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Tom’s Ten Data Tips – July 2012 
 
Group facilitation 
Group facilitation enhances and honors the collective wisdom and 
knowledge available within a team. In Latin, “facilitation” means to 
enable, to make easy. Group facilitation aims to surface and tap into 
collective potential, and put it to work towards a common, shared 
goal. A skilled facilitator “makes it easy” to get access to all resources 
within the group, and work together towards shared objectives. 
 
 
1. Group Decision-Making Is Your Best Hope For Solving (Very) 
Difficult Problems 
There are many day-to-day decisions of relatively low importance that 
may happen without consulting others too much. Routine work 
scheduling, reversible choices, etc. Other decisions require more 
profound consideration. If you commit to a technology platform that 
cannot easily be migrated, you face prohibitive costs if you’d want to 
change later. Some technical solutions require a steep learning curve, 
which implies that by the time your staff is fully trained, people will not 
be too keen on switching again. Revising corporate strategy in 
turbulent markets sometimes requires betting the crown jewels. 
Etcetera. When dealing which such complicated problems that cast a 
(long) shadow forward, the stakes are high, and careful decision-
making is in order. 
 
Complicated decisions benefit from integrating all the perspectives 
within your team. After you successfully manage to integrate a 
divergent set of viewpoints, the end-result of this dialogue has tapped 
into all resources available. The combined experience and skill in the 
group is almost always more powerful than anything an individual 
might have come up with (see also tip# 2). 
 
 
2. Diversity Works Great… As Long As Everybody Stays “On 
Board” 
Given that group decision-making can lead to more powerful decisions 
of higher quality, this begs the question: what kind of groups are 
“best” for this? The advantage of group decision-making over 
individuals is that you tap into a wider range of experience and 
viewpoints. So more diversity, and more and wider experience seem 
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universally better. Well, they are… if (and that’s a big “if”) you manage 
to keep everybody “on board” and productive. 
 
More diversity implies more (ferocious) differences of opinion. As 
divergent thinking continues, this puts the group under significant 
stress to accommodate these differences. You need to create room for 
“first draft” thinking, as this may be the source of new and valuable 
ideas. Everyone needs to be willing to listen to each other, take the 
time to understand all the opinions in the room, and accept and 
embrace others’ viewpoints. These are essential prerequisites to tap 
into all the resources within the group. The tension that diversity 
triggers can also precipitate people to either mentally check out, or 
(physically) leave the group process altogether. 
 
 
3. Group Based Decisions Engender Commitment 
For decisions that are notoriously difficult to implement, it is 
particularly important that you reach them through consensus. 
Reaching a decision by consensus does not imply everyone has the 
same opinion, though. It means that the decision process was 
accepted by all, everyone was heard, and the resulting outcome has 
therefore become jointly owned by the group. 
 
This collective ownership will prove invaluable by the time 
implementing the outcome becomes challenging, and sometimes 
painful. When the going gets tough, this commitment will help the 
group weather storms, and stand up for their collective point of view. 
 
 
4. Refrain From Drawing Out “Promising” Ideas 
One of your duties as a facilitator is to help group members “make 
their point.” You could do this, for instance, through reflective listening 
techniques like paraphrasing or mirroring. When a speaker (obviously) 
is under stress, these techniques help him develop his line of thought. 
Whenever you do this in your role of facilitator, you effectively make a 
judgment call. You decide (on behalf of the group!) that they “want” to 
hear more from this person and/or the topic under discussion. In a 
subtle way this influences the flow of discussion. 
 
However, as a facilitator, it is imperative that you resist the temptation 
to draw out the ideas that seem the most promising (to you!). It is 
crucial you are, and remain impartial. So your “active listening” 
interventions need to be targeted equally at all participants. And if not 
fully equally, you should divide these interventions equitably. When 
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participants begin to suspect a level of favoritism, they (must) infer 
some hidden agenda, and group safety is in jeopardy. 
 
 
5. Silence Is A Powerful Tool 
Facilitators can use “silence” in many different ways. Since different 
personalities have different ways to connect to their feelings, you can 
use it as an “equalizer.” Extraverts tend to do most of the talking and 
often gather their thoughts while thinking out loud. Introverts are 
more comfortable reflecting in silence before they speak up. By 
explicitly calling for 30-60 seconds of silence, introverts get a chance 
to ‘catch up’ with the extraverts so that they may contribute equally in 
the following discussion.  
 
You can also call for brief silences to (deliberately) slow down a 
conversation. In particular during phases of divergent thinking, the 
pace can become unbearable – in particular for the introverts! By 
structuring the conversation afterwards, you hold stress in check. The 
underlying need for further exploration (that triggered divergent 
thinking) is probably still there, so attend to that in due course. 
 
 
6. For Mutual Understanding, Allow The Other Person To 
Elaborate First 
A group can’t really function as a group, unless people understand one 
another. In particular when differences of opinion seem large and 
insurmountable, people sometimes find it difficult to detach from their 
own position and truly and fully listen to the other person. Somehow, 
it often seems more urgent for people to have others understand their 
position first. This dynamic can easily amplify differences. 
 
Because each person’s perspective on life is unique, and everybody’s 
life experiences are so different, there is enormous potential for 
misunderstanding. It’s sometimes hard to imagine that people with 
seemingly irreconcilable differences can actually reach an agreement 
that benefits all involved. Disagreements cause group members to 
take polarized positions, which makes it even harder to recognize 
people have anything in common. When people attempt to clear up 
these misunderstandings, they often feel the urge to speak first. It’s as 
if they can’t focus on the other until their own point of view has been 
addressed. But when you think about it, if both parties would take a 
symmetrical stance like this, nothing will ever come across. To break 
this dynamic they both need to start by listening. A skilled facilitator 
will attempt to point out that sustainable agreements are built on a 



www.xlntconsulting.com   © 2012 Tom Breur 4 

foundation of mutual understanding. At the very least, he will enable 
them to experience the benefits from attempting to understand the 
other person first. 
 
 
7. Ensure You Know What Has Been Delegated To You 
Often groups struggle with decision-making that was “handed down” 
to them. In other cases, they get frustrated when the outcome of their 
work has not been “sufficiently” appreciated by their superiors. Much 
of this confusion springs from lack of clarity on the decision process, 
and knowing exactly what has been delegated before embarking on 
group decision-making. 
 
In their seminal 1973 book Vroom & Yetton pointed out various 
“levels” of delegation. Is the group handed down full authority to 
arrive at a decision? Does the manager accept the result no matter 
what outcome, or does he still have veto power? Should he be 
involved in the decision-making, or not? Is the group expected to 
provide a recommendation, or should they “merely” gather information 
that the manager may use at his discretion? There are several layers 
in between, and getting clarity about this up front helps the group 
work efficiently. It also avoids frustration when all the (hard) group 
work seems to have been neglected when later a surprisingly different 
outcome ensues… 
 
 
8. Investigate More (Divergent) Options When “Stuck” 
When a group wrestles with a difficult problem, in the early stages of 
facilitation they can sometimes spin around in circles and get “stuck.” 
What is usually going on then, is that they’re rehashing (old) 
alternatives from within a (too) small set of options to deal with the 
issue at hand. They run over familiar approaches over and over again, 
which are then discarded because they have proven not to work in the 
past. Groups may not be inclined to look for fresh ideas. You can add 
value to the process by motivating people to consider innovative, 
inclusive solutions. 
 
What needs to happen then is to help the group explore new, more 
divergent viewpoints. New solutions to their quandary. A group may 
need some help to break out of the narrow band of tried and tested 
(but inadequate) solutions. To explore and dream up a (much) wider 
range of possibilities, it behooves the group to consider new and 
seemingly “crazy” alternatives. There are plenty of brainstorm 
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techniques available to support groups on that path. Fuelling divergent 
thinking can help a group become unstuck. 
 
 
9. Explore Common Ground 
In the heat of the discussion, people can take (even) more polarized 
positions. A facilitator is there to help participants explore common 
ground. Creating this shared context paves the way for reframing of 
issues so that the group succeeds in embracing everybody’s needs. 
When they leverage their creativity and look for inclusive solutions, the 
group taps into all the available potential present in the meeting. 
 
Exploring common ground involves a few steps. First of all, hearing 
and understanding each other’s needs. Then, appreciating and 
accepting different perspectives and values. When these steps have 
been taken, you (as the facilitator) need to make room for inclusive 
thinking. This often takes the form of reframing an or/or clash into an 
and/and solution. 
 
 
10. Invite Differences Of Opinion 
When you are working on a high-stakes decision, and there is 
considerable diversity within the group, it can be tempting to reach 
‘pseudo’ consensus prematurely. Ideas that are expressed early are 
typically the “old” ones. Such more or less obvious solutions are 
proposed quickly, and on the surface it makes sense then to close the 
discussion. Typical examples of pseudo solutions are policies with no 
accountabilities, programs without funding, delegating work to either 
people who are overworked, or to committees, or general intentions to 
achieve higher quality, try harder, make less errors, etc. 
 
But for truly difficult problems you almost always have to break out of 
the narrow band of familiar approaches. Because if it were really that 
obvious and simple, there probably wouldn’t have been a problem 
anymore. And that means more “outlandish” ideas need to be heard. 
You as the facilitator now need to create opportunities for everyone to 
express their view. Support group members in their quest to 
reexamine beliefs and assumptions. 
 
A well facilitated discussion helps produce harmony among individually 
disparate perspectives. You subsequently reconcile diversity through 
mutual understanding, which likely means working through the “Groan 
Zone” (Kaner, 2007), a painful but inevitable process. The “Groan 
Zone” brings confusion and frustration for the sake of integration. 
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Simply acknowledging this phase, and committing to resolve 
misunderstanding, goes a long way towards resolving differences. 
Working through misunderstanding and disagreement is a necessary 
prerequisite for meaningful collaboration and sustainable agreements. 
People don’t necessarily need to agree with each other as long as they 
understand each other. 
 
 
 


