentiality. The facili-
tator cannot say in front of the group, “Mayor, you talked with me about the is-
sue of the manager getting out in front. How is that related to the group’s
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discussion?” The facilitator may also limit herself from making any interventions
that even appear to rely on information from a “confidential” conversation.

Dealing with the issue of confidentiality effectively means anticipating
the issue and raising it “before we find ourselves being told things that put
us in conflicts between protecting our client’s interests and respecting our
commitment to confidentiality” (Gellermann, Frankel, and Ladenson, 1990,
p. 175). One way to accomplish this is to reach agreement with the client early
in the relationship. In deciding when to discuss confidentiality, I need to bal-
ance the likelihood of awkwardness from raising the issue too early with the
probability of finding myself in a confidentiality conflict.

Until an agreement is reached, once a client finishes a sentence that begins
“Just between you and me . . .” it is no longer possible to disclose the client’s
information to the group without the client believing that her confidentiality
has been violated. When a person with whom I have no agreement about
confidentiality begins to tell me something at the same time that she requests
it remain confidential, I stop the person. I explain that by agreeing, in advance,
to hear information I will not be able to use, I potentially reduce my usefulness
to the group. I can then offer a choice about whether the member wants to dis-
close the information without any agreement of confidentiality. I can also dis-
cuss with the member why he is reluctant to tell the group something he
believes it is important for me to know. If I can help him find a way to raise the
issue with the group, then as facilitator I have helped the group deal with an
undiscussable issue.

Some facilitators specify that unless they explicitly agree to keep something
confidential, the client should assume the facilitator will use his judgment in
sharing information with the larger group. Others agree in advance on the kind
of information they will and will not keep confidential.

The agreement about limits of confidentiality should include more than con-
versation; a client can bind a facilitator without talking with the person. For ex-
ample, while consulting to a group of employees, I received an unsolicited letter
at my office from one of the members in the group. The letter described some
of the problems that were occurring in the group but that had not been dis-
cussed openly. I inferred that the writer believed the group was not addressing
the important issues it needed to address. I also wondered whether I had been
ineffective with the group for not helping surface those issues and whether the
client thought the same. Because our agreement on confidentiality did not ad-
dress this sort of situation, and because I did not talk to the letter writer after
receiving it, I implicitly agreed to treat the letter confidentially. Unfortunately, I
also did not raise the issue in the group because I was reluctant to take respon-
sibility for raising a group member’s issue.

I also identify the conditions under which I will reveal information accepted
in confidence to people outside the client group. Facilitators often discuss their
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work with professional colleagues to increase their own effectiveness. This type
of consultation is appropriate “when discussion with them is confidential and
compatible with the interests of [the] clients and informants” (Gellermann,
Frankel, and Ladenson, 1990, p. 175). Facilitators may use information obtained
through work with clients in their “writings, lectures, or other public forums
only with prior consent or when disguised so that it is impossible from [the fa-
cilitators’] presentations alone to identify the individuals or systems with whom
[the facilitator has] worked” (p. 175).

An important group to consider is the news media. One option is not to talk
with the media at all. This encourages the client to take total responsibility for
working with the media and reduces my risk of violating confidentiality. But it
also requires the client to answer questions about my facilitator role, which I
am more qualified to do. I prefer to agree to talk with the media, but only about
my role of facilitator. This helps the reporter (and ultimately the public) un-
derstand the process of facilitation without my discussing the client’s situation.
For example, I might discuss generally how groups benefit from using a facili-
tator, without discussing the problems that the client group is trying to solve.

Clients also need to agree on what information they will keep confidential and
what information they will share, either in the larger organization or outside.

HOW WILL THE GROUP ASSESS PROGRESS?

A group needs some way to assess progress toward the objectives. In single-
session or short-term facilitation, self-critique enables the group to evaluate its
progress during and at the end of the sessions. For long-term facilitation, self-
critique is still useful, but methods such as a survey or analysis of relevant or-
ganizational records give the group other types of data. For example, a group
of employees who are meeting to increase the quality of service could survey a
sample of customers over time, or measure how long people wait to be served.
It is not necessary for the contract to identify the specific ways in which prog-
ress is to be measured. The client often does not know what specific changes it
wants to create before facilitation begins, and, even if the client did, details are
not necessary. However, it is important that the contract identify that progress
will be measured and the broad way in which this may be done.

HOW WILL THE FACILITATOR’S PERFORMANCE BE ASSESSED?

I also need some feedback from clients about my performance. This can be ad-
dressed in a self-critique conducted at the end of each meeting. By participat-
ing in the critique, I model reflective behavior. In addition, I encourage the
client to give me feedback at the time the relevant behavior occurs.
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WHAT ARE THE FACILITATOR’S FEES AND OTHER CHARGES?

The contract should clearly state your professional fee; whether it is charged
daily, hourly, or on a project basis; and whether this includes charges for other
expenses, such as preparation time, travel, meals and lodging, and materials.
Geoffrey Bellman’s The Consultant’s Calling (2001) offers useful ideas for de-
termining consulting fees.

HOW LONG WILL THE CONTRACT BE IN EFFECT?

For short-term basic facilitation, the length of the contract is obvious. However,
as the group seeks to create more significant change, it is usually not possible
to determine exactly how long the group needs to meet to accomplish its ob-
jectives. In this case, I specify some time period after which the client and I will
discuss whether the contract should be renewed.

WHEN AND HOW DO YOU CHANGE THE CONTRACT?

Changing the contract requires that the client and I agree. For example, the
client sometimes calls the day before a retreat to see whether I will still facili-
tate if one member is unable to attend. On other occasions, a client (or I) may
need to reschedule or cancel a meeting. In still other cases, a client may ask me
to expand the work with the group, or to facilitate additional groups.

The ultimate contract change occurs when the client unilaterally decides to
stop using you as a facilitator before the end of the agreed-upon period. If the
meeting schedule is set in advance, the client may reschedule or cancel a few
meetings before telling you. If the next meeting date is not scheduled until af-
ter the most recent meeting has occurred, you may never get a call for the next
meeting. The latter situation happened once to a colleague and me. Because we
had no agreement with the client about changing the contract, and because we
were dissatisfied with the group’s progress, we did not discuss the situation
with the full client group. Only months later, in an informal conversation with
one of the group members, did we learn of the client’s reasons for discontinu-
ing the work.

To avoid this problem, a long-term facilitation contract can specify that you
be given an opportunity to talk with the client before the latter decides to end
the work prematurely. The purpose of the meeting is not to persuade the client
to continue the work; that is inconsistent with the core value of free and in-
formed choice. Rather, the meeting enables you to hear directly why the client
wants to end the facilitation. This conversation may identify such concerns as
lack of progress, your competence, external pressure on the group, or members’
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fear of dealing with undiscussable issues. A conversation like this enables you
to help the client make an informed choice about ending the facilitation and
provides you with feedback about your performance.

Cancellation of a contract is often preceded by more subtle changes. The
client may delay returning your phone calls, exclude you from planning some
meetings, or change their reactions to your interventions. The changes may
reflect issues addressed in the contract. They may also refer to implicit under-
standings or norms that have developed between the client and you. In short,
the client begins to treat you differently. This can happen subtly but quickly. As
soon as you sense that the client is treating you differently, raise the issue
and explore whether the contract should be modified (Block, 1981).

In one sense, the client and facilitator are continually renegotiating the con-
tract—if not in print, at least verbally. Over the course of the facilitation, clients
become clearer about their objectives, the objectives change, the level of moti-
vation waxes and wanes, and dependence on the facilitator varies as the clients’
own skills increase. To serve the client well, the agreement has to reflect the
client’s changing needs.

HOW AND WHEN SHOULD THE TENTATIVE CONTRACT
BE CONVEYED TO ALL PARTIES?

To be useful, the contract has to find its way into the hands of all members of
the client group. Especially in short-term basic facilitation, this should occur be-
fore the first facilitated meeting.
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Facilitation Agreement Between ABC Top Management Team
and Roger Schwarz, Roger Schwarz & Associates

MEMO
To: Terry Copeland, city manager, City of Livingston

Anna Macher, director of human resources
Julius Marks, director of public works

From: Roger Schwarz, President
Re: Top management team retreat
Date: June 13, 2001

This memo summarizes the agreement we reached during our planning meeting re-
garding the top management retreat.

Time and location: The retreat will be held at the Governor’s Club outside of
Chapel Hill. The retreat will begin at 9:00 a.m. on June 29, and the group will work
until 9:00 p.m. The group will meet from 9:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. on June 30. Meals
will be served at the center.

Attendance and rescheduling: The top management team members will partici-
pate in the retreat: Terry Copeland, Anna Macher, Julius Marks, Kathy Washington,
Lee Robeson, Vance Forsyth, Charlotte Umstead, and Dale Rosenbaum. To enable full
discussion of all participants’ views and to ensure adequate support for any decisions
reached in the session, the participants agree to attend the full session, without inter-
ruption. We have agreed to reschedule the retreat if any member is unable to attend.

Tentative objective and agenda: The objective of the retreat is to help the
group improve its functioning by clarifying its roles and working relationships. To
accomplish this objective, the group will discuss these general issues: (1) the general
role of the city manager and department heads, and (2) the city manager’s expecta-
tions for the department heads and vice versa.

We will begin the retreat by introducing participants, agreeing on or modifying
the tentative agenda, identifying participants’ expectations, and agreeing on ground
rules. We will conclude the retreat with a discussion of next steps and an evaluation
of the retreat, including the facilitator.

The retreat objective and agenda remain tentative until the entire group of partici-
pants either confirms or modifies it.

Third-party roles and fees: I will serve as a substantively neutral facilitator for
the group. I will not provide expert information on issues the group is discussing nor
make decisions for the group, but rather will help the group use effective process to
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discuss its issues. This will include helping participants (1) stay on topic, (2) see how
their views are similar and different, (3) understand the assumptions underlying their
discussion, and (4) identify solutions that meet all participants’ interests.

Roger Schwarz & Associates’ charges for facilitation are $xxxx for the two-day
session, plus expenses for travel, lodging, and meals.

Advance preparation: At the beginning of the retreat, the group will decide on
a set of ground rules to guide its discussion. To prepare for making this decision,
please read the enclosed article “Ground Rules for Effective Groups,” which I wrote.

Notification of changes: Please contact me immediately if this memo is incon-
sistent with the agreement we have reached in our conversations. Terry Copeland
will contact me in the event that any participant cannot attend the retreat. If events or
circumstances require modifying our agreement, we will jointly decide how to make
the changes.

Distribution of memo: So that all participants will be fully informed about the
retreat plans, Terry Copeland will arrange for copies of this memo and the ground
rules article to be sent to all participants.

I look forward to working with you on June 29 and 30.
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Facilitation Agreement Between ABC Top Management Team
and Roger Schwarz, Roger Schwarz & Associates

The purpose of this agreement is to clarify and commit to the conditions that will
govern the facilitation relationship between the ABC top management team and
Roger Schwarz of Roger Schwarz & Associates.

Goals and Objectives of Facilitation

Management team goals. The goals of the facilitation are to develop a manage-
ment team that (1) manages and leads using a shared set of values and beliefs that are
consistent with the mission and vision statement of the organization, and (2) solves
problems, makes decisions, and communicates effectively within that set of values and
beliefs. This includes top management team members’ relationships with each other,
other members of the organization, and persons in the organization’s environment.

The objectives constituting these goals are to

1. Develop a set of espoused values and beliefs that will guide members’ actions
2. Increase members’ ability to identify the values and beliefs that underlie their

actions
3. Increase members’ ability to identify inconsistencies between their espoused

values and beliefs and the values and beliefs embedded in their actions
4. Increase members’ ability to design problem-solving, decision-making, and

communication processes and structures consistent with their espoused values
and beliefs

5. Increase members’ ability to act consistently with a set of ground rules de-
rived from the values and beliefs

6. Increase members’ ability to communicate values and beliefs to other organiza-
tional members as well as clients and others in the organization’s environment

Consultant goals. The primary goal of the facilitator is to help the management
team achieve its goals in a way that, over time, reduces dependence on the facilitator.
Other goals are to

• Increase the facilitator’s effectiveness by obtaining feedback about how his be-
havior affects the client

• Contribute to the field of organization development by using the facilitation
data to publish research, theory, and practice regarding the facilitation process
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Criteria for Deciding the Issues on Which to Work

The management team will give high priority to working on issues whose character-
istics are likely to help the group achieve its goals and objectives. Issues have high
priority for discussion to the extent that they meet the following criteria:

• The issue is fertile ground for learning about the team’s or members’ values
and beliefs.

• The issue has a relatively high level of emotional content or is usually
undiscussable.

• The issue is one in which most of the relevant information resides with man-
agement team members.

• The issue is one in which the group’s learning may be significantly increased
by the facilitator’s presence.

• The issue can be discussed without pressure to be resolved immediately. This
criterion is based on the premise that when the group must use the meeting to
make a decision, there is pressure to reduce the time allotted to examining val-
ues and beliefs related to the decision.

Ground Rules

The group has committed to using the ground rules described in the article “Ground
Rules for Effective Groups.” In addition, the group may develop other ground rules
during the facilitation process.

Information shared within the facilitated sessions will be considered confidential
unless members agree otherwise. Information shared by one or more group members
with the facilitator will not be considered confidential with respect to the other group
members.

The facilitator has the right to use data from the facilitation process for profes-
sional writing, research, and presentations if the identities of the organization and
management team members are disguised. The facilitator may use the data in undis-
guised form with the permission of the management team.

Role of Facilitator

The facilitator will serve as a substantively neutral third party for the group. The facili-
tator will not make decisions for the group but rather will help the group use and learn
how to use effective group process, in part by modeling the ground rules. The facilita-
tor will provide expert information on the group’s issues only if a member of the group
has requested it and the group has agreed for the facilitator to provide it. The facilitator
and top management team will jointly control the facilitation process.

Evaluating Progress

The management team and facilitator may use the following methods to measure the
team’s progress toward achieving its goals and objectives and to assess the facilita-
tor’s effectiveness:
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• Self-critiques at the end of each meeting
• Tape-recorded facilitation sessions
• Written communications from top management team members
• Decisions made by top management team members
• Dialogues written by top management team members
• Self-reports of top management team members
• Verbal and written feedback from employees
• Surveys or interviews of employees

Facilitator Fees and Expenses

ABC will pay Roger Schwarz & Associates $xxxx for each half day of facilitation
provided by Roger Schwarz. In addition, ABC will reimburse Roger Schwarz & As-
sociates for travel, lodging, meals, and other direct expenses incurred.

Duration of, Changes to, and Process for Terminating Facilitation

The parties agree to meet approximately one-half day per week for one year from the
date of this contract. At that time, the parties will evaluate their progress and renew,
modify, or terminate their agreement as needed.

At any time, either party may suggest changes in this agreement. Any changes in
the agreement shall be agreed to by both parties.

Nevertheless, either party may terminate this facilitation relationship at any time.
However, before terminating the relationship, the parties agree to meet to discuss the
circumstances of termination and to conduct a final self-critique of the facilitation
process.

We commit to facilitation services as described in this agreement:

ABC top management team members: Roger Schwarz & Associates:

Herb Daniels date Roger Schwarz date

Carl Hughs date

Corin Danforth date

Jill Suiter date

Katie Breadman date

Jerry Mathers date
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RESOURCE F

Guidelines for Using
Experiential Exercises
and Self-Knowledge

Instruments

Experiential exercises and self-knowledge instruments are macro interven-
tions. Experiential exercises help a group learn about its process in the
course of working on some simulated task. A popular example is the “lost

on the moon” exercise, in which the group pretends it is stranded on the moon.
The group must leave the spaceship to try to be saved; members have fifteen
items they can take along. Each member ranks the fifteen items (for example, a
flashlight, a parachute, a box of matches) in order of importance for their trip.
Next, the entire group agrees on a single order. The exercise helps group mem-
bers explore how their group process (problem solving, decision making, con-
flict management, and communication) influences the group’s effectiveness.

Self-knowledge instruments (such as group communication surveys, Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator) help a group understand some aspects of its group dy-
namics or individual differences within the group.

I rarely use experiential exercises or self-knowledge instruments as part of
my facilitation. I find that the group members’ own experiences trying to solve
real problems create more than enough real data for me to help them learn
about their dynamics and themselves as group members. Still, I recognize that
many facilitators find these instruments and exercises helpful.

If you choose to use experiential exercises or self-knowledge instruments to
facilitate group process, consider using ones that are consistent with the core val-
ues and principles of the Skilled Facilitator approach. Use the group’s time effec-
tively, and in the case of an instrument be sure it is statistically valid and reliable.
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CONSISTENCY WITH THE CORE VALUES AND PRINCIPLES

To be consistent with the core values and principles of group facilitation, the in-
strument or exercise needs to generate valid information, enable participants to
make a free and informed choice, lead members to be internally committed to
the choice, and engender compassion. Given these values, I consider it inap-
propriate to use an exercise or instrument with any of these characteristics:

• It requires withholding information or relying on deception. For example,
one personnel selection exercise is designed to identify how well members test
assumptions and share information. Each member is given a sheet of paper
with what looks like the same description of several job candidates and asked
to select the best candidate. In fact, the best candidate can be selected only if
members realize that each member’s sheet has slightly different information
and share that information. For the exercise to work, as a facilitator you must
withhold from the group the information that each sheet is different.

The problem with using deception is that it reduces the group’s trust and
credibility in you. It reduces trust because deception is inconsistent with the
core values. It reduces credibility because it sends the message that deception
is justified when you are seeking a pure outcome or are driven by pure motives
(in this case, learning). However, because individuals almost always consider
their motives or outcomes pure, in practice I believe that using deceptive exer-
cises has the effect of endorsing deception in general. Finally, it is difficult to be
a credible model of helping a group reduce deception if you rely on deception
in working with the group.

The one condition on which I consider it acceptable to use deception is when
the group makes a free and (somewhat) informed choice to participate after you
have told them that deception is involved.

• The outcome is predetermined and controlled by you. There is an exercise
that examines conflict by asking a group to put together a puzzle that, unbe-
known to members, is missing a piece. Here too, the group can make a free and
(somewhat) informed choice about participating in an exercise if it is aware that
the outcome is predetermined.

• It demands a level of personal risk greater than what the group members
agreed to. An example is having members reveal their answers to survey ques-
tions about group trust.

• It is inconsistent with the group’s objectives.
• You do not have time to process the results adequately.
• You do not know what to expect in terms of the range of issues that might

be raised by the exercise or instrument and are not confident about handling all
the issues that might be raised.
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DECIDING WHETHER TO USE EXPERIENTIAL EXERCISES

Even if an experiential exercise meets the conditions listed, it may not be the
best choice for a learning exercise. The purpose of an experiential group exer-
cise is to create an experience on which group members can reflect and from
which they can learn about their process. Experiential group exercises are
based on a set of assumptions that are consistent with the Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach (Hall, Bowen, Lewicki, and Hall, 1982, p. 3); see Exhibit F.1.

Experiential group exercises require a group task and interdependent group
members who are trying to accomplish the task. The group task is typically
artificial; that is, the group would not normally perform it (or perform it in this
way) in the course of their work, or in a training class in which participants do
not constitute an intact work group, the task is artificial because the group is
artificial.

In group facilitation, however, group members are usually already in an in-
tact work group and interdependent. The group is faced with many real tasks
that you can use to help members reflect on and learn from. In fact, this is what
developmental facilitation is all about. Given this, I believe there needs to be
some additional purpose for using an experiential exercise.

One purpose is to make it easier for group members to examine their process
by separating it from real content issues. By reducing the investment members
have in the content of the decision, they can reflect on the process more ob-
jectively and less defensively. But this interest can conflict with another: want-
ing the exercise to be credible. A group may discount the exercise results by
arguing that it does not adequately represent the group’s situation. If one of a
group’s problems is that members become defensive, using an exercise that re-
duces defensive behavior limits the opportunity for working on it. In other
words, in some situations members learn more when the experience comes

Exhibit F.1. Assumptions Underlying Experiential Exercises

1. Learning is more effective when it is an active rather than a passive
process.

2. Problem-centered learning is more enduring than theory-based learning.

3. Two-way communication produces better learning than one-way
communication.

4. Participants learn more when they share control over and responsibility
for the learning process than when the responsibility lies solely with the
group leader.

5. Learning is most effective when thought and action are integrated.



from the group’s real tasks and they experience the full consequences of group
process (Schwarz, 1985). When deciding whether to suggest an experiential ex-
ercise, consider the various interests.

Finally, experiential exercises are generally not an effective use of time for
basic facilitation, the purpose of which is not to learn how to develop more ef-
fective process.

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF INSTRUMENTS

Self-knowledge instruments should meet a minimum level of validity and reli-
ability. A discussion of test validity and reliability is beyond the purpose of this
book, but here is a brief overview of these terms.

There are two major types of validity: internal and external (Cook and Camp-
bell, 1979). If an instrument is internally valid, it measures what it is intended
to measure. For example, if an instrument is intended to measure a person’s in-
telligence, internal validity means it measures intelligence only and not the per-
son’s conflict style, or whether the person is an introvert or extrovert.

If an instrument is externally valid, its internal validity holds for a variety of
people and settings. When instruments are developed and tested for internal
validity, they are tested using a sample of people (say, five hundred first-level
supervisors in the banking industry). If the instrument is externally valid for a
certain population, it works for that population (managers, elected officials,
people in a particular occupation). You can determine whether an instrument
is externally valid for a particular population only after the instrument has been
used with that population (Cook and Campbell, 1979).

If an instrument is reliable, you can depend on it to give roughly the same
results when a particular individual takes it more than once over a period of
time (assuming no change in the individual). Reliability reflects the consistency
of results over time, and nothing else.

Instruments that are not valid or not reliable mislead people about the mean-
ing of their scores. To determine whether an instrument is valid and reliable,
first examine it. Some authors of instruments provide the information in an ap-
pendix explaining the design of the instrument. Other authors make it available
to those who request it.
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RESOURCE G

Questions for
Cofacilitators

ORIENTATION AND STYLE

11. The major values, beliefs, and principles that guide my facilitation
are . . .

12. The major values, beliefs, and principles that other facilitators hold
and that I strongly disagree with are . . .

13. When contracting with this type of group, I usually . . .

14. When starting this type of group, I usually . . .

15. At the end of a meeting with this type of group, I usually . . .

16. When someone talks too much, I usually . . .

17. When the group is silent, I usually . . .

18. When an individual is silent for a long time, I usually . . .

19. When someone gets upset, I usually . . .

10. When someone comes late, I usually . . .

11. When someone leaves early, I usually . . .

12. When group members are excessively polite and do not confront each
other, I usually . . .

Note: Some questions are from Pfeiffer and Jones (1975).



13. When there is conflict in the group, I usually . . .

14. When the group attacks one member, I usually . . .

15. When a group member takes a cheap shot at me or implies I am inef-
fective, I usually . . .

16. If there is physical violence or a threat of violence, I usually . . .

17. When members focus on positions, I usually . . .

18. When members seem to be off the track, I usually . . .

19. When someone takes a cheap shot, I usually . . .

20. My favorite interventions for this type of group are . . .

21. Interventions that this type of group usually needs but that I often
don’t make are . . .

22. In working with this type of group, the things I find most satisfying are . . .

23. The things I find most frustrating in working with this type of group are . . .

24. The things that make me most uncomfortable in this type of group are . . .

25. On a continuum ranging from completely supportive to completely
confrontational, my intervention style is . . .

26. My typical “intervention rhythm” is [fast, slow] . . .

EXPERIENCE AND BACKGROUND

11. Discuss your experience as a facilitator or cofacilitator. What group
types have you facilitated? What were the content and process issues in
the groups?

12. Discuss your best facilitation and cofacilitation experiences. What was
it that made them so successful?

13. Discuss your worst facilitation and cofacilitation experiences. What
was it that made them so unsuccessful?

14. Describe some of your facilitation behaviors that a cofacilitator might
consider idiosyncratic.

15. Describe issues that have arisen between you and other cofacilitators.

16. Describe the areas in which you are trying to improve your facilitation.
How would you like the cofacilitator to help you improve?

17. What personal issues do you have that might hinder the ability of you
and the other facilitator to work with each other or with the client?

18. Given what you know about the cofacilitator, what concerns do you
have about working with that person?
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COFACILITATOR COORDINATION

11. Who will sit where in the group meetings?

12. Who will start the session? Who will finish it?

13. Will both of you need to be present at all times? How will breakout
sessions be handled?

14. How will you handle the role of flipchart recorder?

15. How will you divide labor (for example, primary-secondary, task-
relationship, intervener-recorder)?

16. What kinds of facilitator interventions and behaviors are inside and
outside the zone of deference that each of you will grant the other?

17. Where, when, and how will you deal with issues between the two of
you?

18. What kind of disagreement between the two of you are you willing and
not willing to show in front of the group?

19. How closely should you expect each other to adhere to the designated
roles you have jointly agreed on?

10. What is nonnegotiable for each of you as cofacilitator?
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Guidelines for
Contracting with
Your Manager

381

If you are an internal facilitator or an external facilitator who is not self-
employed, it is important to have an agreement with your manager about
how you contract with groups. By reaching this agreement with your man-

ager before you begin contracting with a group, you reduce potential misun-
derstanding between the group, your manager, and you, all of which better
serves the group. In this resource I present a set of questions and issues for you
and your manager to consider when developing your agreement with each
other. Exhibit H.1 gives a list of the issues.

• How will groups request my facilitation services? If the client initially con-
tacts you, you are more likely to accurately represent your own facilitation ap-
proach and not inappropriately commit yourself. Your manager and you can
also agree on how a request that comes directly to your manager will be
handled. For example, your manager may generally describe your role to those
requesting services and ask that the potential client contact you to discuss the
specific situation.

• Under what conditions may I decline or accept a facilitation request? There
are numerous legitimate reasons for declining a group’s request for help. You
may not have the skills or time to help the group, or you may not be able to be
neutral on the facilitation topic. Or the group may want you to act in a way that
is inconsistent with the Skilled Facilitator approach. The group may have in-
sufficient motivation or time to accomplish its objectives, or other factors
within or outside the group may significantly reduce the likelihood of success.



If you cannot decline a request under these or other legitimate conditions,
at least tell the group that you will work with them, but explain the factors that
you believe hinder the group in accomplishing its objectives.

• Who will decide whether I can work with a group? Ideally, you would de-
cide whether to work with the group because you have the relevant information
as the facilitator. If not, you and your manager could jointly make the decision.

In some cases, your manager may want you to decline a request that, from
your perspective, meets all the necessary conditions for acceptability. Your
manager may consider the group relatively unimportant to the organization and
not worth the investment. Alternatively, she may want you to accept a request
that fails to meet the necessary conditions, in response to pressure to give the
group a quick fix.

• What are my limits for contracting and terminating a contract with a group?
You and your manager need to agree on your limits, if any, for contracting and ter-
minating an agreement. For example, does she need to approve facilitation that
requires more than a certain number of hours of commitment? Or does she need
to approve facilitation for a certain level or area of the organization? Can you con-
tract for a high-risk developmental facilitation without approval? In some cases,
you may need to terminate a contract with the client. What conversation, if any,
do you need to have with your manager before terminating work with a group?
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Exhibit H.1. Internal Facilitation Issues to Address with Your Manager

11. How will groups request my facilitation services?

12. Under what conditions may I decline or accept a facilitation request?

13. Who will decide whether I can work with a group?

14. What are my limits for contracting and terminating a contract with a
group?

15. What group information will I need to share with you or others in the
organization?

16. Will I be required to evaluate my client group members’ performance?

17. How will my performance as a facilitator be evaluated?

18. What arrangements will we make regarding my other work while I am
facilitating a group?

19. What special agreements do we need if I facilitate a group that you (my
manager) are a member of?

10. What will each of us do to ensure that relevant individuals understand
and honor our agreement?

11. What will we do if either of us believes the other has acted inconsistently
with our agreement?



• What group information will I need to share with you or others in the or-
ganization? In considering confidentiality, there are three immediate sets of in-
terests to consider: the client group’s, yours, and your manager’s. Facilitators
are usually interested in a confidentiality agreement that enables them to use
colleagues as a sounding board to increase their effectiveness. If your manager
is also a facilitator, you may want to be able to get feedback from her. Similarly,
she is likely to be interested in information to help evaluate and improve your
performance.

• Will I be required to evaluate my client group members’ performance? You
face a role conflict when someone other than the client—such as your man-
ager—wants you to share your evaluation of a group member. Group members
trust you as a facilitator partly because you will not exercise any power in the
system to affect them. Evaluating members means exercising that power (if you
have it), and it changes the dynamic with the group. This is true even if you
evaluate the group member positively.

The need to evaluate the process can be especially strong if members of
a facilitated group spend a significant amount of their working time in the
group. For example, I worked with a federal agency and its national union to
establish a cooperative incentive program. A small union-management com-
mittee worked almost full-time to administer the program. Managers often
wanted the local internal facilitator to evaluate members’ contributions. In fact,
the managers believed the members were performing well and were looking for
more detailed evaluation data to support giving them bonuses.

• How will my performance as a facilitator be evaluated? It is difficult to de-
termine how your performance will be evaluated. The assumption underlying
group facilitation is that effective group process contributes to high-quality, ac-
ceptable group decisions. But because the group maintains free choice over its
actions, the group’s performance is not determined solely by your performance.
You can perform effectively, yet the group may not achieve any of its objectives.
Alternatively, you can perform poorly, and the group can still accomplish its
objectives.

An effective way to evaluate a facilitator is to observe his performance or re-
view tapes of the facilitation. (This requires agreement from the group and
about confidentiality regarding the tapes or group observations.) Both methods
use valid information in the form of directly observable data. Tape recordings
also enable you and your manager to review the data, which eliminates prob-
lems with recall and is of value in using the evaluation developmentally. If fa-
cilitation is only a small part of your responsibilities, evaluation may not be as
important for purposes of reward.

• What arrangements will we make regarding my other work while I am
facilitating a group? If you are a part-time facilitator, you can reduce role
conflict by agreeing on how your nonfacilitation responsibilities will be handled
while you are facilitating. For example, you may delegate those responsibilities
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if possible, or you and your manager might agree that you will be responsible
only for priority nonfacilitation work.

• What special agreements do we need if I facilitate a group that you (my
manager) are a member of? At some point, you may receive a request to facili-
tate a group that includes your manager. If you treat her differently from other
group members, it reduces your credibility and effectiveness as a facilitator.
Even if you and your manager agree that you will not treat her differently, when
contracting with the full client group it is important to raise this issue and ask
the group to decide if it wants to work with you as the facilitator.

• What will each of us do to ensure that relevant individuals understand and
honor our agreement? If your manager understands your approach to facilita-
tion, she can help potential clients understand how you work. It is useful to dis-
cuss how your manager is willing to do this. Similarly, you have a role in
helping key organization members understand your facilitator’s role. Together,
you and your manager can decide what initiatives to take to accomplish this
objective.

• What will we do if either of us believes the other has acted inconsistently
with our agreement? Finally, you and your manager need a way to talk together
should one of you believe the other has acted inconsistently with your agree-
ment. Agreeing to such a process at the time of contracting makes it easier to
raise the issue if a conflict does arise.
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INDEX
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A
Access: group’s, to resources and information,

33–34; internal facilitator’s, to organizational
resources and people, 316–317

Accountability: authority and, 38; compassion
and, 47–48, 88, 334; facilitative leadership
and, 334, 341–342

Action Design, 71, 79, 80, 87, 95n.1, 99, 100,
101

Action plan: developing, 230–231; implement-
ing, 231; reviewing, 240

Action Science, 95n.1
Action theory, 69–70. See also Theory-in-use
Action-planning chart, 230, 231
Active voice, 191–192
Advocacy: asking someone to make, explicit,

206; to control next steps, 125; for ground
rules, 239; for group process, 164; for group
structure, 164; implicit, 121–123; in mutual
learning model, 91; as unilateral control
strategy, 70

Advocacy combined with inquiry (ground rule
six), 120–123; example of not using, 122;
genuine versus rhetorical, 121–123, 125;
interventions for, 123, 206–207; in mutual
learning model, 91; purposes of, 120–121

Agenda: agreeing on, at beginning of meeting,
238–239; development of, in meeting, 124,

173, 240–241; development of tentative, at
planning meeting, 238

“Agreeing on important words.” See Ground
rule three; Words, agreeing on

Agreement, contract. See Contract agreement
Agreement, testing for, 212
Alderfer, C. P., 306
Allport, F. H., 26
Ambiguity, comfort with, 156
Amygdala, 247–248
Anger, 248, 249, 251; at facilitator, 266, 307–

308, 309; hot buttons and, 261, 263–264; 
intervening on, 257–264; types of, 252. See
also Emotion headings

Anonymous feedback, 335
Anxiety, 252. See also Emotion headings
Apology, 266
Arbitrators, 324
Argyris, C., 6, 8, 11, 16, 28, 33, 48, 69, 70, 71,

72, 78, 79, 80, 87, 94, 95n.1, 99, 100, 101,
120, 135n.1, 250, 258, 342

Aristotle, 249
Artifacts, 28
Asian cultures, 249
Associations, 35
Assumptions: defined, 99; of give-up-control

model, 79; inferences versus, 99; of mutual
learning model, 87, 88–90; testing, (ground



Assumptions (continued)
rule one), 25, 90, 92, 99–108, 196–198;
of unilateral control model, 71, 73; untested,
73, 75–76, 92, 102–103, 104, 148, 150, 250.
See also Core values; Inference testing; Infer-
ences; Inferences, low-level

Attendance: contracting for, 358–359; minority
versus majority conflict in, 358–359

Attribution, 73, 75–76, 99, 148–149, 180. See
also Assumptions; Inferences; Inferences,
high-level; Motives

Authenticity, 331
Authority: accountability and, 38; free choice

and, 333
Autonomy, group, 6

B
Bales, 303
Bandler, R., 166
Basic facilitation: characteristics of, 50; client

objective in, 50; cofacilitator openness in,
309; completion of, 294, 363; contracting for,
274, 286, 294, 365–367; defined, 8, 50; facil-
itator role in, 50, 51, 239–240; ground rules
and, 98; intervening on emotional expres-
sion in, 256–258; interview decisions about,
170–171; mediation and, 57; planning, 283;
process outcome in, 50; sample contract
agreement for, 365–367; selection of, ver-
sus developmental facilitation, 51–52; self-
critique in, 242; time requirements for, 52,
354–355

Basic facilitator: defined, 51; responsibility of,
53; role of, 50, 51. See also Facilitator

Basic group, defined, 51
Bateson, G., 166
Beavin, J. H., 153
Beginning of meeting, 236–240; agreeing on

agenda at, 238–239; agreeing on objectives
at, 237–238; agreeing on process and ground
rules at, 239; agreeing on time allocation at,
239; identifying expectations at, 238; intro-
ductions at, 236–237; issues discussed at,
236; role definition at, 239–240

Behavior: assessment of, 167–168; causes of,
inferring, 147; core values and, 46–49; de-
scribing observed, to client group, 139, 180–
182; determining important, 136–137, 141–
146; diagnosing, 136–158; group effective-
ness model and, 144; helping group mem-
bers to redesign, 139, 175, 185–186;
identifying ineffective, in process interven-
tion, 219; inferring meaning of, 138, 146–
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154; levels of seeing, 153–154; motivation to
change, 280–281; observing, 137–138, 140–
146, 155–158; patterns of, 153–154, 156,
172, 220, 242; remembering, 140–141, 180–
182; repetitive nature of, 155–156, 169; sys-
tems approach and, 13–14; theory-in-use
and, 69–70, 145; unilateral control model
and, 70–79. See also Core values; Ground
rules; Theory-in-use

Behavioral ground rules, 10, 97–98, 358–362
Beliefs: defined, 27; espoused theory and, 69;

facilitator’s, about process, 61–62; in group
culture, 27–28; in organizational culture,
32–33; reframing, 166. See also Assump-
tions; Inferences; Theory, espoused; Theory-
in-use

Bellman, G. M., 363
Benne, K. D., 308
Berg, D. N., 301, 359
Berry, L. L., 20
Blake, R. R., 281, 303
Blaming, 88, 92, 250, 334, 340
Block, P., 330, 333, 364
Board meetings, 4
Boundaries, group, 19
Boundary management, group: description of,

25; as group process, 22, 25
Boundary setting, between cofacilitators,

306–310
Bowen, D. D., 375
Box, G., 18
Brain, emotion and, 247–248
Brainstorming, 226–227, 228; rules for, 226
Burroughs, J. C., 298
Bush, R.A.B., 57

C
Campbell, D. T., 376
Cancellation of contract, 294–295, 363–364
Capacity building, facilitative leadership for,

341–342
Capacity-building time, 31, 340
Caring, 166
Carlson, P., 192, 282
Causal map, 227
Causes, identifying, 226–227, 279, 280
Celebration, 264
Challenger space shuttle disaster, 48
Change, organizational: need for facilitative

leadership of, 328–330; unilateral control
model and, 328–329, 335–338

Change agent, internal facilitator as, 325. See
also Leader, facilitative



Chevron seating arrangement, 234
Choice, free and informed: collusion and, 54;

contracting and, 272, 276, 281–282; as core
value, 46, 47, 86; decision-making rule and,
132; discussing undiscussable issues and,
129; in discussion of emotion, 255, 264;
facilitative leadership and, 332–333; facilita-
tor’s responsibility and, 54; in group self-
critique, 242; in information sharing, 289;
modeling and, 343; in mutual learning
model, 86; in problem-solving model
intervention, 230

Client: contact, 274–278; contracting with,
271–295; coordination with, in cofacilitation,
308–310; determination of, 274–276, 353–
354; entire group as, 13, 52, 274–275; initial
contact with, 273, 274–283; intermediate,
274; levels of, 274–275; primary, 274, 275–
278, 278–280, 286, 353–354; questions to
ask, 278–280; ultimate, 275. See also Group;
Members

Coach, facilitative: mediation and, 58; role of,
41, 43

Cofacilitation, 155, 156–157, 252, 296–311;
coordination of, between cofacilitators, 301–
305; coordination of, with clients, 308–310;
costs and benefits of, 300–301; criteria for,
297; deciding on, 297–301; division of la-
bor in, 301–305; energy costs of, 300–
301; without explicit division of labor, 304;
intervener-recorder arrangement in, 302;
intervention-reaction arrangement in, 304; 
to manage overwhelm, 298–299; online-
offline arrangement in, 303; overintervening
in, 298–299; personal growth in, 299–300;
primary-secondary arrangement in, 302–
303; role allocation for, 304–305; roles in,
301–305; style and focus conflicts in, 298;
task-relationship arrangement in, 303; ten-
sions in, 297–301; theories-in-use conflicts
in, 297–298

Cofacilitators: boundary setting between, 
306–310; in conflict with group, 307–308;
individual-level versus group-level, 298; 
internal-external, 300, 305; intervening with,
306–310; open coordination between, 308–
310; pace of, 305; personal issues of, 299–
300; questions for prospective, 377–379; res-
cuing, 307–308; role allocation of, 304–305;
role options for, 301–304; selection of, 301,
377–379; self-critique of, 310; supporting,
307

Cognitive challenges, facilitator, 11–12, 65–95
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Cognitive dissonance, 231
Collusion, 54–56; dealing with, 56; defined,

54; examples of, 54–55; forms of, 54; media-
tion and, 58, 59

“Combine advocacy and inquiry.” See Advo-
cacy combined with inquiry; Ground rule six

Commands, 193
Commitment, internal: as core value, 46, 47,

48, 49, 86, 130; decision-making rules and,
91, 130, 132–134, 212–213; facilitative lead-
ership and, 328, 329–330, 332–333; free
choice and, 333; to group decisions, 23; in-
ternal motivation and, 280; in mutual learn-
ing model, 86; testing for, 213

Communication: between cofacilitators, 309–
310; description of effective, 24–25; as group
process, 22, 24–25. See also Conversation

Compassion: attending to emotion and, 148,
264; as core value, 46–48, 86, 88; curiosity
and, 264, 339; in facilitative leadership, 333–
334; in intervening, 177–178; misplaced,
334; in mutual learning model, 86, 88, 90;
self-, of facilitator, 251

Competition, in cofacilitation, 299–300
Completion of contract, 294–295, 363
Compliance, 49, 133, 328, 329, 333
Computer technology access, 34
Confidentiality, 98; advantages and disadvan-

tages of, 360; contracting for, 360–362; di-
lemma of, 360; ground rules for, 360–362;
internal facilitators and, 318, 321–322; plan-
ning meetings and, 288–289. See also Infor-
mation withholding

Conflict: addressing concerns about, at begin-
ning of meeting, 238; between cofacilitator
and group, 307–308, 309; between cofacilita-
tors, 297–301, 309; contracting with groups
with, 287–289, 353–354, 358–359; dynamics
of, 21; emotions and, 246–267; facilitator’s
reactions to, 15; mediation of, 57, 59; mov-
ing toward, 254; mutual learning model and,
92; positions and, 118; theory-in-use and,
70, 76; unilateral control model and, 76

Conflict avoidance, 24, 254
Conflict intervention decisions, 171
Conflict management: as group process, 22,

24, 164, 215, 216; systems approach to, 36;
value of, 24

Connecticut State Commission, 308–309
Consensus: advantages of, 133; decision-

making process of, 132, 133–134; determi-
nation of, 133–134; different definitions of,
112–113; identifying, during initial contact



Consensus (continued)
period, 278–279; in problem-solving model,
229, 230

Consequences: of mutual learning model,
87, 92–93; of not intervening, 168–169;
systems approach and, 13; of theory-in-
use, 70, 220–221; of unilateral control
model, 71, 76–77; unintended, 93, 94, 220–
221, 342

Consistency: internal, 14; with rewards, 33
Consultant, facilitative: facilitator as, 60–61;

internal facilitator as, 320; role of, 41, 42–
43, 44–45, 60–61

Consultants, client’s prior experience with,
280, 281

Consultant’s Calling, The (Bellman), 363
Consultation: by facilitator with professional

colleagues, 361–362; group’s access to, 34
Consultative decision making, 132
“Consumer’s Guide to Hiring and Working

with a Group Facilitator” (Schwarz), 285
Contact client, 274–278; as primary group

member, 277–278; working with, 275, 276
Content, group: being drawn in by, 157; co-

facilitator knowledge of, 305; defined, 5;
emotional reactions to, 248; facilitation for
improvement of, 5–6; facilitator roles and,
330; facilitator’s responsibility for, 52–54,
157; that concerns group process, 61–62

Content expert, facilitator as, 42–43, 60–61,
330

Content inferences, 149–150, 152, 157; making
inferences about others’, 150; sharing, with
client group, 184. See also Inference headings

Content intervention or suggestions, 165
Context, 20, 31–34; as factor in effectiveness,

21–22, 31–34; information access and, 33–
34; organizational culture and, 32–33; orga-
nizational mission and vision and, 31–32;
organizational rewards and, 33; resource
availability and, 34

Continuous improvement, 216, 328
Contract agreement, 273; agreeing on, 291–

293; for basic facilitation, 365–367; cancella-
tion or termination of, 294–295, 363–364;
completion of, 294–295, 363; for develop-
mental facilitation, 369–372; for direct obser-
vation, 145–146; distribution of, 364;
evaluation of, 293–295; as factor in interven-
tion decisions, 169; full-group agreement on,
291–293; guidelines for developing, 353–
364; questions for developing, 284–285;
renegotiating, 363–364; using, to prevent
collusion, 56; writing a tentative, 290–291
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Contracting, 12, 271–295; agreement with
the entire group (stage three) in, 291–293;
for attendance, 358–359; for confidentiality,
360–362; with conflictive groups, 287–289,
353–354, 358–359; for decision-making
rule, 359; evaluation and completion (stage
four) of, 293–295; for fees and charges,
363; for ground rules, 98–99, 195, 289–
290, 292–293, 358–362; guidelines for, 353–
364; initial contact (stage one) in, 274–283;
for internal facilitators, 322, 323–324, 381–
384; overview of, 272–274; participants in,
274–277, 286–289, 353–354; planning the
facilitation (stage two) in, 273, 283–291;
purposes of, 272–273; role definitions in,
356–358; stages in, 273–295; tasks in,
273–295

Control issues: among cofacilitators, 299–300;
high-level inference about, 152

Control theories-in-use. See Give-up-control
model; Unilateral control model

Controls, external versus internal, 332–333
Conversation: diagnosing at the speed of, 155;

ground rules for, 99–135; in mutual learning
model, 80–95; in unilateral control model,
70–79, 93

Cook, T. D., 376
Coordination: of cofacilitation, 301–305, 308–

310; external, 25; open, in front of group,
309–310

Core assumptions. See Assumptions
Core competency, facilitative skills as, 331
Core values: of give-up-control model, 79; of

mutual learning model, 86–88; of unilateral
control model, 71, 72–73

Core values of Skilled Facilitator approach, 7,
8–9, 28, 46–49; behaviors inconsistent with,
48–49, 54, 55; collusion and, 55; described,
46–48; effectiveness of, 48–49; embedded in
intervention, 177–179; experiential exercises
and self-knowledge instruments consistent
with, 374; facilitative leadership and, 332–
334; facilitator neutrality and, 61–62; facilita-
tor’s modeling of, 13–14, 61; facilitator’s re-
sponsibility for outcomes and, 54; ground
rules and, 49–50; group values and, 28; as
ideals, 49; internal facilitators and, 315, 319–
320, 324; listed, 9, 46; making, explicit, 8–9;
mediation and, 58; in mutual learning
model, 86–88; organizational values and,
32–33; process problems and, 216–217; re-
inforcing cycle of, 48. See also Choice; Com-
mitment; Compassion; Information; Values,
group



“Creating a Vision” case study: facilitator’s
problem in, 68–69; introduction to, 66–68;
mutual learning model in, 80–93; unilateral
control model in, 72–79

Credibility, of internal facilitators, 316–317
Critical incident, as motivation for change, 281
Criticism: fear of public, 112, 341–342; group

self-, 241–244; as information sharing, 112,
166

Cuellar, G., 264
Cultural differences, in emotion, 249, 251
Culture, group: artifacts of, 28; defined, 27; 

elements of, 27–28; emotional expression
and, 250–251, 265

Culture, organizational: defined, 32; emotional
expression and, 250–251, 265; internal facili-
tator as change agent for, 325; internal facili-
tator’s knowledge of, 316; interorganizational
groups and, 35; supportive, 32–33

Curiosity, 89, 264, 339
Current situation, defining, 223
Customer satisfaction, as performance mea-

sure, 20
Customers, 20
Cycle for testing inferences and assumptions,

104–107; awareness steps in, 105, 106, 107;
testing steps in, 105–107

Cyert, R. M., 281

D
Data: deciding how to respond to, 103; directly

observable, 99, 180–181; evaluation of, 102;
explaining, 102; ladder of inference and, 99–
104; observation and selection of, 99–101;
translating and labeling, 101

De Meuse, K. P., 18, 19
Deadlines, 340
Deception, in experiential exercises and self-

knowledge instruments, 374
Decision making: defined, 23; facilitator as

evaluator and, 60; facilitator’s responsibility
in, 52–54, 330; factors in effective, 23; as
group process, 22, 23; about intervention,
138–139, 161–174; about intervention on
emotions, 253–256; problem solving and,
23; styles of, 23; types of processes for, 132;
valid information and, 48, 49

Decision-making rules (ground rule nine), 130,
132–134; contracting for, 359; internal com-
mitment levels and, 130, 132–134, 212–213;
interventions on, 212–213; matching, to
needed commitment, 133–134; in mutual
learning model, 91; for problem-solving
model, 230; types of, 132–133
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Decisions: degrees of acceptance of, 133; 
reviewing, at end of meeting, 240

Deep breathing, 251
Defensiveness: choosing to intervene on, 169;

facilitator’s, 11–12, 70; high-level inferences
and, 11, 152; hot buttons and, 261, 263–264;
as indirect expression of emotion, 250; mutual
learning model and, 91, 92; reducing, 258,
261–264; rhetorical inquiry and, 121–123;
undiscussable issues and, 129, 130; unilateral
control model and, 75, 76, 77, 78, 250, 255

Deference zone, 306–307
Delegative decision making, 132
Deming, W. E., 18
Democratic decision making, 132, 134
Denial, 250
Dependence: decreasing, 6, 341–342; facilita-

tive leadership and, 341–342; on facilitator
as content expert, 60; intervention decision
making and, 168

Descriptive versus evaluative words, 190
Desired situation: defining, 223; getting agree-

ment on, 223
Developmental facilitation: characteristics of,

50; client objective in, 50; cofacilitation of,
309–310; completion of, 294, 363; contract-
ing for, 274, 280, 281–282, 294, 369–372;
core values and, 49; defined, 8, 50; early
stages of, 188; emotions in, 148, 258–264;
facilitator role in, 50, 51; group responsibil-
ity and, 38; high-level inferences in, 152,
182–183; internal versus external facilitators
of, 305; intervening on emotion in, 258–261,
261–264; intervention decisions about, 170–
171; motivation for, 280; process interven-
tion and, 164, 220–221; process outcome in,
50; sample contract agreement for, 369–372;
seating arrangements for, 234; selection of,
versus basic facilitation, 51–52; self-critique
in, 242; skipping intervention steps in, 186–
188; structural intervention and, 154, 164;
time requirements for, 52, 354–356

Developmental facilitator: defined, 51; reflec-
tion of, 65; responsibility of, 53; role of, 50,
51. See also Facilitator

Developmental group, defined, 51
Diagnosis, 136–158; assessment of, 166–167;

challenges in, 154–158; defined, 136; in
diagnosis-intervention cycle, 10, 107–108,
137–154; facilitator self-awareness and, 65–
95; ground rules and, 96–135, 141, 143–
144; group effectiveness model and, 35–37,
137, 144; high-level inference in, 151–153;
inferring meaning in, 146–154; during initial



Diagnosis (continued)
contact period, 278–283; knowledge and
skills needed for, 136–137; low-level infer-
ences and, 11, 151; model for, 137; obser-
vation of artifacts and, 28; observation of
behavior and, 140–146; process for, 137; re-
lationship between intervention and, 175–
177; seeing at different levels and, 153–154;
self-critique for, 244; at the speed of conver-
sation, 155; tools of, 10, 136, 137, 157–158

Diagnosis-intervention cycle, 10, 107–108, 136,
137–188; with diagnostic frames, 142, 162;
diagnostic steps of, 108, 137–139, 140–156,
161–174; direct observation (step one) in,
137–138, 140–146; example of intervening
with, 178–179; graphic illustration of, 138;
helping group members decide whether and
how to change behavior (step six) in, 139,
175, 185–186; inferring meaning (step two)
in, 138, 146–154; intervention decision mak-
ing (step three) in, 138–139, 161–174; inter-
vention steps of, 108, 137, 139, 175–188;
learning, 188; relationship between diagnos-
tic and intervention steps in, 175–177; re-
peating steps in, 186; sharing inferences (step
five) in, 139, 175, 182–185; sharing observa-
tions (step four) in, 139, 175, 180–182; skip-
ping steps in, 186–188; using, in ground rule
intervention, 107–108, 111, 115, 117, 119,
123, 128, 131, 195–214; using, in process in-
tervention, 217–232. See also Intervention

Diagnostic frames, 141–146; diagnosis-inter-
vention cycle with, 142, 162; examples of,
141; expanding the range of, 157–158;
ground rules as, 96, 141, 143–144, 157;
group effectiveness model as, 144, 157;
group processes as, 217–219; theory-in-
use as, 145, 157; using, to diagnose process,
219

Dies, R. R., 309
Direct approach, 77–78
Direct observation. See Observation, direct
Disagreement: assumptions about, in mutual

learning model, 88–89; assumptions about, in
unilateral control model, 73, 89; case example
of, 125–128; consensus decision-making pro-
cess and, 133–134; expression of, 24–25; joint
design of ways to test (ground rule seven), 91,
124–128, 209; as opportunity for learning, 89;
questions to ask when testing, 127

Discuss undiscussable issues. See Ground rule
eight; Undiscussable issues

Division head meetings, 3–4
Division of labor, in cofacilitation, 301–305
Double-loop learning, 94
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E
Easing in: as give-up-control strategy, 79; in

rhetorical inquiry, 121–123; as unilateral
control strategy, 74

Effectiveness, group. See Group effectiveness;
Group effectiveness model

Eiseman, J. W., 24
Embarrassment, 66, 68, 70; emotion and, 254,

255; organizational policies and, 336–337;
undiscussable issues and, 129; unilateral
control model and, 70–79, 255

Emotion, 246–267; challenges of, 246–247,
266–267; cultural differences in, 249; deal-
ing with, 246–267; defined, 246; experienc-
ing, 252; factors that contribute to, 248–249;
generation of, 247–249; identifying the
source of, 252–253; integrating thought and,
248; intervention in, 253–267; naming, 252;
physiology of, 247–248, 267; purpose of
dealing with, 247; triggers of, 248–249, 252–
253. See also Threatening situations

Emotional expression: direct, 250; factors in,
250–251; as form of information sharing,
109–110; indirect, 250; intervention on,
256–258, 258–261, 264–265; nonverbal,
250; of positive emotions, 264–265; suppres-
sion of negative, 72, 75, 77, 250; types of,
249–251; verbal, 250

Emotional hijacking, 248
Emotional intelligence, 15, 247
Emotional reactions, facilitator, 11–12; as-

sumptions about, in mutual learning model,
89; assumptions about, in unilateral control
model, 73; challenge of, 246–247; collusion
and, 55–56; to concerns about performance
or role, 170; management of, 251–253, 254,
266; relationship of, to effectiveness, 65–66;
triggers of, 14–15, 252–253; understanding,
11–12, 15. See also Threatening situations

Emotional reactions, group member, 14; defen-
siveness and, 258, 261–264; directed at facil-
itator, 266; expression of, 249–251; hot
buttons and, 261, 263–264; inferring, 147–
148, 182–183; intervention decision making
on, 253–256; intervention on, 256–264;
meta-intervention on, 255–256; mutual
learning model and, 94–95; as opportunities
for learning, 253–254, 255; positive, 264–
265; theory-in-use embedded in, 148, 255;
triggers of, 248–249

Empathy, 47–48, 86, 88, 334. See also
Compassion

Empowerment: facilitative leadership and,
328–329, 332–333; give-up-control model
and, 79



End of meeting, 240–244; reviewing decisions
and action plans at, 240; scheduling next
meeting and agenda at, 240–241; self-
critique at, 241–244

Enrollment, in decision, 133
Equal recognition, 192–193
Equity, high-level inference about, 152
Espoused theory. See Theory, espoused
Espoused values. See Values, group
Evaluation: of alternative solutions, 227–229;

of contract, 273, 294–295; of data, 102; of
facilitation, 273, 293–295, 362; of problem-
solving model outcomes and process, 231–
232

Evaluation matrix, 228–229
Evaluative words, 190
Evaluator, facilitator as, 59–60
Exercises, experiential: assumptions underly-

ing, 375; core values and, 374; deception in,
374; deciding whether to use, 375–376;
guidelines for using, 373–376; icebreaker,
237; introductory, 237; “lost on the moon,”
373

Expectations: emotional reactions and, 249;
identifying, at beginning of meeting, 238;
identifying, during initial contact period,
281; for internal facilitators, 318–319, 326;
unrealistic, 249

Experiential exercises. See Exercises
Expertise: content, of facilitative consultant,

42–43, 60–61; process, of facilitator, 42, 98
“Explain your reasoning and intent.” See

Ground rule four; Reasoning and intent,
explaining one’s

External controls, 332–333
External customers, 20
External facilitator, cofacilitation with, 300,

305. See also Facilitator
External validity, 376

F
Facilitate, defined, 57
Facilitation, group: challenges of, 11–12, 154–

158, 296; defined, 5–6; describing, to client,
281–282; evaluation of, 273, 293–294; limi-
tations of, 38; mediation versus, 56–57, 324;
need for, 3–5; planning, 283–291; selection
of type of, 51–52; therapy versus, 247; types
of, 8, 50–52. See also Basic facilitation; De-
velopmental facilitation; Skilled Facilitator
approach

Facilitative leader. See Leader, facilitative
Facilitator: challenges for, 11–12, 65–66, 154–

158, 296; collusion of, 54–56; as content
expert, 60–61; contribution of, 53; criteria
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for, 6; distraction reduction for, 155; emo-
tional experience of, 11–12, 14–15, 251–
253, 266; emotional self-management of,
251–253; as evaluator, 59–60; ground rules
and, 97, 134–135; group member or leader
as, 6, 8, 44–45, 300, 315–343, 357–358; in-
ternal facilitator’s cofacilitation with, 300,
305; internal work of, 65–95; intervention
for effectiveness of, 164; leaving the role of,
to assume other roles, 56–62, 321, 322;
main task of, 5–6; as mediator, 56–59; men-
tal demands on, 155; performance feedback
for, 242, 244, 266, 362; personal style of, 15–
16, 298; personal values of, 283; qualifica-
tion concerns about, 356; responsibility of,
for group outcomes, 52–54, 61–62; types of,
50–52; using words that distinguish, from
group members, 193. See also Basic facilita-
tor; Coach, facilitative; Cofacilitator; Consul-
tant, facilitative; Developmental facilitator;
Emotional reactions, facilitator; Ineffective-
ness, facilitator; Internal facilitator; Leader,
facilitative; Roles, facilitative; Trainer,
facilitative

Facilitator role, 41–42, 45, 49–50, 51–56;
client’s concerns about, 170, 356–357;
conflicts of, 59–60; explaining, to group,
239–240; facilitative leader role compared
with, 330–331. See also Internal facilitator
role

Fear, 248, 252. See also Emotion headings;
Threatening situations

Feedback: anonymous, 335; employee per-
formance, 335–336; for facilitator, 170,
242, 244, 266; for group, 33–34; group self-
critique for, 241–244; negative, 116, 166, 241–
242, 337–338, 341–342; value of, 308–309

Feedback loop, 340
Feelings. See Emotion headings
Fees and charges, 363
Festinger, L., 231
Fishbone diagram, 216, 226–227; sample,

225
Fisher, R., 91, 117, 135n.1
Flipchart, 240
Flow charting, 216
Focus, facilitator, 298
“Focus on interests, not positions.” See

Ground rule five; Interests, focus on;
Positions

Folger, J. P., 57
Follett, M. P., 135n.1
Frankel, M. S., 306, 362
Futrell, D., 18, 19
Future Search, 216



G
Gandhi, M., 325
Gelb, C. B., 298
Gellermann, W., 306, 362
Gift, looking for the, 253–254
Give-up-control model, 79–80; assumptions

of, 79; core values of, 79; strategies of,
79–80; unilateral control model and, 79–80

Goal achievement, through unilateral con-
trol, 72

Goals: basic versus developmental facilitation
and, 51–52; need for clear, 28; tasks ver-
sus, 28

Goleman, D., 15, 246, 247, 248, 252
Golembiewski, R. T., 360
Gouran, D. S., 221
Governing board by-laws, 134
Graham, P., 117, 135n.1
Grinder, J., 166
Ground rule one (test assumptions and infer-

ences), 99–107. See also Assumptions; Infer-
ence(s); Inference testing

Ground rule two (share all relevant informa-
tion), 109–111. See also Information sharing

Ground rule three (use specific examples),
111–114. See also Words, agreeing on;
Specific examples, sharing

Ground rule four (explain your reasoning and
intent), 113–117. See also Reasoning and in-
tent, explaining one’s

Ground rule five (focus on interests, not posi-
tions), 117–120. See also Interests, focus on

Ground rule six (combine advocacy and in-
quiry), 120–123. See also Advocacy com-
bined with inquiry

Ground rule seven (jointly design next steps
and ways to test disagreements), 124–128.
See also Next steps, joint design of

Ground rule eight (discuss undiscussable is-
sues), 129–130. See also Undiscussable
issues

Ground rule nine (use a decision-making
rule), 130, 132–134. See also Decision-
making rules

Ground rule intervention(s), 163, 171, 195–
214; of agreeing on word meanings, 201; of
combining advocacy and inquiry, 123, 206–
207; decision making about, 163, 171; of 
decision-making rules, 212–213; of discuss-
ing undiscussable issues, 131, 211; examples
of, 195–213; of explaining one’s reasoning
and intent, 117, 171, 202–203; of focusing
on interests, not positions, 119, 204–205; by
helping group to redesign behavior, 185–186;
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of information sharing, 111, 199–200; jargon-
free, 188–194; on joint design for testing a
disagreement, 209; of joint design of next
steps, 128, 208–210; sharing inferences in,
183; skipping steps in, 186–187; of testing
inferences and assumptions, 106–107, 196–
198; of using specific examples, 115, 187,
201; using the diagnosis-intervention cycle
in, 107, 111, 115, 117, 119, 123, 128, 131,
195–214; words to use and avoid in, 188–194

Ground rules, 96–135; agreeing on, at begin-
ning of meeting, 239; agreeing on, in con-
tracting, 292–293; for attendance, 358–359;
background on, 96, 345–347; behavioral,
97–98; for confidentiality, 360–362; contract-
ing for, 98–99, 195, 289–290, 292–293, 358–
362; core values and, 49–50; diagnosing
with, 136–137; as diagnostic frame, 96, 141,
143–144, 155, 157; embedded in interven-
tion, 177–179; example of diagnosing with,
143–144; facilitator’s modeling of, 13–14,
61, 184–185; functions of, 10; group deci-
sions about, 98–99; group-developed versus
Skilled Facilitator, 97–98; group norms and,
10, 30–31, 97; learning to use, 134–135, 155;
listed, 97; in mutual learning model, 90–91;
procedural, 10, 97–98, 358–362; purposes
of, 96–97; in Skilled Facilitator approach, 9–
10; using, 96–99; using, in process interven-
tion, 219–232; using multiple, 134

“Ground Rules for Effective Groups”
(Schwarz), 285, 289

Group cohesiveness, 309
Group effectiveness: assessing probable impact

of intervention on, 168–169; context and,
31–34; criteria for, 20–22, 38; diagnosing
behaviors for, 136–158, 166–168; emotions
and, 247; examples of groups without, 4–5;
facilitation defined for, 5–6; facilitator re-
sponsibility and, 52–54; factors that con-
tribute to, 21–22; ground rules for, 9–10;
models of, 17–18; mutual learning model
and, 93; process and, 6, 19, 20–26, 54;
structure and, 21–22, 26–31; unilateral con-
trol model and, 76, 77

Group effectiveness model, 17–39; background
of, 18; context in, 31–34; criteria of, 20–22,
38; diagnosis with, 35–37, 137, 144, 157;
evaluation using, 232; graphic illustration of,
19; for interorganizational groups, 35; inter-
vention on, 163; overview of, 7; process in,
19, 20–26; structure in, 21–22, 26–31; for
systemic thinking and acting, 339–340; us-
ing, in facilitation, 35–38; using, in problem-



solving model intervention, 224, 230, 231,
232; using, to identify causes of process
problems, 219–220; value of, 17–18

Group facilitation. See Facilitation, group;
Skilled Facilitator approach

Group process. See Problem-solving model;
Process improvement; Processes, group

Group-level facilitator, 298
Groups, interorganizational, 4, 35
Groups, work: basic, 51; characteristics of, 19–

20; as clients, 13, 52, 274, 275–277; compo-
sition of, 29; defined, 19–20; developmental,
51; frustrating experiences with, 3–4, 54;
open coordination in front of, 308–310; as
social system, 13–14, 19–20. See also Client;
Members; Participants

H
Hackman, J. R., 18, 19, 21, 28
Hall, D. T., 375
Hall, F. S., 375
Hand signals, 309–310
Hayakawa, S. I., 146
Hidden agenda, 224
Hirokawa, R. Y., 153, 221
Histogram, 216
Hot buttons, 261, 263–264
Human resource managers, 274
Humor, 193–194, 264–265

I
Icebreaker exercises, 237
Imperatives, 193
Implementation, in problem-solving model, 231
Improvisational theater, 253
Independence, of external facilitator, 300
Indirect approach, 77–78
Individual difference models, 164
Individual meetings, 287–289
Individual-level facilitator, 298
Ineffectiveness, facilitator: facilitation chal-

lenges and, 65–66; group members’ anger
about, 266, 267; intervention on, 164; public
reflection on, 267, 342–343; thinking that
contributes to, 66–70; unilateral control
model and, 70–79

Inference testing (ground rule one), 25, 99–
107; about anger at facilitator, 266; with
client group, 182–185, 196, 197; cycle for,
104–107; diagnosis-intervention cycle and,
107–108, 182–185; for facilitator, 197, 198;
for group member, 197; interventions for,
106–107, 196–198; ladder of inference and,
99–104; in mutual learning model, 90, 92;
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observation versus, 140–141; question for-
mat for, 184–185; reflexive loop and, 103–
104; unilateral control model and, 73, 75–76

Inference(s): about causes of behavior, 147;
challenges of making, 156–157; about con-
tent, 149–150; defined, 99, 146; in diagnosis,
138, 146–154; embedding, in sharing obser-
vations, 180–181; about emotion, 147–148;
ladder of, 99–104; levels of, 151–153; mak-
ing diagnostic, 146–150; observation and,
140–141, 151, 180–181; about others’ infer-
ences, 150; about patterns of behavior, 153–
154; phrasing of, 107; about process, 149;
recognizing, 150–151; reflexive loop of, 103–
104; sharing, with client group, 139, 182–
185; about structure, 154; types of, 147–149;
value judgment and, 149; value of, 146

Inferences, high-level, 11, 104, 149; making,
in Skilled Facilitator approach, 151–153,
182–183; observed behavior and, 152–153,
180–181; sharing, with client group, 182–
183. See also Assumptions

Inferences, low-level: defined, 10; high-level
inferences versus, 11, 151; in sharing obser-
vations, 180, 182; in Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach, 10–11, 151. See also Assumptions

Information: group’s access to, 33–34, 54; rele-
vant, defined, 109; using, to evaluate perfor-
mance, 59–60

Information, valid: in contracting, 271; as core
value, 46, 47, 48, 86, 90–91, 92; diagnosis-
intervention cycle and, 140; for facilitative
leadership, 332; problem-solving model and,
222, 223, 227, 231–232; using specific ex-
amples and, 111–112

Information sharing (ground rule two), 109–
111; advocacy and, 109; at beginning of
meeting, 237–238; in cofacilitation, 308–310;
contracting for confidentiality and, 360–362;
facilitative leadership and, 341–343; focusing
on interests and, 117; of internal facilitators,
321–322; interventions for, 111, 199–200; of
“left-column” information, 109–111; in medi-
ation, 58–59; in mutual learning model, 86,
88, 90–91, 92; in planning meetings, 288–
289; purpose of, 109; undiscussable issues
and, 129. See also Confidentiality

Information withholding, 21, 48; example of,
109–110; in experiential exercises and self-
knowledge instruments, 374; interventions
on, 199–200; in mediation, 58; of negative
feedback, 166, 341–342; in unilateral control
model, 74, 75, 76, 79, 250, 341–342. See also
Confidentiality



Initial contact, 273, 274–283; agreeing on next
steps after, 283; assessing one’s interest and
ability during, 282–283; definition of client
during, 274–275; describing facilitation ap-
proach during, 281–282; diagnosis during,
278–283; purposes of, 274; questions to ask
during, 276, 278–280; summarizing, 283;
time frame for, 283; working with contact
client during, 274–278

Inquiry: asking someone to add, to advocacy,
207; genuine versus rhetorical, 121–123, 125;
into others’ reasoning, 74–76, 120–123. See
also Advocacy combined with inquiry

Instrument, law of, 157
Integrity, assumption of, 90
Intent, explaining. See Reasoning and intent
Interdependence, of work groups, 19–20
Interests, focus on (ground rule five), 117–120;

crafting solutions for, 119–120; defined, 91;
helping group members to think about, 205;
identifying, 118–119, 204; interventions for,
119, 204–205; in mutual learning model,
91; organizational policies and, 336–337;
in problem-solving model intervention,
223–224

Intermediate client, 274, 275
Internal commitment. See Commitment,

internal
Internal controls, 332–333
Internal customers, 20
Internal facilitator, 315–326; access and acces-

sibility of, 316–317; advantages and disad-
vantages of, 316–317; as change agent, 325;
cofacilitation with, 300, 305; contracting of,
322, 323–324, 381–384; core values and,
315, 319–320, 324; expectations for, 318–
319, 326; facilitative leader role and, 320,
326; giving up the role of, 323; guidelines
for, for contracting with manager, 381–384;
influencers of, 318–319; insider image of,
317; job security of, 317; methods and tech-
niques for, 324; modeling by, 325–326; in
other organizational roles, 319, 321–322;
planning meeting with, 323–324; trust build-
ing with, 322–323; unilateral control model
and, 322–323. See also Leader, facilitative

Internal facilitator role: conflicts in, 316–317,
319, 323, 324–325; development of, factors
in, 318–319; educating others about, 324–
325; strategies for shaping, 319–324. See
also Leader, facilitative

Internal validity, 376
Internal work, facilitator’s, 65–95; case study

of, introduced, 66–69; theory-in-use and,
69–95. See also Emotional reactions, facilita-
tor; Self-awareness
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Interorganizational groups, 4, 35
Intervene, defined, 6
Intervener role, in cofacilitation, 302
Intervention: in basic versus developmental fa-

cilitation, 50, 51; with cofacilitator, 306–310;
compassion in, 177–178; complex, 188, 242;
considerations in, 169–173; in content, 165;
in diagnosis-intervention cycle, 108, 175–
188; on emotion, 253–267; example of, us-
ing diagnosis-intervention cycle, 178–179;
on ground rules, 163, 171, 195–214; ground
rules embedded in, 177–179; on group effec-
tiveness model, 35–38, 163; on group pro-
cess, 164, 217–232; on group structure, 164;
by helping group members decide whether
and how to change behavior, 139, 185–186;
immediately after a group member has spo-
ken, 186–187; language in, 188–194; macro,
172–173; in mediation, 58–59; in meetings,
233–245; meta-, 255–256; micro, 172–173;
over-, in cofacilitation, 298–299; on past
events, 172; question format of, 184–185; re-
framing, 166; relationship between diagnosis
and, 175–177; as series, 170, 255; sharing in-
ferences in, 139, 182–185; sharing observa-
tions in, 139, 175, 180–183; that creates an
ordinary request, 187; on theory-in-use,
163–164; types of, 161–166. See also Content
intervention; Ground rule intervention; Pro-
cess intervention

Intervention decision making, 138–139, 161–
174; assessment of consequences and, 168–
169; in basic versus developmental facilita-
tion, 170–171; on emotion interventions,
253–256; factors in, 169–173; on how to in-
tervene, 169–173; ineffective behavior and,
167–168; on intervening with cofacilitator,
306–310; on macro versus micro interven-
tions, 172–173; observation and diagnosis
and, 166–167; questions for, 167; on
whether to intervene, 166–169; on who to
intervene with, 171–172

Intervention steps, 108, 175–188; repeating,
186; skipping, 186–188. See also Diagnosis-
intervention cycle

Intervention-reaction cofacilitation arrange-
ment, 304

Introductions, 236–237
Issues, undiscussable. See Undiscussable

issues

J
Jackson, D. D., 153
Jago, A. G., 133
Jargon-free ground rule interventions, 188–194
Job security, of internal facilitators, 317



Johnson, F., 309
“Jointly design next steps.” See Ground rule

seven; Next steps, joint design of
Jones, J. E., 297, 377n
Judgment: compassion and, 334; evaluative

words and, 190; value, 149

K
Kahn, R. L., 20, 29–30
Kaplan, A., 157
Kaplan, R. E., 6, 38
Katz, D., 20, 29–30
Katzenbach, J. R., 20
Kerr, S., 33

L
Labeling of data, 101
Ladder of inference, 99–104; reflexive loop

and, 103–104; rungs of, 99–103
Ladenson, R. F., 306, 362
Large groups: cofacilitation of, 299; introduc-

tions in, 236; seating arrangements for,
234–235

Laughter, 264–265
Layoffs, 248
Leader, facilitative, 327–343; capacity building

by, 341–342; core values of, in action, 332–
334; facilitator role compared with, 330–331;
influence of, 327–328; informal leaders as,
327–328; internal facilitator as, 320, 326;
modeling by, 332, 342–343; mutual learning
and, 342–343; need for, 327, 328–330, 331;
organizational design changes of, 334–338;
organizational position and, 327–328; prin-
ciples of, in action, 338–343; role of, 8, 30,
41, 44, 45, 330–331; systems thinking of,
339–341; transparency of, 338

Leader, group: as client, 52; as facilitator, 6,
40, 357; role definition of, 30, 52, 357

Leader types, 329–330
Learning: cofacilitation for, 299–300; combin-

ing advocacy and inquiry for, 120; creating
conditions for, 342–343; disagreement as op-
portunity for, 89; emotions as opportunities
for, 253–254, 255; facilitative leadership and,
327, 328–329, 342–343; group self-critique
for, 241–244; from intervention experiences,
266–267; mutual model of, 80–94, 115–116,
342–343; unilateral control model and re-
duction of, 76, 77. See also
Mutual learning model

Learning organization: facilitative leadership
and, 328–329, 331; self-facilitation and, 52

“Left-hand column”: reducing facilitator’s dis-
tractions in, 155; sharing versus withhold-
ing, thoughts, 109–111; thoughts in mutual
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learning model, 80–85, 94; thoughts in uni-
lateral control model, 67–68, 77–79

Levinson, H., 280
Lewicki, R. J., 375
Lewin, K., 308–309
Limbic system, 248
“Lost on the moon” exercise, 373
Low-level inferences. See Inferences, low-level

M
Macro interventions, 172–173
Macro processes, 216, 239
Mallet, J., 309
Management fads, 328
Managers: contracting with, of internal facilita-

tors, 381–384; easing-in tactic of, 121–123
Manz, C. C., 329, 330, 332
March, J. G., 281
Marrow, A. J., 308
Matrix for evaluating alternative solutions,

228–229
Mayer, J. D., 15, 247
McArthur, P., 79, 80, 95n.1
McConnell, J. V., 250
McLain Smith, D., 70, 79, 80, 95n.1
McMahon, D., 16
Meaning making. See Inference
Media, confidentiality and, 362
Mediate, defined, 57
Mediation, 56–59; defined, 56; facilitation ver-

sus, 56–57
Mediator: facilitator as, 56, 58–59; role of, 56–

57, 324
Medium-size groups, seating arrangements for,

234, 235
Meetings, 233–245; beginning, 236–240; end-

ing, 240–244; roles in, 240; room prepara-
tion for, 233–235; seating arrangements for,
233–235. See also Planning meeting

Members, group: as facilitators, 6, 44–45,
315–326, 330–331; growth and well-being
of, 21; resistant, 185–186; role definition for,
29–30, 357–358; selection criteria for, 29.
See also Client; Emotional reactions, group
member; Internal facilitator; Leader, facilita-
tive; Participants

Memo of understanding, 290–291
Mental models, 36–37
Mergers, 248
Merton, R. K., 182
Meta-intervention, 255–256
Micro interventions, 172–173
Micro processes, 216
Mind mapping, 216
Minority attendance, 358–359
Mission: group, 27; organizational, 31–32



Mistrust. See Trust erosion
Misunderstanding: intervention in, 188; of

positive emotions, 265; in unilateral control
model, 76

Model I, 70. See also Unilateral control model
Model II, 80. See also Mutual learning model
Modeling: by facilitative coach, 42; by facili-

tative leader, 332, 342–343; by facilitative
trainer, 42–43; by facilitator, of ground rules
and core values, 13–14, 61, 184–185, 325–
326; by internal facilitator, 325–326

Models, 17–18; for diagnosis, 137; for group
process, 215; for intervention, 164; problem-
solving, 145, 215–232

Monologues, 120
Moore, C. W., 56–57
Motivation: assessment of, during initial con-

tact period, 279–281; group tasks for, 28–29;
internal versus external, 280

Motives, assumptions about, 99; diagnosis
of, 148–149; in mutual learning model, 90;
sharing, with client group, 183; in unilateral
control model, 73, 75–76

Mouton, J. S., 281
Mutual learning model, 80–94; background of,

80; components of, 80; consequences of, 87,
92–93; core assumptions of, 88–90; core val-
ues of, 86–88; facilitative leadership and,
342–343; ground rules in, 90–91, 115–116;
learning to use, 94–95; “left-hand column”
in, 80–85, 94; moving toward, 93–94;
Skilled Facilitator approach and, 80, 86;
strategies of, 87, 90–91. See also Learning

Myers-Briggs model, 164, 373

N
Naming emotions, 252
Naming names: active versus passive voice

and, 191–192; in interventions, 172, 181;
sharing valid information and, 112; using
proper nouns versus pronouns and, 190–191

Negative attributions, 75–76
Negative feedback: facilitative leadership ap-

proach to, 338, 341–342; giving, in group
self-critique, 241–242; reframing, 166; sand-
wich technique of giving, 337–338

Negative feelings, suppression of, 72, 75, 76,
77, 250

Neocortex, 247–248
Neutrality, substantive: client concerns about,

356–357; defined, 6, 41; descriptive words
and, 190; in facilitative roles, compared, 44–
45; of facilitator role, 8, 41–42, 356–357; of
internal facilitator, 320; maintaining, 41–42;
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of mediator versus facilitator, 57, 59; myth of
total neutrality and, 61–62; referring to sub-
groups with equal recognition and, 192–193

News media, 362
Next steps, joint design of (ground rule

seven), 124–128; elements of, 125; example
of not using, 125–126; interventions for, 128,
208–210; in mutual learning model, 91; uni-
lateral control approach versus, 124, 125

Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle), 249
Nisbett, R., 182
Noncompliance, 133
Nonverbal communication, 25; between co-

facilitators, 309–310; of emotion, 250; infer-
ring emotion from, 147, 148, 250; observing,
140

Norms, group, 30–31; ground rules for devel-
oping, 10, 30–31, 97; as structural element,
30–31. See also Ground rules

Nouns, proper, versus pronouns, 190–191

O
Objectives, meeting, 237–239
Observation, direct: agreement with client

about, 145–146; assessment of, 166–167;
challenges of, 154–158; in diagnosis, 137–
138, 140–146; diagnostic frames for, 141–
146; inference and, 140–141, 151, 152–153,
180–181, 182–183; in ladder of inference,
99–101; sharing, with client group, 139, 175,
180–183

OD manager, as internal facilitator, 321
Online-offline cofacilitation arrangement, 303
Open coordination, between cofacilitators,

308–310
Opportunities, repeating, 155–156, 169
Opportunity-oriented issues, 279
Opposite Model I, 79
Organizational context. See Context; Systems

approach
Organizational designs: facilitative leadership

approaches to, 335–338; unilateral control
model approaches to, 335–338

Orientation, facilitator, 298
Outcomes, group, facilitator’s responsibility

for, 52–54
Overwhelm, facilitator, 298–299
Ownership, facilitative leadership and,

341–342

P
Paraphrasing, 187
Parasuraman, A., 20



Participants: attendance rules and, 358–359;
in contracting and planning, 274–277, 286–
289, 353–354; distinguishing, with seating
arrangements, 235; exclusion of, 286, 353–
354; in facilitation, 353–354. See also Client;
Group

Participative management, 328
Partnerships, 329
Passive voice, 191–192
Patterns of behavior, 153–154, 156; exploring,

in process intervention, 220; group self-
critique of, 242; intervening on, 172

Patton, B., 91, 117, 135n.1
Paulson, I., 298
Perception: assumptions about, in unilateral

control model, 73; assumptions about, in
mutual learning model, 88–89

Perfectionism, facilitator, 251, 252
Performance: defined, 20; as group effective-

ness criterion, 20, 21; temporary decrease in,
with developmental facilitation, 281

Performance evaluation, 59–60, 248
Performance feedback: facilitative leadership

approach to, 336; for facilitator, 242, 244,
266, 362; for group, 33–34, 362; unilateral
control approach to, 335

Performance problems, discussion of, 129
Performance time, 31
Personal criterion, of group effectiveness, 20,

21, 147
Personal growth: in cofacilitation, 299–300; for

group members, 21
Personal issues, facilitator, 299–300. See also

Internal work; Self-awareness
Pfeiffer, J. W., 297, 377n
Phrasing, in ground rule intervention, 188–194
Physical environment, 34; for meetings, 233–

235
Physiology of emotion, 247–248, 267
Pity, 88
Planning meeting, 236, 283–291; delegating,

287; exclusion from, 286; with individuals
versus group, 287–289; with internal facilita-
tor, 323–324; letter and enclosures for, 285,
289, 349–351; participants in, 286–289; pur-
poses of, 284; time frame for, 283–284

Planning stage, 273, 283–291; ground rule
choices in, 289–290; participants in, 286–
289; purposes of, 284; questions in, 284–
285; review of, 291–292

Plus-delta, 294. See also Self-critique
Policies, organizational: facilitative leadership

approach to, 337; unilateral control ap-
proach to, 336–337
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Political threat, 231, 232
Position description, 29
Positions: advocating, in unilateral control

model, 74; defined, 91; focusing on interests,
not, 91, 117–120, 204–205, 223–224; infor-
mation sharing and, 109; organizational poli-
cies and, 336–337

Positive emotions: expression of, 264–265; in
sandwich technique, 337–338

Power issues, high-level inference about, 152
“Praising in public, criticizing in private” prin-

ciple, 112, 341–342
Primary client, defining, 274–277, 286, 353–

354. See also Client; Group
Primary facilitator, 302–303
Principles, facilitation, 7; congruence of, 14;

core values and, 9; facilitative leadership
and, 338–343

Problem solving: in basic facilitation, 50, 51;
conditions for effective, 23; decision making
and, 23; defined, 22; in developmental facili-
tation, 50, 51; in facilitation versus media-
tion, 57; facilitator’s responsibility and, 52–
54; focusing on interests, not positions for,
117–120; for group effectiveness, 26; as
group process, 22–23, 26, 221; methods of,
216; systematic approach to, 23

Problems: defining, 222–223; examples of,
221; identifying, during initial contact period,
278, 280; identifying root causes of, 226–227

Problem-solving model(s): decision-making
rules for, 230; developing an action plan
(step seven) in, 230–231; as diagnostic
frames, 145; establishing criteria for solu-
tions (step two) in, 223–224; evaluating
alternative solutions (step five) in, 228–
229; evaluating outcomes and process (step
nine) in, 231–232; factors in reduced value
of, 216–217; focusing on interests, not posi-
tions in, 223–224; generating alternative so-
lutions (step four) in, 227–228; identifying
root causes (step three) in, 226–227; imple-
menting the action plan (step eight) in, 231;
inference and assumption testing in, 222,
223; intervention in, 217–232; nine-step,
221–232; problem definition (step one) in,
222–223; selecting the best solutions (step
six) in, 230; tools of, 216, 226–227; types of,
216; using the Skilled Facilitator approach
with, 215–216, 221–232; valid information
and, 222, 223, 227, 231–232

Procedural ground rules, 10, 97–98, 358–362
Process design, 216, 334–336
Process expert, facilitator as, 42, 98, 330–331



Process improvement, 215; conflict manage-
ment and, 57; methods of, 216; teaching
concepts and techniques for, 165, 171; tools
of, 216

Process inferences, 149, 150, 152, 157, 184.
See also Inference headings

Process intervention, 5–6, 50, 51–52; facilita-
tor neutrality and, 61–62; facilitator’s re-
sponsibility and, 52–54, 61–62; ground rules
and, 98; intervention decisions for, 164, 165,
171; levels of, 219–221; with problem-
solving model, 215–216, 221–232

Process mapping, 216
Process methods, 216
Process models: as diagnostic frames, 145; 

using the Skilled Facilitator approach with,
215–232. See also Problem-solving model

Process tools, 216, 226–227
Process(es), group, 22–26; agreeing on, at be-

ginning of meeting, 239; defined, 5, 22, 215;
as diagnostic frame, 217; as effectiveness cri-
terion, 20–22; in group effectiveness model,
19, 20–22; group’s control over, 52; ineffec-
tive, factors in, 216–217; integrating the
Skilled Facilitator approach with, 217–219;
interrelationship of, 26; intervention in, 164,
217–221; levels of, 215–216; levels of inter-
vention in, 219–221; macro, 216; micro, 216;
relationship of, to group effectiveness, 6, 26,
51; types of, 22–26; value of, intervening to
increase, 217–221; value of, reduced, 216–
217. See also Problem-solving model

Professional development, in cofacilitation,
299–300, 305

Pronouns, 190–191, 193
Proper nouns, 190–191
Putnam, R., 48, 70, 79, 80, 95n.1

Q
Qualifications, concerns about, 356
Quality of worklife: mutual learning model

and, 93; unilateral control model and, 76, 77
Questions: leading, 74–75, 184–185; using, in

intervention, 184–185

R
Rational action, as unilateral control model

core value, 72
Reaction facilitator, 304
Reasoning, inquiring into others’, 74–76, 120–

123; interventions for, 202–203. See also Ad-
vocacy combined with inquiry

Reasoning and intent, explaining one’s
(ground rule four), 113–117; combining
advocacy and inquiry and, 120; in diagnosis-
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intervention cycle, 139; example of not, 116;
in facilitative versus unilateral control leader-
ship, 337–338; about high-level inferences,
153, 182–183; interventions for, 117, 171,
202–203; in mutual learning model, 91; in
problem-solving model intervention, 229;
unilateral control model and, 74, 75

Recognition, bestowing equal, 192–193
Recorder role, in cofacilitation, 302
Reengineering, 328
Referral source, 281
Reflexive loop, 103–104
Reframing, 165; of defensive thinking, 258,

261–264; of evaluation, 232; of frustrating
or disappointing experience, 264; of hidden
agenda, 224; in intervention on emotion,
255; in process intervention, 221, 224; of
useful facilitation, 299

Reinforcement, consequences as, 93
Relationship building: between cofacilitators,

306–310; as core competency, 331; facilitator-
group, 12, 272

Relationship-process facilitator, 303
Reliability, 376
Repeating opportunities principle, 155–156,

169
Rescuing: a cofacilitator, 307–308; compassion

and, 334
Resistance, 185–186; to attendance, 358–359;

to a decision, 133; to evaluation, 231–232;
to ground rules, 292–293; to group self-
critique, 242

Resources: action planning and, 230; assess-
ment of, during initial contact period, 281;
group’s access to, 34

Response, deciding on, in ladder of inference,
103

Responsibility: facilitator’s, 52–54, 55, 61–62,
184–185; group, 38, 184–185

Responsiveness, lack of group, 79–80
Restructuring, 248
Rewards, 33
Rhetorical inquiry, 121–123
Role conflicts: discussing, in advance, 320–

321, 357–358; educating clients about facili-
tator role and, 324–325; of facilitators, 59–
60; of internal facilitators, 316–317, 319,
320–322, 323

Role definition: at beginning of meeting, 239–
240; of cofacilitators, 301–305; in contracting,
356–358; group member, 29–30, 357–358; of
internal facilitators, 318–319, 320–322

Roles, facilitative, 40–62; in cofacilitation,
301–305; defined, in Skilled Facilitator ap-
proach, 8; for internal facilitator, 320; names



for various, 7–8; need for clearly defined, 7–
8; selection of, 40–45; serving in multiple,
45; types of, 8, 40–45; words that distin-
guish, 193. See also Coach, facilitative; Con-
sultant, facilitative; Facilitator; Facilitator
role; Internal facilitator; Internal facilitator
role; Leader, facilitative; Trainer, facilitative

Room preparation, 233–235
Root cause identification tools, 226–227
Ross, L., 182

S
Salovey, P., 15, 247
Sandwich technique, 337–338
Sarcastic humor, 193–194
Saving face: cultural differences in, 249; undis-

cussable issues and, 129; unilateral control
model and, 75–76, 338

Scheduling, 240–241, 354–356. See also Time
Schein, E. H., 25, 28, 137, 184, 274, 275, 303
Schön, D. A., 8, 11, 28, 69, 70, 71, 72, 78, 80,

87, 94, 95n.1, 99, 120, 135n.1, 155, 342
Schwarz, R. M., 29, 285, 355, 375–376
Schwarz, Roger, & Associates, Web site, 285,

292
Scoring, of alternative solutions, 229
Seat assignments, 234–235
Seating arrangements, 233–235
Secondary facilitator, 302–303
Secret signals, 309
Selection: cofacilitator, 301, 377–379; facili-

tator, 9; of group members, 29. See also
Participants

Self-awareness: emotions and, 148, 246–247,
251–253; facilitator, 11–12, 14–15, 65–95,
156–157; inference testing for, 104–107
about inferences, 150–151; in mutual learn-
ing model, 88–89, 94–95; of theory-in-use,
69–70, 94–95

Self-censoring, 77–78
Self-critique, cofacilitator, 310
Self-critique, group, 241–244; contracting for,

294, 362; example of facilitating, 243–244
Self-directed teams: facilitative leadership

and, 328, 329; frustrating experiences with,
4; self-facilitation and, 52. See also Group,
work

Self-fulfilling processes, 76–77, 92
Self-fulfilling prophecy, 182
Self-knowledge instruments, 373–376; validity

and reliability of, 376
Self-sealing processes, 76–77, 92
Senge, P. M., 13, 153, 329
Sexual harassment, 248
Shame, 248. See also Emotion headings
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“Share all relevant information.” See Ground
rule two; Information sharing

Signals, 309–310
Silence, 134; intervening on, 200, 256
Sims, H. P., Jr., 329, 330, 332
Skilled Facilitator approach: basis of, 6–7; con-

tracting in, 271–295; core values of, 7, 8–9,
28, 46–49; diagnosis-intervention cycle in,
10, 107–108, 136, 137–188; elements of,
listed, 7; facilitator roles in, 7–8, 40–62;
facilitator-group relationship in, 12; ground
rules in, 9–10, 96–135; group effectiveness
model of, 7, 17–39; high-level inferences in,
151–153; integrating, with other processes,
217–219; integration of, with personal style,
15–16; internal work in, 65–95; low-level in-
ferences in, 10–11, 151; to meetings, 233–
245; mutual learning model and, 80–94;
overview of, 6–16; self-awareness in, 11–12,
14–15, 65–95; systems approach of, 13–14;
using, with other processes, 215–232; using,
with problem-solving model, 215–216, 221–
232. See also Facilitation, group

Skills, facilitative: as core competency, 331; for
diagnosis, 136–137; emotional management
and, 253; for intervention, 169; and role allo-
cation, in cofacilitation, 304–305

Slack, organizational, 281
Slowing down, 251, 340
Small groups: introductions in, 236; seating

arrangements for, 234, 235
Smith, D. K., 20
Smith, D. M., 48
Smith, K. K., 301, 359
Snyder, M., 182
Social system, group as, 13–14, 19–20; perfor-

mance measurement and, 20. See also Sys-
tems approach

Solutions, 117, 118, 119–120; combining, 228;
establishing criteria for, 223–224; evaluating
versus identifying, 227–228; identifying al-
ternative, 227–228; selecting the best, 230.
See also Positions

Solutions matrix, 216, 228–229
Specific examples, sharing (ground rule three),

111–114; example of not, 114; interventions
for, 115, 187, 201; in mutual learning model,
90; in self-critique, 241; unilateral control
model and, 75

Stability, in group membership, 29; basic ver-
sus developmental facilitation and, 52

Steele, F., 316, 319
Steiner, C. M., 307
Stewardship, 339
Strategic planning, 215, 216, 220



Strategies: in give-up-control model, 79–80; in
mutual learning model, 87, 90–91; sharing
versus hiding, 74, 91, 113, 115, 337–338; in
unilateral control model, 71, 73–76

Straw poll, 134
Strengths, group’s, 281
Stress, unilateral control model and, 77
Structure, group, 26–31; defined, 5, 26–27;

diagnosing, 154; elements of effective, 27–
31; facilitation for improvement of, 5–6; as
factor in effectiveness, 21–22, 26–31; inter-
vention in, 154, 164; macro versus micro in-
terventions and, 173; meeting interventions
and, 233–245

Styles, facilitator, 15–16, 298
Subgroups: mediation with, 58–59; planning

with, 286–289; referring to all, with equal
recognition, 192–193

Substantively neutral. See Neutrality
Sundstrom, E., 18, 19
Svara, J., 354
Swann, W. B., 182
SWOT analysis, 267
Systems approach: capacity-building time and,

31, 340; compassion and, 48; to establishing
criteria for solutions, 224; in facilitative lead-
ership, 339–341; group effectiveness model
and, 36–37; implications of, for facilitation,
13–14; recognizing one’s contribution to sys-
tem in, 340–341; role definition and, 357–
358; in Skilled Facilitator approach, 13–14.
See also Social systems

Systems modeling, 127, 216

T
Task-process facilitator, 303
Task-relationship cofacilitation arrangement,

303
Tasks, group: conditions for motivational, 28–

29; defined, 28; as element of structure, 28–
29; goals versus, 28; intervention decisions
for, 171

Team, 20. See also Group, work
Team rewards, 33
Technology access, 34
Tension management, in cofacilitation, 297–

301
Termination of contract, 294–295, 363–364
“Test assumptions and inferences.” See As-

sumptions; Ground rule one; Inference testing
T-group (training group), 308–309
Thalamus, 247–248
Theories of action, 69–70
Theory, espoused, 69; defined, 69; recogniz-

ing, 69; unilateral control model and, 78–79
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Theory-in-use, 69–70; in cofacilitation, 297–
298; congruent versus incongruent, 297–298;
consequences of, 70; defined, 69; as diagnos-
tic frame, 145, 157; elements of, 69; emo-
tions and, 148, 249, 262; high-level inference
and, 152; identifying, 69–70, 156–157; iden-
tifying, in process intervention, 220–221; in-
tervention on, 163–164; mutual learning, 80–
94; reflecting on, 94–95; unilateral control,
70–79, 93; unintended consequences and,
93, 94. See also Give-up-control model; Mu-
tual learning model; Unilateral control model

Therapy, facilitation versus, 298
Therapy group coleaders, 298
Thinking: changing, 65–95; defensive, helping

people reduce, 258, 261–264; emotion and,
247–248, 258, 261–264; hot buttons and,
261, 263–264. See also Internal work;
Theory-in-use

Third party: defined, 42; facilitative consultant
as, 42–43; facilitator as, 41–42, 57, 330;
mediator as, 57. See also Facilitator; Roles,
facilitative

Threatening situations, 65–66; in case study,
66–69; defensive thinking and, 258, 261–
264; evaluation and, 231–232; group con-
cerns about facilitator performance as, 170;
hot buttons and, 261, 263–264; physiology
of emotion and, 248; theory-in-use in, 70,
94; unilateral control model used in, 70–79,
94. See also Emotion headings

360 degree feedback, 335
Time: action planning and, 230; allotting, at

beginning of meeting, 239; assessment of re-
quirements for, 281, 354–356; for basic ver-
sus developmental facilitation, 52, 354–356;
evaluation and, 231; group requirements for,
31; helping the group to manage, 210; for
initial contact, 283; insufficient, for process-
ing harmful issues, 355–356; for planning
meeting, 283–284

Time line, as process tool, 216
Total quality management, 328
“Touchy-feely,” dealing with emotions viewed

as, 250, 333–334
Trainer, facilitative: facilitator title for, 44; for

process improvement, 165; role of, 41, 43–44
Training: facilitative leadership approach to,

337–338; group’s access to, 34, 281; unilat-
eral control approach to, 337–338

Training group (T-group), 308–309
Translation of data, on ladder of inference, 101
Transparency, 74, 91, 113, 115, 337–338. See

also Reasoning and intent, explaining one’s
Travel policies, 336–337



Triggers, of past emotional responses, 249
Trust building: in cofacilitation, 309; in con-

tracting process, 272; in facilitative leader-
ship, 342–343; with internal facilitators,
322–323

Trust erosion or mistrust, 21; deceptive exer-
cises and instruments and, 374; high-level
inferences and, 152; negative attributions
and, 76; unilateral control model and, 76

U
Ultimate client, 275
Umbrella organization, 35
Understanding: in mutual learning model, 89,

92; in unilateral control model, 76
Undiscussable issues, discussing (ground rule

eight), 25, 129–130; challenges of, 129–130;
defined, 129; emotional reactions and, 255,
256; in facilitative leadership, 332; interven-
tions for, 131, 211, 256; in mutual learning
model, 91; problem of, 129

Unilateral control model, 70–79; background
of, 70; in case study, 67–69; compassion
and, 334; consequences of, 71, 76–77, 342;
for controlling next steps, 124, 125; core as-
sumptions of, 71, 73, 88–89; core values of,
71, 72–73; dilemmas of, 77–79, 93; disagree-
ment in, 89; emotion and, 250, 255; as factor
in facilitator ineffectiveness, 66–69, 70–79;
give-up-control model and, 79–80; graphic
illustration of, 71; internal facilitators and,
322–323; leadership based on, 328–329;
moving from, to facilitative leadership, 328–
329; moving from, to mutual learning model,
93–94, 328–329; organizational change and,
328–329, 335–338; saving face and, 75–76;
strategies of, 71, 73–76, 89, 113, 115; theo-
ries of action and, 69–70; undiscussable is-
sues and, 129–130

Union-management mediation, 59
Ury, W., 91, 117, 135n.1
“Use a decision-making rule.” See Decision-

making rules; Ground rule nine
“Use specific examples.” See Ground rule

three; specific examples
U-shaped seating arrangements, 233–234

V
Valid information. See Information
Validity, 376
Value judgment, 149
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Values, core. See Core values
Values, facilitator’s personal, 283
Values, group: core values and, 28; defined,

27; espoused versus actual, 28; in group cul-
ture, 27–28. See also Theory-in-use

Values, organizational, 32–33
“Vanna White facilitation,” 282
Violence, 248
Vision, shared: group, 27; organizational,

31–32
Vision, values, mission process, 216
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