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The Leader as Facilitator
by David Bennet

Facilitation might be considered an advanced form of collaboration; it is clearly an important strength of leaders. An effective facilitator is a leader, a follower, a collaborator, and a servant to the group. Like collaboration, facilitation can be learned only through experience. It is both a behavior and a mental process, demanding parallel monitoring of several different processes occurring simultaneously during teamwork sessions. Experience in processing several streams of data simultaneously helps a leader monitor situations and interactions and adjust their own behavior and responses accordingly. To expand on this consider the following story. 

Thoughts of a Facilitator

John had been facilitating a group of government executives all morning but had not been able to get them to communicate very well. They faced a challenging and complex issue that was hard to understand, confusing, and had potentially very serious consequences to their organization. Everyone took the issue seriously and most of the group had their own quick solutions, but they all seemed to be talking at cross-purposes. There had been many heated discussions and arguments with little listening; some personal animosities had burst forth. Even when they did seem to listen they did not get the deeper meaning behind the words. It was a classic case of everyone feeling that they knew the right answer. In frustration, John begged away from lunch and went to his office to think about what he should do. He was a good, proven facilitator, yet nothing he had done seemed to be working that morning. In desperation, he picked up an old sheet of questions he had kept from a seminar years ago. It read:

1. What are “you” doing to make the problem worse?

2. Are you enforcing the ground rules?

3. Did you prepare the group for dialogue and inquiry?

4. Is the process appropriate for the objective?

5. Is the problem due to diversity of personalities, language problems because of different disciplines, levels of seniority, competing objectives, inexperienced participants, organizational loyalties, personal arrogance, or misguided faith in their own knowledge?

John read over the questions carefully and began to realize that the essence behind all of the questions was to prepare the individuals in the group so they were open to learning and knowing. Such preparation would help the participants question their own beliefs and knowledge and look carefully at other ideas---and how they were delivered and responded to---in order to see beyond images, hear beyond words, and sense beyond appearances. This was essential to get to the heart of the matter and create an understanding and consensus for the road ahead. 

Regarding the first question, John realized that he had become involved in several of the discussions and, although he always tried to be objective, there were probably individuals in the group who felt he was biased. In thinking about his behavior, he recalled the trick of taking himself out of himself and looking at himself from the upper corner of the room. When he reflected on this, he became aware that he had been giving some participants more attention than others and that his mannerisms had shown some of his personal bias. 

Regarding the second question, several times John had not enforced the ground rules and allowed some individuals to ramble and talk too long. This had undoubtedly irritated other participants. He recalled the first rule of management, “If you’re not getting what you want the first thing that has to change is you.” 

Regarding the third question, he realized that although he had originally intended to talk about the question “How do we know what we know?” and to do a systems review of the topic, he had let several of the senior participants talk him out of it because they thought it would waste time and they wanted to have more time to resolve the issues. He now realized this had been a serious mistake on his part.

Thinking about the fourth question, John felt certain that all participants were extremely well-qualified, dedicated, and loyal, and trying to do their best in coming up with a good solution. Certainly there were personality differences. The language problem was not too serious, although he knew it would probably have been better had he helped them develop a common perception of the problem. Looking at the other possible problems he concluded that the major issue was that, even though all participants were well intended, they each had a strong belief in their own knowledge and were certain that their answer was the right one. They came from a culture of hierarchy and combativeness. They had proven themselves through their careers, had demonstrated good decision-making capabilities, and firmly believed that their understanding and solution was the best.

Reviewing the last question he concluded that although the group had shown some signs of every possibility in the question, none of their behavior was enough to be the cause of the current problem.

As a final thought, John reviewed in his mind how well he had been able to keep up with the four processes that unfold simultaneously during every teamwork session. He felt good about being able to follow the flow of content of the group and to understand the significance of some of the ideas. Monitoring the quality of interpersonal relationships among members and taking early action to prevent disruptions had been straightforward. The third process, the movement of the group toward its objective, is what got stymied and he had not handled it well. He also knew that he had not monitored his own behavior---how he came across to the group---very well. Learning to track all four of these processes in real time while standing in front of a group of well-educated, proactive knowledge workers had not been easy for him. But through experience and the school of hard knocks he had come to feel confident about his abilities as a facilitator. 

Reviewing all of these thoughts in his mind, John realized that he had not given enough attention to preparing the group to question their own knowledge, and thereby open to other ideas and perspectives. He knew this was a critical step in guiding the group through the overall path. Once it is brought to their attention that there is no solid answer to the question, “How do I know what I know?” almost everyone is willing to consider other answers and try to keep an open mind. 

Since it was too late to drastically change the planned process, John decided the best action was to get everyone to step back from the situation and spend time looking at their own belief sets, recognizing and respecting the belief sets of others, and exploring the context within which the task needed to be accomplished. In addition, he wanted to explore the possibility there were no right or wrong answers, only possibilities and probabilities. He really wanted to spend time on complexity thinking to get the group to appreciate the challenges and possibilities of piercing their unknown world of the future. “But there was no time for that,” he quietly muttered under his breath as he walked back into the lunchroom. When lunch was over, John began the afternoon session feeling much better about the way ahead. John’s experience, here described as a formal facilitation responsibility, is very close to what collaborative leaders do in their interactions with knowledge workers. During their conversations, they continuously monitor and support the content flow, the process and direction of the discussion, the interpersonal relationships being developed, and their own behavior as seen by others---always done within the framework of honesty, openness, values, and integrity. This is how collaborative leaders lead, learn, and build their own character. 

