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G R O U P A T W O R K
Alison McEachern created GROUPATWORK to help individuals and groups develop and express their 

 ideas through effective collaboration, communication and presentation skills. We help people improve 
their ability to: 

	
Engage groups in collaborative problem solving and decision making

processes
Design and facilitate experiential learning

  !
Alison's unique approach to her work has been shaped through 22 years of facilitation and training 
experience; graduate studies in education and counseling; and her early collaboration with some of 

Canada's most talented trainers and facilitators. She has led workshops that have been attended by over 
5,000 people throughout the United States and Canada. 

www.groupatwork.org 

902-293-6688

Leading Successful Work Groups

http://www.groupatwork.org
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!
The Two-Way Street 
Facilitation is an art, science, 
craft and profession. It has 
been called the “core 
competency of  the 21st 
century”  and is often the 
soft skill most directly linked 
to team and organizational 
success. Yet there can be 
confusion around the 
meaning of  group 
facilitation because people 
who claim to facilitate are 
sometimes actually 
presenting or directing or 
leading a group (in some 
instances because they do 

not know how to facilitate 
and, in other instances, 
because they seek to steer a 
group to a predetermined 
outcome under the guise of  
consensus). As a result, some 
people are skeptical about 
the motives of  facilitators or 
leaders attempting to be 
facilitative. They wonder, 
“Why are they asking me for 
my input? The decision has 
already been made.” 
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State of 
the 

Union!!
A recent 
survey on 
employee 
engagement 
found that 
many 

employees do not feel 
engaged in their work. Most 
cited a lack of ‘feeling 
involved’ as the reason for 
their lack of engagement. 
When asked what leaders 
could do to help them feel 
engaged, they offered two 
pieces of advice: 1. Provide us 
with more information; 2. 
Ask us for our input/ideas 
about what’s going on in the 
organization. It is for this 
reason that facilitation skills 
within an organization are 
fast becoming a priority 
leadership skill. Individual 
members of  a group, team 
leaders, educators and 
managers need to be good 
communicators and that 
includes generating 
discussion and listening to 
people’s ideas.

!
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Since the end of  World War II, there 
has been a growing movement towards 
group facilitation and participatory 
decision-making in the fields of  
management, psychology, education and 
community development. 

Efforts to impose a semblance of  
control over chaotic public gatherings, 
however, are not new. Henry Martin Robert 
(1837 - 1923), a U.S. Army Colonel, was 
asked to preside over a public meeting in 
his community. He had never presided over 
a meeting before. The meeting did not go 
well and he vowed to never set foot in front 
of  another group until he was better 
prepared. The year was 1863. The result of  
his ordeal was Robert’s Rules of  Order, first 
published in 1876 and loosely modelled 
after those used by the United States House 
of  Representatives. Now, in its eleventh 
edition, it is still being used today.  

Robert’s Rules is a fairly formalized, 
procedural way of  conducting group work 
which relies primarily on majority vote for 
group decision making.  

Society has changed since 1863. This 
change is apparent in the widespread use of  
work teams, public consultations, focus 
groups, quality circles and the proliferation 
of  meetings in the private, public and 
community sectors. In education, the 20th 
century saw a move away from teaching 
models that frame the teacher as expert. 
The classroom became less structured and 
hierarchical by starting to embrace 
experiential and group learning. In social 
work and counselling, group work began to 
engage the knowledge and experience of  
participants as an alternative to one-on-one 
counselling where the counseller held most 

of  the power in the relationships with 
clients. 

Community initiatives, evolving 
organically in response to pressing needs at 
the grass-roots level, struggle to fill the void 
in resources. Non-profits and community 
groups are defining new ways of  working 
collectively to achieve common goals that 
could not work within the old, top-down 
power structures. The civil rights and 
feminist movements of  the 1960’s in 
particular recognized the political power 
contained within a collective approach to 
problem solving. 

Increasing dissatisfaction with expensive 
and time-consuming legal processes has led 
to alternative methods of  dispute resolution 
that borrow from traditions outside the 
mainstream. Restorative justice group 
mediation projects draw from the deeply 
rooted principles and values of  conciliation 
and consensus among First Nations 
peoples.  This movement is a shift away 
from the traditional top-down thinking that 
characterized highly structured, formal 
meetings based on parliamentary procedure 
and Robert’s Rules of  Order. Facilitation 
emerged as an informal, flexible alternative 
to more rigidly defined processes and to 
allow greater possibilities for idea 
generation and collaborative solution 
building based on consensus. 

While there is recognition that a lot of  
good ideas can get lost in the typical win-
lose debate approach of  more traditional 
meetings, there is also growing recognition 
that many productive hours can get lost in 
an unstructured, fly-by-the-seat-of-your-
pants approach that characterizes some 
contemporary meetings. 

A brief history of facilitation 
From robert’s rules to open space 
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In response to these influences, facilitation 
continues to evolve and become 
increasingly professionalized and 
specialized. The role of  the facilitator has 
become key in harnessing the tremendous, 
often untapped, power contained in 
collective insights and knowledge. In the 
21st century, an organization’s success has 
become directly linked to its ability to elicit 
and focus the resources of  the group 
effectively (goals are achieved) and 
efficiently (without wasting people’s 
valuable time). 

Group facilitation skills are central to 
effective group work of  any kind and are 
invaluable tools in any collaborative effort 
where groups of  people come together to 
solve problems, set goals, or build a vision. 
Facilitation is commonly used effectively in 
business and community meetings, and 
training and educational environments. 
Facilitators can help move processes and 
people forward when groups are not able to 
solve problems on their own or don’t know 
how to build a shared framework of  
understanding. Facilitators are trained to 
work productively with groups who may 
dislike group work and may try to avoid the 
discomfort and conflict that sometimes 
arises when working as part of  a team. 
Group facilitation skills are equally valuable 
in high-stakes situations such as long-term 
organizational planning or restructuring, 
clarification or project roles and 
responsibilities, or conflict resolution. 

Team leaders, supervisors, team 
member, educators, community leaders, 
community members, political leaders - 
essentially anyone - can develop facilitation 
skills. 

Who can facilitate 
From leaders to members
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The role of  a facilitator is rooted in knowledge 
of  group dynamics. Facilitation identifies two 
components of  group work: process and content. !

Content is what the group is working on, a 
problem to be solved or an objective to set or a 
discussion that needs to take place. Content includes 
what is discussed and what is decided by the group. !

Process is how the group is working together to 
achieve its goals. It includes the methods, steps or 
activities that groups use to do their work and the 
relationships that exist among group members. !

Task Process refers to the way the group has 
organized itself  in order to get its work done. !

People Process refers to the way people treat each 
other and maintain healthy working relationships. !

Kurt Lewin (1890 - 1947), generally regarded as 
the founder of  social psychology, was among the first 
to research ‘group dynamics’, a phrase he coined. 

His early research illuminated a tendency anyone 
who has been part of  a group has experienced: 
group members tend to over-immerse themselves in 
the content of  their task and fail to design or follow 
an effective group process whether by design or 
default. This process void, however, is always filled. 
All groups have a process. If  a group does not design 
an effective process, then the one they improvise is 
often ineffective. As a result, group members will not 
achieve their goals efficiently or effectively, and their 
relationships will eventually erode. !

Before groups begin delving into their content, 
they need to design and agree to abide by a process 
for: !

1. making important group decisions,
2. generating a wide range of  new ideas,
3. narrowing their long list of  new ideas down
to a manageable size,
4. selecting their preferred solution(s),
5. valuing the time of  group members.

Process 
Every group has one 
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What it is... 
The ability to avoid offering your ideas and 

opinions in order to allow others to speak more 
freely and to give you a chance to expand your range 
of  new ideas.  There are many benefits of  content 
neutrality: it allows group members to develop their 
own ideas, it frees up conversational airspace so 
others may participate more, and research indicates 
that employees are most committed to their own 
ideas. It also allows you to expand your range of  
solutions to problems you may be struggling with – 
this is the real value of  group problem solving. 

Facilitators do not have to be purely content neutral 
all of  the time. There are times when we should 
share our ideas and tell groups what to do. There are 
many times, however, when the facilitator should 
stay out of  content and attend more fully to process. !
What it isn’t... 
• Offering unsolicited advice. 
• Asking leading or content questions.
• Subtly directing a conversation to a topic you think

is important without telling the group of  your
intent.

Content Neutrality 
Freeing Up Conversational Airspace 

“A closed mouth gathers no feet.” 

Anonymous !
"Even a fool, when he holds his peace, 
is counted wise: and he that shuts his 
lips is esteemed a man of 
understanding." 
Proverbs 17:28 American King James 
Bible !
"It's better to remain silent and be 
thought a fool than open ones mouth 
and remove all doubt."   
Mark Twain (attributed) !
"If you keep your mouth shut, the flies 
won't get in"  
Spanish proverb !
"If A equals success, then the formula is 
A equals X plus Y and Z, with X being 
work, Y play, and Z keeping your mouth 
shut." 
Albert Einstein 

TH
E 

SK
ILL

 O
F 

EN
GA

GE
M

EN
T

Leading Successful Work Groups



!

#8 
Prepared by McEachern and Associates Inc.

Process Questions!
I noticed you haven’t talked about the impact this decision could have on 

the rest of  the group... Is that a topic you should discuss before you finalize 
your decision? (as opposed to “How do you think this will impact the rest of  
the group?”) !
How is your energy level? !
Are you ready to move on? !
Is this conversation ‘on topic’ or ‘off  topic’? !
How do you want to proceed right now? !
How can I be helpful to you right now? !
Do we need to summarize the ideas offered so far? !
Have you reached a decision? !
What is your decision? !
Is further discussion required? !
How would you evaluate your performance at this point? !
How are you doing in relation to your stated goals/ground rules? !
Is everyone clear about our process? !
How much more time do you want to spend on this issue? !
Does anyone have an idea or comment that they have not shared yet? !
How do you think you should make this decision? !
Do you want to capture peoples’ ideas? !
How optimistic are you that you will accomplish your goals? 

Leading Successful Work Groups
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Observing Process 
Don’t always believe what you think

Observations 
Observations are 
accurate, factual 
descriptions of  
something we have seen 
or experienced. 
Observations are 
statements that are free 
of  interpretation or 
judgment. 

“Joe was 5 minutes late 
for work today” is an 
observation. 

Observations are 
objective and they are 
difficult to dispute. Joe 
may argue that he was 
only 4 minutes late, but 
he probably could not 

claim that he was ‘on 
time’. 

Inferences 
We sometimes create 
our own explanations 
for situations when we 
don’t have all the 
information we need to 
accurately assess what is 
going on. We draw 
conclusions about things 
we don’t fully 
understand. This is 
called an inference. 
Inferences may or may 
not be accurate. 

“Joe is lazy” is an 
inference. 

Inferences are subjective 
and easy for others to 
dispute. Joe could easily 
argue that he isn’t lazy. 
He could even blame 
you by making an 

inference that you are 
too uptight, or that you 
are picking on him.  

The problem with 
inferences is that they 
may be inaccurate. 
They also limit our 
ability to see things 
thoroughly and 

objectively - like gorillas. 

Take silence as an 
example... 

!
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!Observing Objectively 
     Humans are naturally inclined to make sense of events.  When we don’t have all the details 
of any particular situation at hand, we begin to ask questions like, “What does she mean by 
that?” or “Why is he saying this to me?” We sometimes fill in the blanks and create our own 
explanations for situations when we don’t have all the information we need to accurately assess 
what is going on.  We draw conclusions about things we don’t fully understand based on our 
past experiences.  This type of interpretation is called an inference.  In making inferences, we 
cannot be sure that what we have concluded is accurate. 
     Most people are not aware that what they see (observations) and their interpretations of 
what they see (inferences) are separate things. In fact, our inferences may have very little in 
common with what we have actually observed.  
     Take the example of Jill, a co-worker who recently started work in your Branch.  After 
introducing yourself and asking if there’s anything you could do to help her get settled in to her 
new work routine, you thought you had established a good connection. Since that time, 
however, you notice that when you say, ‘Good morning’ to Jill, she rarely responds. You’re lucky 
if you even get a grunt.  You’re left to make sense of this inexplicable behaviour.  At first glance, 
you could infer that Jill is simply an unpleasant and unfriendly person who is, clearly, a snob.  
You could also infer that Jill has taken a personal dislike to you - leaving you to wonder what 
you have done to deserve such treatment. 
     You have the power in this situation to try and create a different outcome for both parties or, 
at the very least, for yourself.  You could infer that Jill is tired or having a difficult time 
integrating into the team. You could infer that she is just quiet and not a gregarious type of 
person.  You could also infer that there is, in fact, nothing at all wrong with Jill and that this is 
just the way she is.  Just because she is not like you, does not mean that her behaviour is a 
problem.  You could improve your own day by adopting a ‘live and let live’ attitude and 
inferring that Jill is perfectly acceptable and that there is no need to judge her behaviour in this 
instance. 
     Basically, you have the power to choose a different inference - an inference that would allow 
you to deal with this person in a way that is courteous, and professional. Choosing a less 
negative inference would also allow you to not take this encounter personally, nor have someone 
else’s behaviour ruin your day.  
     This is not to suggest that all behaviours should be tolerated. It does, however, suggest that 
we can never know, just by looking at someone, why they are behaving a certain way. Good 
observers actively and thoroughly observe people objectively and they are aware that the 
inferences they make of those individuals may or may not be accurate. Good observers also 
know that inferences limit their ability to be good observers of human behaviour.  
     Being aware of your inferences about another person’s behaviour is a step in the right 
direction for keeping communications positive and constructive between you and your guests 
and colleagues. 
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Diagnosing Dynamics !
     Observing your group’s dynamics includes learning to be a good observer of  human behaviour.  
Being a good observer means observing without judgement what is happening in front of  you. There 
are three basic steps that can help you positively diagnose puzzling behaviours you see in the groups 
you work with:  

1. Actively observe and listen objectively!
Before responding to a group dynamics, take a moment to try to observe what is actually going on.

Imagine you have a video camera that is simply recording the events in front of  you: 

• Who is speaking and to whom?

• What are they speaking about?

• How long have they been speaking?

• Who hasn’t spoken?

• What specific behaviours do you see?

!
2. Notice the inferences you make!

Inferences, as you recall, are the conclusions our minds come up with to try to explain a
situation we don’t fully understand.  It’s easy enough to jump to some negative conclusions in a 
case like this (“That man is rude!”) and then our response will follow a familiar, negative path:  
“Why should I spend time helping someone who is rude?” 

     But at this point, you have the power to bring something better to the situation.  You can 
step back and ask yourself  why this person might be behaving in the way he does.  What might 
you not be seeing that could help explain what is happening? 

!
3. Decide to act (Or Not)!

Once you notice the inferences you have made, you need to ask yourself, “Is this a problem
that is preventing the group from achieving its goals?” Or, “Is this issue a personal pet peeve 
that really does not interfere with the group’s progress?” Essentially, you should intervene when 
someone’s behaviour in a group is negatively influencing either task and/or relationship 
processes and goals.

Leading Successful Work Groups
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!
4. Share your specific observations!

When you stop yourself  from leaping to a conclusion, you can see that you don’t have
all the information you need to address the situation.  To intelligently help a group 
address its issues, you need to first clarify what the issue is, and then verify with group 
members that you understand their concerns. When you’ve established a common 
understanding, problem solving can take place. 

     In order to prevent others from leaping to conclusions, you should state your specific 
observations, for example, “I notice a lot of  people checking their emails (observation)… 
Should we take a quick break in order to respond to people trying to get a hold of  us 
(inference)?” Or, “I notice that no one has offered any ideas (observation)… Do you need 
a bit more time to think (inference)?” Sharing your observations lets people see what you 
have seen happening in the group. It also invites others to start commenting on what they 
see happening in their own group. 

!
5. Test your Inference!

‘Test your inference’ means that you share your theory about why a dynamic is
occurring in order to verify its accuracy. It invites others to fill you in on why a dynamic is 
occurring. It’s important that you ‘test’ your inference, not pronounce it. After all, your 
inference is only one possible explanation. There are many other possible explanations 
and your goal in this step is determine which one is closest to the reality of  the situation. 

!
6. Determine how to proceed!

Once you have gained a better understanding of  the root cause of  a group dynamic,
you are in a good position to determine how to proceed. You have many options to 
choose from at this point. You can tell the group what to do, for example, “Let’s take a 5 
minute break to respond to emails.” You can also involve the group in determining how 
to proceed, for example, “How should we proceed at this point?” 

     The section starting on page 14 explores the different range of  responses we have 
available as leader of  a group, from directive to hands-off. 

Leading Successful Work Groups
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Mirroring !
     Just as it sounds, mirroring lets you reflect back to people the thoughts and feelings they 
may be experiencing.  When done well, mirroring can give people the space they need to sort 
out their thoughts and feelings about something that may be troubling them.  Mirroring can 
help other people recognize that what they think and feel is valid and important.   
     Mirroring is also a helpful skill to learn for your everyday communications with people—
even when they are not upset.  This practice can help you to convey to others that you are 
listening to them in a caring way and can benefit your mutual understanding of  each person’s 
concerns.    
     Mirroring is a bit of  an art—with practice you can learn when and where this technique 
can be useful.  !!
How to Mirror!!
     Simply put, mirroring is really good listening.  Your job, when mirroring another person, is 
not to judge, form opinions, give advice or solve problems.  As a “mirror” you are doing a 
basic kindness by giving someone room to say what they need to say.    
     With mirroring, you are reflecting back to someone the words and feelings you understand 
them to be communicating to you.   You can “mirror” a person by repeating back to them 
key words and phrases they speak—basically, playing-back the words you hear.  You can 
frame your play-back in statements like, “It sounds as if...” or “It seems like...” or whatever 
feels natural to you. This lets you verify with the speaker that you are hearing what they are 
saying.  Playing back the message you hear lets the other person clarify their meaning if  
needed, or can act as a prompt for the person to continue speaking.  
     Watch for cues from the speaker’s body language, especially if  the person is having trouble 
expressing their thoughts or feelings. The person is communicating a lot of  information to 
you non-verbally through gestures, postures or facial expressions.  These can help you get a 
better picture of  how that person may be feeling about what they are saying.   

Leading Successful Work Groups
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In group work, decisions evolve through a 
flexible approach to problem solving that never loses 
sight of  agreed-upon goals and outcomes. This 
approach to group work is rooted in a fundamental 
tenet that if  people don’t participate in and “own” 
the solution to problems, implementation will be 
half-hearted, possibly counter-productive, and likely 
to fail. A core value of  facilitation states that a group 
is more effective if  the group is internally committed 
to its choices. 

The facilitative process is built on the core values 
of  participatory decision-making. These values 
uphold full participation, mutual understanding, 
inclusive solution building and shared responsibility 
as keys to effective group work. The target of  
facilitation is to reach sustainable agreements that 
reflect group versus individual thinking. 
Organizations and communities are strengthened 

through an approach that seeks a wide range of  
perspectives instead of  relying on one dominant 
view. 

One of  the most important skills that a facilitator 
requires in order to work with groups is the ability to 
plan effective group processes. The planning 
process includes identifying the issues to be dealt 
with and selecting an appropriate decision-making 
method and amount of  time needed to respond to 
these issues. 

The range of  decision-making methods that a 
facilitator or group have to choose from are: 

1. Decide and announce
2. Seek input and decide
3. Majority vote
4. Consensus
5. Delegate and leave alone!

Designing Process 
Beginning with the end in mind
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Advantages: 
• Can lead to greater consistency in results

(people do it in the way they are told) 
• Can be faster than seeking input in the short

term 
• Can help team members understand what is

expected of  them 
• Informs people of  decisions that have been

made 
• Prevents people from having false hope that

they can influence a decision that has already been 
finalized 

Disadvantages: 
• Can lead to “hostile” compliance
• Can make motivated group members

disengaged because they feel like they have no say 
• Prevents decision makers from benefitting from

the wisdom of  their group !
Tips and When to Use this method: 
• When the decision has already been made
• When the situation is an emergency and

someone has to decide something quickly

Decide and announce 
Good news and bad news 

TH
E 

SK
ILL

 O
F 

EN
GA

GE
M

EN
T

Decide and Announce!
If a decision has already been made,  

the next step is to inform those who are 
affected by the decision’s details, consequences, etc. 

Even Decide and Announce can be participative. 
We can ask group members, “How are we going to 

make this decision work? What do we need to do to implement it?” !!!
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Advantages: 
• Can generate new ideas that you had not

considered 
• Can help decision makers “test” the quality of

their thinking before proceeding to 
implementation 

• Can help decision makers solve a problem they
have been struggling with !

Disadvantages: 
• Can make group members feel manipulated if

their input is never used 

• If  people do not know in advance that their
input may not be used, they may become cynical 
about the participative process 

• May lead to “over discussion” if  not properly
facilitated !

Tips and When to Use this method: 
• When you need help in solving a complex

problem 
• When you want to involve teams more in

decision making 
• When you want to “test” your decisions before

proceeding

Seek input and decide 
Good news and bad news 
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If a decision needs to be made, you can begin the 
process by seeking input concerning 

the views and opinions of others in order to determine 
the best way to proceed. A similar process may be used for a decision 

you are planning to implement. 
You, or the person you are acting on behalf of, will make the final decision. 

In either case, the input provided may or may not be used. !!
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Advantages: 
• Can achieve ‘buy-in’ as groups are most

committed to solutions or ideas they develop 
themselves 

• Can create a high level of  commitment for
implementation phase 

• Reflects the wishes of  the majority!
Disadvantages: 
• Creates ‘winners’ and ‘losers’
• If  the majority wins by a slim margin, it may

not resolve the issue 

• It can divide the group or community leading
to resentment 

• The majority vote does not always reflect the
‘best’ decision as the majority are sometimes 
wrong !

Tips and When to Use this method: 
• When you need to make a group decision fairly

quickly 
• When you need high levels of  group support
• When the issue is not divisive for the

community or group

Majority Votes 
Good news and bad news 
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This is a group decision-making method. 
It is the decision-making method espoused in Robert’s 

Rules of Order. Groups can define what 
they will accept as the “majority”. Depending on the group or the issue, this 

may be 51% or 70%... In each case, the majority 
must be defined before the voting process. !!
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Advantages: 
• Can achieve the highest level of  buy-in and

commitment 
• Can achieve the best quality of  group thinking
• Can strengthen communities and teams
• Can help people see the value of  collaboration!
Disadvantages: 
• Can be time consuming and exhausting
• If  group members become tired of  the process,

they may give in and the resulting decision may 
reflect the most forceful person’s opinion 

!
Use this method: 
• When you need strong depth of  support for a

decision 
• When a community or group will be

significantly affected by the decision 
• When the consequences of  not making the best

decision are significant 
• Before beginning the process of  consensus,

group members should determine what their back-
up decision-making method is (majority vote is 
common) in the event they can’t reach consensus

Consensus 
Good news and bad news 
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This is a group decision-making method. 
Consensus differs from majority vote in that 

group members agree that the group 
cannot decide or move forward with an idea until every 

group member agrees. In majority vote, the losing 
ballots do not influence the final decision. 

In consensus, every individuals opinion must be factored 
into the final decision. !!
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Advantages: 
• Develops the capability of  staff
• Creates a succession plan
• Frees up the leader’s time and energy
• Can be very motivational and confidence-

boosting for staff  members 
• The results may actually be better
• Saves time in the long run
Disadvantages:
• Leader may feel insecure if  others perform

better than the leader 
• Leader may be reluctant to share their power

• Some leaders have a need to control and
letting others do things in their own way can be 
challenging 

• Sometimes the task may not get done as well as
necessary 

• Takes time in the short run
Tips and When to Use this method:
• Clarify reporting structure and decision

making authority 
• Take the time to set the employee up for

success 
• Don’t undermine the workers’ efforts

Delegate and Leave Alone 
Good news and bad news 
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This is a decision the leader makes to delegate a task 
to an individual or sub-committee. 

It requires the leader to establish the parameters and criteria 
the final product/task must meet. The leader needs to 

clarify the decision making authority the individuals 
have, deadlines and reporting structure. !!!
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This sample meeting template gives you a sense of  
how you can add process to a traditional agenda. 
The left hand column contains the agenda topics. 
Most agendas have a list of  topics - this part is not 
uncommon. 

The “Decision Method” column imposes an 
additional layer of  process - it identifies how each of  
these items will be decided upon. Once we know 
how each item will be decided upon, we are in a 
better position to know how long we should spend 
on each item. 

And, finally, once we have determined how each 
decision will be made, and how long each decision-
making method will take, we are in a better position 
to sequence each item. Do you want to begin with 
the easier of  the two items? Or do you want to get 
the more controversial item out of  the way first? 
When you sit down and start designing your 
meetings using this format, you are designing a 
group’s process.  !

Designing a Group Process 
Planning participation 

TH
E 

SK
ILL

 O
F 

EN
GA

GE
M

EN
T Leading Successful Work Groups



!

!24 
Prepared by McEachern and Associates Inc.

Creating an Agenda 
Some samples to consider 
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Each of these agendas are 
created for the same 
meeting. The Robert’s 
Rules model is a common 
format used by community, 
church, business groups, 
and boards. The 
Collaborative model adds 
three levels of detail: times 
for each agenda item, 
group decision-making 
methods and a description 
of how the group will 
generate new ideas 
(‘brainstorm’ in our case). 
The Hybrid model shows 
you how you could 
incorporate elements of 
the Collaborative model in 
a Robert’s Rules format. 
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Who to Invite 
Questions to consider 
When considering who to invite, the following 
questions are good ones to ask yourself: !

1. Who will be impacted by the decisions we
are going to make? They should be invited.
2. Who has insight, information or knowledge
that we need in order to make a good decision?
They should be invited.
3. Who has the authority to decide? They
should be invited.!!

Single versus multi-purpose meetings: 
The agendas presented on page 11 are samples 

of  multi-purpose meetings. They have several 
decisions to make as well as an information 
component. It’s harder to select invitees for multi-
purpose meetings since one invitee may have 
something to offer for one agenda item, but not 
another. 

Single-purpose meetings have only one item on 
the agenda. “Staffing the reception desk” would be a 
good candidate for a single-purpose meeting.  !
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Once you know how your decision will be made on a 
topic-by-topic basis, you are almost done designing 
your process... almost. There is still another 
important part of  process left to attend to. How will 
you generate new ideas and select your favourite 
ones. 

In facilitation theory, the two terms which 
describe each part of  this process are: 

Divergent Zone: Generating lots of  great and 
new ideas 

Convergent Zone: Analyzing, arguing about, 
and ultimately selecting the favourite choices from 
the list of  new ideas. 

Both are separate processes and cannot be done 
simultaneously. The idea generation phase must be 
separate from the idea analysis/critiquing phase. 
That’s why they must be designed and conducted 
independently of  each other.

Designing Process 
There’s Still Work To Do 
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Why Brainstorming Sometimes Fails
(And what to do about it...) !

!

 Brainstorming Myth, Business Strategy Review, 2000, Volume 11 Issue 4, pp 21 - 28!

WHAT CAN GO WRONG WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

1. Social Loafing:!

!
!
!

2. Production Blocking:!

!
!
!

3. Evaluation Apprehension:!

!
!
!
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Content Neutrality 
A Closed Mouth Gathers No Feet !!
____    1.  Participants should not use their cell phones or blackberries during meetings.!
____	 2. Facilitators have to be quite bossy with most of  the groups they work with.!
____	 3. Facilitators should always try to follow the agenda as deviating from the plan annoys most group
	 members. !
____	 4. If  someone in a group never speaks up or offers their opinion, they are, essentially, wasting their
	 own and the group’s time. !
____	 5. The facilitator should never confront individuals in front of  other group members. They
	 should always do it in private. !
____	 6. Highly dysfunctional groups are almost always impossible to change.!
____	 7. You should never expel a member from a group.!
____	 8. Most behaviours in a group should be tolerated.!
____	 9. You should never put anyone on the spot when you are a facilitator.!
____	 10. You should rarely interrupt people when you are the facilitator.!
____	 11. Side conversations are disrespectful and should be stopped at the earliest possible opportunity.!
____	 12. It is easy to tell when people are bored.!
____	 13.  It is easy to tell when people are off  topic.!
____	 14. People usually resist change.!
____	 15. Some people should never be facilitators.

Leading Successful Work Groups



!

!31 
Prepared by McEachern and Associates Inc. 

Notes
Leading Successful Work Groups



!

!32 
Prepared by McEachern and Associates Inc.

Leading Successful Work Groups



!33
Prepared by McEachern and Associates Inc.

Leading Successful Work Groups




