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FACILITATION – WHAT? WHY? HOW?

“Great idea. We need to meet!”

As advocates and lawyers dedicated to advancing justice, we recognize that we need to collaborate with others.  We must hear and learn from others.  We must share information with others.  This is part of our work.

Much of this part of the work takes place in meetings.  Lots and lots of meetings.  In our various roles, we are asked to schedule and run meetings.  Most of us have been in a lot of meetings and frequently adopt the norms of the first kinds of meetings to which we are exposed.  

There is usually someone who “leads” a meeting.  That seems to mean they organize the topics to be discussed and might also make sure that meeting participants are participating, that time is being used wisely, and that there might be snacks.

How is this different from facilitating a meeting?  In almost every way possible.  

Facilitators don’t just run meetings, they design them and actively move them forward.

Facilitation is both an attitude or presence – building on emotional intelligence skills –and a set of specific competencies.   

· A facilitative attitude invites participation and creates space for different modes of listening, learning, and communicating.  
· A facilitative presence is open and actively engaged, paying attention to group dynamics, including equity issues.  
· Facilitation meeting skills inform design choices around PURPOSE, OUTCOMES, and PROCESS.
· Meetings need to be approached with a certain level of seriousness and preparation.  The real estate of time is precious for all of us.  Use of meeting time has been expressed as colonizing or decolonizing of time – it signals whose time is important.  
· Meetings are also places where relationships are built (or broken) and where agreements can be reached or disagreements fleshed out and better understood. 
· Meeting design and scope are based upon conscious choices.  We all have a default – sometimes based upon a dominant paradigm.  
Facilitation also incorporates a set of values.  Ask yourself: What do I care about as a facilitator? What motivates me when I am in this role?
KEY CONCEPTS FOR MEETING PREPARATION AND DESIGN

PREPARATION
· Define your role.  Are you truly just a facilitator or is there some expectation that you will need to participate in the conversation and not just help lead it in certain directions? What do you need to consider if you are doing both?
· Know your audience.  Who are the participants?  What do they have at stake in the meeting?  What do you know about the personalities that will be in the room?  
· What is the desired goal or outcome?
· What are the pitfalls, challenges, or obstacles that you might face?
· What pre-work might help move the agenda items?  Is there information that should be shared with all of the participants?  Would surveying current practices or opinions be helpful?
· How can you manage participation and inclusion when there are participants who have more social influence or positional power than you?  
· How will race, gender, identity, positional authority and power or privilege play a role in the meeting? 
· How can you get the right voices in the room, and guide the conversation productively? 
DESIGN
· Be clear about all of the goals.  Is it important for everyone to learn something together?  Is it necessary to build or rebuild trust (do you try to do this before the meeting or during)?  Is there time pressure to reach a decision?  
· Be clear about the amount of time you have and do your best to estimate how to allocate that time for the opening, discussion, decision-making, and closing segments of any meeting.
· Have a set of proposed back up plans if you run through the agreed upon amount of time – check in with the group about ability to stay longer or how to reprioritize time and set up a next meeting.
· How will you engage the participants in the meeting?  What are the different information absorption styles you should take into account when designing opportunities for participation?
· Component parts of almost any meeting:
· Decide before hand about note taking and charting during the meeting. Identify the materials or information that need to be shared beforehand.  Do so in a timely manner so that those receiving the information can actually review and absorb what they need to to be prepared.
· Opening:  Welcome; review agenda and goals; introductions if necessary; group agreements/groundrules around goals, time keeping, nonjudgmental space, confidentiality as necessary, decision-making processes (see more on this below); Hopes/Risks/Needs; parking lots/bike racks; need an ice breaker?  Team building exercise?
· Explore/Discuss:  Share data or information that is necessary for everyone to be on the same page; get input and feedback; create space to explore/discuss feelings, opinions, priorities and what is at stake for individual participants

· Potential processes: 
· Individual work – journaling and reflection
· Paired sharing
· Small group work
· Story telling
· Assigned presentations with feedback (acknowledges shared expertise)
· Full group brainstorming: in an ideal world without constraints, would there be different goals or questions
· STRATEGY SCREENS!
· Choose/Decide:  Reiterate goals/questions to be answered; remind everyone about the agreed upon decision-making process
· Potential processes:
· Small groups develop proposals to discuss
· Agreement on potential outcomes then
· Dot voting
· Majority voting
· Secret voting
· Consensus scale:  support, neutral, block
· Closing: Reiterate decision made and reason.  It is okay to disagree but the process requires commitment to outcome and moving on.  Debrief :+/delta. Solicit final thoughts/takeaways.  Review next steps.
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What kinds of difficult dynamics should we be prepared to consider in designing the meeting or in the meeting itself?

Process/logistics
· Medium of participation: in person, on phone, Skype/zoom
· A/V
· Translation
· Space; accessibility; temperature; food/drink; childcare
· Parking/transportation
Interpersonal/Group
As facilitator, your responsibility is to the entire group, not the person(s) who want the most air time or who are having difficulties.  In your planning process think about how you will handle:
· Quiet participants or unengaged participants
· Unequal power dynamics
· Impact of imposter syndrome; stereotype threat
· How/whether systemic inequalities play out within meeting dynamics
· Super critical/cynical participants
· Disrespect for facilitator
· Different lived experiences of participants
· Running out of time
· Tardiness
· Language differences/needs
· Addressing inappropriate words, body language, microaggressions, expressions of boredom or disengagement (e.g., looking at phone) 
· Managing dominating voice(s)
· Lack of trust among participants
· Side conversations

COMMON PITFALLS

As someone who has participated in  meetings, ask yourself what are common pitfalls/mistakes that have been made in “running” a meeting?  How can you address these and plan ahead?  Constantly assess your performance as a facilitator.  Identify what was successful and not.

Consider how you will plan for and address these common facilitator issues:

· Role confusion – participating when you should be facilitating; issues of neutrality
· Create clarity about when you are in which role for yourself and the group – be transparent
· Have a plan of a backup facilitator if you need to participate for any length of time
· Be aware of any power dynamics you exert or exacerbate, especially if you have positional authority or understood authority within the group
· Not listening deeply enough
· Not being firmly present in the moment: thinking about the next thing and not this thing going on right now
· Time management: having unreasonable content expectations; not building in enough breaks or transition space
· Becoming too attached to certain techniques or activities regardless of audience 
· Making things too complicated or clever
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