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A major difficulty in problem solving is that all too often, the managers and admin-
istrators make decisions affecting the workers or the service providers. Furthermore,
the workers make them with little organized input. This often creates a downward
spiral of “don’t bother me with your management problems, as my thoughts don’t
count anyway.”

This book provides the model to break that spiral and actually reverse it—a con-
sensus decision-making process. The advantages are backed up with hands-on ex-
amples of successful implementation. Problems for the skeptics are included, which
makes easy and interesting reading for both workers and managers.

A team consisting of a cross section of the workplace could develop a prescriptive
process to improve their final product, while developing a feeling of direct contri-
bution to that improvement process. Development of a consensus based decision-
making model, based on information in this book, will improve morale as the ser-
vice providers, whether they are teachers or widget makers, will have a direct action
on the decisions which affect the work they do.

Each of us serves as a worker or a manager in our various positions in life. Mirja
Hanson has defined these roles as sponsors, facilitators, and participants. She has
provided game plans and rules for each, with further examples from actual worksite
experiences.

It is my hope that today’s workplaces, schools, and other organizations will con-
sider the decision-making model outlined in this book. I believe the end product will
be improved by its use. The future of my grandchildren depends on it.

Jim Luoma
Superintendent of Grand Rapids, Minnesota Public Schools, retired

Minnesota State Colleges and Universities Board of Trustees, 
Past Chair

Foreword
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ix

This book is about getting things done. It is for leaders that want to get results, for
participants that don’t like to waste time, and facilitators that want to meet leaders’
and participants’ needs. It is a guide to effective action in school districts, agencies,
companies, organizations, and communities by using consensus decision making. 

I wanted to publish a different book—something like the “Seven Easy Steps to
Solving Complex Social Problems.” How pleasing it would be to equip school ad-
ministrators, public officials, teachers, managers, and other leaders with a formula
for resolving difficult dilemmas such as graduating all school students with high test
scores, maintaining service levels without raising taxes, decongesting highway com-
mutes, curbing violence in neighborhoods, resolving land use disputes, eliminating
homelessness, turning around rural economies, eliminating mercury in lake fish, car-
ing for our elders, and other pending issues. 

However, with a growing urgency to work out solutions to complex problems and
no miracle cures in sight, time has come to resort to powerful old remedies. It is time
to solve problems by cooperative means—to amass the views, concerns, passion, in-
telligence, resources, and power of affected individuals and organizations and tackle
messy problems that cannot be addressed by one person, function, organization,
community, or jurisdiction. 

Even hard realists endorse collaborative decision making as the best hope for
sound solutions. At the 1995 Annual Association of School Administrators, Soren-
son delivered a no-nonsense paper offering considerations for “avoiding disaster
while sharing decision making.” At the end however, he concluded that “consider-
able risks for stakeholder notwithstanding, collaboration, bold support from school
boards, central office administrator and parents, and open communication about the
important business of education, hold the best hope to improve our public schools in
a way that is supported by all those who value education. One must believe that peo-
ple of goodwill, working for the common good, will make good decisions.”(1)

Collaborative problem solving is a return to the core principles and practices of
democracy that many communities and nations have practiced for several centuries.

Preface
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For philosopher John Dewey, a true democracy requires three “faiths”; faith in our
common human nature and the abilities of every individual; faith in the collective
intelligence; and faith in citizen initiative to associate and address causes as needed.
The tradition of collective problem solving is still evolving but has come a long way.
These clues to consensus shed light on the do’s and don’ts of effective consensus
building based on the consensus experiences in the past few decades. 

The central clue is this: Successful decision making takes more than the “right”
technique or charismatic facilitator. A similar conclusion emerges from a recent
study of shared decision making in school, Creating a Level Playing Field and a Fo-
rum or Authentic Dialogue.(2) According to Bauer, “assembling a larger group or a
more diverse group is not sufficient . . . In fact, viewing shared decision making
solely in those terms seems unlikely to shift power or equalize voice, a point con-
sistently made by those who argue that restructuring alone is not sufficient to change
schools and the districts must take steps to ‘reculture.’(3)”

The same is true for any community or organization. Lasting decisions require
cultural and political will. To achieve such outcomes, consensus decision making ef-
forts need to be wisely positioned and conducted by three key players—sponsors,
participants, and facilitators. 

• Sponsors who link consensus processes to mainstream decision making or operations,
• Facilitators who design and deliver a fair, rigorous forum for shaping common

will and
• Participants who engineer solutions that will be supported by diverse stakeholders.

Each player is vital to constructive consensus building. 

THE CONSTRUCT OF THE BOOK

This book is for those who are considering or committed to sponsoring, facilitating
or participating in consensus-based problem solving. It will give you an insider view
of how consensus actually happens as opposed to how it should happen based on the
experience of sponsors, facilitators, and participants in numerous consensus efforts
over the past decades. It will pass on many veterans’ insights about the rewards, re-
alities, and requirements of making effective decisions collectively. 

Chapter 1 overviews the consensus basics including definitions, trends, pitfalls,
comparisons to other forms of decision making, and reasons it ought to be a pre-
ferred option for decision-makers. Chapter 2 features the benefits and results of con-
sensus building. Chapter 3 describes the dynamics of consensus politics. According
to past process participants, the informal activity backstage is often more influential
than the formal process occurring at the table. 

x Preface
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The last three chapters share specific clues for setting-up and conducting effective
productive consensual problem solving. Chapter 5 is a guide for sponsors, the or-
ganizations, and leaders that call the process to order. Chapter 4 advises process fa-
cilitators on the pressure points of navigating the dialogue. Chapter 7 describes ways
that participants can enhance and influence consensus solutions.

MAKING OF THE BOOK

These clues to consensus do not prescribe a new process theory. They offer nuts and
bolts advice for structuring group problem solving. The advice derives from four
sources of knowledge:

• The collective genius of community leaders, administrators, public officials, and
process participants that shared their problem solving trials, triumphs, and tips

• Formal research in consensus building
• Active professional interchange with other facilitators
• My three decades of facilitation experience

The result is a pragmatic blend of formal knowledge and field wisdom. I will say a
little more about each of the sources. 

Lessons from Local Laboratories

Very particular experiences tend to reveal universal realities. Hence, the very particu-
lar and real experiences of diverse groups are the heart and soul of the book’s consen-
sus descriptions and prescriptions. The clues derive from the pioneering, critical think-
ing, risk taking, and hard work of these consensus builders. The people, examples, and
direct quotes in the chapters are from real life laboratories and eye witness accounts.
Fables and folklore are disclosed as such. Specific names, dates, places, and projects
are omitted to assure confidentiality. Stories that have been published are cited in the
chapter endnotes. Most of the examples take place within the American democratic
stage but, with a little translation, should apply to human communities worldwide. 

Peer Interchange

This book also conveys the expertise of numerous consensus facilitators. As a founding
member of the International Association of Facilitators, I have been the grateful recipi-
ent of continuous education at the feet of my peers. The expertise shared through asso-
ciation journals, conferences, and informal exchange has always contributed signifi-
cantly to my work and writing. The field of facilitation may be new, but consensus
practitioners have accumulated decades of valuable on-the-ground knowledge. 

Preface xi
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Formal Research

The work of selected historical and contemporary process scientists helped crystal-
lize many problem-solving encounters into useful lessons for future consensus
builders. Therefore, these clues to consensus build upon time-tested concepts about
democratic discourse, mechanisms of civil society, community development, and so-
ciology, political science, and conflict resolution. 

My own academic research about the feasibility of genuine collaboration in high-
conflict settings is a foundation to the insider view of consensus. I interviewed
thirty-five people that struggled to resolve environmental issues dilemmas in intense
multiyear processes. Their candid comments are featured prominently throughout
the book. I am grateful to all the people who let me intrude on their lives in the
course of my inquiry.

Professional Experience

Many of the observations, findings, conclusions, and recommendations are based on
lessons from hundreds of problem-solving meetings I have known and loved. I have
specialized in facilitating group decision making, strategic planning, policy consen-
sus building, and community development for twenty-eight years. From small towns
in North Dakota to the United States Congress, I have had the privilege of assisting
with a variety of issues that could only be solved with the help of multiple organi-
zations, constituencies, and jurisdictions. 

Hopefully, the experiments and expertise of numerous process pioneers will con-
vince you to use consensus building as a regular leadership tool for enhancing daily
operations and future directions in your community or organization.

NOTES

1. Sorenson, L. D. (1995, February). Site-based management: avoiding disaster while
sharing decision making. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Association
of School Administrators, 10–13, New Orleans, LA.

2. Bauer, S. (1997, March 24–28). Creating a level playing field: Structuring shared deci-
sion making to promote authentic dialogue. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, Chicago. 

3. Fullan, M. (1993). Change forces: Probing the depths of educational reform. London:
Falmer Press; Elmore, R. (1995). Structural reform in educational practice. Educational re-
searcher, 29 (9), 23–26; Wonycott, K. A., & Bogotoch, I. (1997). Restructuring: Assumptions,
beliefs, and values underlying processes of restructuring. Journal of School Leadership. 7 (1),
27–49.

xii Preface
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1

The decisions arrived at through consensus or participative decision making are not
only better than the initial judgment of the decision-maker but are also frequently more
correct than the decisions of any of the members of the group—a phenomenon which
may be called “synergy.”

—Donald Piper,
“Decision Making: Decisions Made by Individuals vs.

Those Made by Group Consensus or Participation”
Education Administrator Quarterly, 1974

Consensus building is an unregulated field. Universally recognized codes, proce-
dures, and rulebooks do not exist. Someday we may have consensus equivalent to
the Generally Accepted Accounting Principles, Robert’s Rules of Order, or prece-
dent law. For now, the first step in any collaboration effort is creating consensus
about consensus. I will start there as well. This chapter discloses my understanding
of the consensus “basics,” including the following aspects:

• Definition: What makes consensus consensus?
• Parameters: How does consensus building differ from other kinds of decision

making?
• Trends: What role has it played in the education, private, public, and non-profit

sectors?
• Case for consensus: Why is consensus a sensible first choice for getting things done?
• Pitfalls: What are some major lessons learned about applying consensus to real life?

THE DEFINITION: DEMYSTIFYING CONSENSUS

Much unnecessary energy has been drained over “correct” consensus definitions.
Group decision-making efforts define “true consensus” in a wide variety of ways.

Chapter One

Consensus Basics
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Even the repertoire of published definitions is endless and ongoing. In one agency
planning process it was “ an agreement to agree for a period of time.” A community-
based council defined consensus as “a group decision-making process in which all
present must agree unanimously with the action taken.” A school district operates
shared decision-making practices using “sufficient consensus.” The understanding is
that “after real dialogue about a particular issues had taken place and everyone had
been given legitimate opportunity to state his/her case and be listened to, if a small
number of people were not in agreement, such disagreement could not hold up the
vast majority taking action.” Other sample definitions from school, companies, com-
munities, and organizations are listed in table 1.0.

2 Chapter One

Table 1.0. Representative Consensus Definitions

Consensus is being 70 percent comfortable and 100 percent committed.
—Anonymous Source

Consensus is a general agreement or accord, or with the sense of the group. Con-
sensus is often considered unattainable because it is mistakenly seen as complete
agreement or unanimity. In fact, consensus is simply an agreement to move in a
common direction for a certain period of time.

—A State Agency Definition

Consensus is something we can live with. . . .
—A Working definition of an Environmental Conflict Resolution Process

Consensus, as I will define it, is not the same thing as unanimity. Rather, it is a state
of affairs where communications have been sufficiently open and the group cli-
mate has been sufficiently supportive to make everyone in the group feel that he
has had his fair chance to influence the decision. Someone then tests for the "sense
of the meeting," carefully avoiding formal procedures, such as voting.

If there is a clear alternative that most members subscribe to, and if those who
oppose it feel they have had their chance to influence the decision, then a consen-
sus exists. Operationally it would be defined by the fact that those members who
would not take the majority alternative nevertheless understand it clearly and are
prepared to support it. It is a psychological state that might be described as follows:

I understand what most of you would like to do. I personally would not do that, but I
feel that you understand what my alternative would be. I have had sufficient opportu-
nity to sway you to my point of view but clearly have not been able to do so. There-
fore, I will gladly go along with what most of you wish to do.

In order to achieve such a condition, time must be allowed by the group for all
members to state their opposition and to state it fully enough to get the feeling that
others really do understand them. This condition is essential if they are later to free
themselves of preoccupation with the idea that they could have gotten their point

05-188 Ch 1.qxd  5/13/05  12:44 PM  Page 2



of view across if others had only understood what they really had in mind. Only
by careful listening to the opposition can such feelings be forestalled and effective
group decisions reached.

—Edgar Schein, Process Consulting

Consensus means to agree on [whatever] for a specific period of time. It does not
require unanimous agreement, but everyone should be able to live with [whatever]
even though they are not 100 percent for it.

—A Non Profit Agency Definition

Consensus is a decision-making process in which all parties involved explicitly
agree to the final decision. It does not mean that all are completely satisfied with
the final outcome, but that the decision is acceptable to all because no one feels
that they’re vital interests or values are violated by the decisions made.

—A State Agency Definition

Consensus requires unity essence of decision. A consensus decision is something
you can support or are willing to let go forward.

—Caroline Estes

Consensus means all concerns are resolved.
—Anonymous Source

Consensus is the convergence of the common sense of the total group.
—Technologies of Participation, ICA

A consensus is an agreement to implement management decisions on the part of
all members.

—Richard Wynn and Charles Guditus

Consensus means that everyone agrees with the decision.
—Johnson and Johnson, Joining Together: Group Theory and Group Skills

Consensus is more commonly defined as a collective opinion arrived at by a group
of individuals working together under conditions that permit communications to be
sufficiently supportive—for everyone in the group to feel that he has had a fair
chance to influence the decision. When a decision is made by consensus, all mem-
bers understand the decision and are prepared to support it.

—Johnson and Johnson, Joining Together: Group Theory and Group Skills

Consensus exists when participants whose support is needed to implement a decision,
agree with the decision and express a commitment to support its implementation.

—Harrison and Killion

Sufficient Consensus: "after real dialogue about a particular issues had taken place
and everyone had been given legitimate opportunity to state his/her case and be
listened to, if a small number of people were not in agreement, such disagreement
could not hold up the vast majority taking action."

—Bellevue School District, Bellevue Washington
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“It is easier to find enthusiasts for the consensus method than it is to pin down ex-
actly how it works,” according to Governing Magazine reporter Ehrenhalt (1). This
phenomenon is evident in a comparison and critique of collaborative groups in nat-
ural resources that the author, Kenney of the University of Colorado School of Law,
entitled “Arguing About Consensus” (2).

According to Webster’s dictionary, consensus is “an opinion held by all or
most” or “general agreement.” Purists point out that only unanimous consent
qualifies as authentic consensus. I side with practitioners who follow the looser
definition:

Consensus building is a process for making agreements that are supported by all or most
of the affected and/or involved members. It takes place in a family, gathering, organiza-
tion, community, nation, alliance, partnership, or any other group where two or more
persons seek common understanding about a given situation and/or mutually beneficial
responses to that situation.

Parameters for forming and formalizing consensus must be customized to match the
culture, norms, and needs of each group and engagement. Using the lessons learned
from interactions in our close relationships, sports teams, project teams, camps, dis-
asters, and other group encounters is a good start to defining consensus game rules.
Each of us has gained some knowledge about consensus benefits, costs, and meth-
ods from life experience.

For many, collaborative decision making is a common sense approach to working
effectively. For example, Superintendent Jim Fox of Austin, Texas, considers shared
decision making inherent to good leadership: “I really don’t envision site-based
management as being anything other than good management. . . . It’s like Coca-
Cola. Somebody comes up with a theme, and they pass some legislation, but really,
if I hire top-notch principals, I expect them to manage by involving the parents, the
students, and the staff (3).”

The universality of the consensus experience is aptly clear in this anecdote from
Professor David Ostermeier of the University of Tennessee. He highlighted one per-
son that stood out in his evaluative research sponsored by the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vices Department of the United States Forest Service. She was unusually comfort-
able with the collaborative work. When asked about her ease with consensus
building, she beamed as she explained that she was “well trained.” She grew up in a
home with five sisters and one bathroom.

Always define consensus at the starting line of a process. The task of finding
agreement is complex enough without an added battle over what is “true consensus.”
Once you are outside the jurisdiction of the legal code, parliamentary process, labor
relations procedures (or dictatorships), the rules and roles of decision making are
what you make them.

4 Chapter One
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I use the term “consensus” interchangeably with other similar concepts such as
collaboration, cooperation, group decision making, democratic approach, search for
common ground, participation, working together, shared decision making, participa-
tive planning, mediation, negotiation, team problem solving, participatory manage-
ment, and reconciliation. All these concepts share two things—they imply a collab-
orative mode of interaction and require customized procedures.

In this book, the term “consensus building” applies to any process that produces
one or more of the following results including:

• Building shared awareness about a situation affecting them.
• Producing mutually meaningful analysis to inform decision-making.
• Making mutually satisfying agreements to resolving issues or work together.
• Initiating collective action.
• Developing formal or informal working alliances.

THE ASSUMPTIONS: CONTRASTING CONSENSUS 
WITH OTHER FORMS OF INTERACTION

Consensus is one of many methods for “getting along” together. The Thomas Con-
flict Mode Model (4) offers an excellent map for comparing consensus-based inter-
action with various other ways in which humans deal with each other (see figure
1.0). The model has also been used to analyze individuals styles related to conflict
management. Perhaps you have already encountered this useful tool.

In a nonjudgmental manner, the Thomas matrix sorts every type of human inter-
action according to the degree of cooperativeness and assertiveness exhibited by in-
teracting players.

Cooperativeness refers to the degree to which a participant actively listens, hears,
respects, and considers the contributions of other players.

Assertiveness refers to the degree to which a participant advocates his or her own
views and interests.

Avoidance, accommodation, competition, compromise, and collaboration are five
major ways to address conflict. The framework implies there is a time and a place
for every kind of interaction. To confirm this implication, table 1.1 summarizes
twenty-eight chief executive officers’ suggestions for when to use each of the five
interaction approaches (4).

Here is a brief overview that points out the differences in assumptions and ap-
plications between each of the primary interaction modes of interaction—1)
avoidance, 2) accommodating, 3) competing, and 4) compromising and collabo-
ration.

Consensus Basics 5
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Figure 1.0. The Thomas Conflict Mode Model

Table 1.1. Matching Conflict Handling Modes To Situations

As reported by twenty-eight chief executives

Avoiding

1. When an issue is trivial, or more important issues are pressing
2. When you perceive no chance of satisfying your concerns
3. When potential disruption outweighs the benefits of resolution
4. To let people cool down and regain perspective
5. When gathering information supersedes immediate decision
6. When others can resolve the conflict more effectively
7. When issues seem tangential or symptomatic of other issues

Competing

1. When quick, decisive action is vital (e.g., emergencies)
2. On important issues where unpopular actions need implementing—e.g., cost

cutting, enforcing unpopular rules, discipline
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The Avoidance Approach: Let’s Keep Our Truths to Ourselves

The Avoidance Mode is the result of players opting for the least cooperative and
least assertive approach. I became very familiar with the “live and let live” avoid-
ance format living in the midwestern area of the U.S.A. It is a culture that is rooted
in Scandinavian, protestant, and/or farm traditions that favor minimal intrusive
human interaction. Controversial issues are surfaced sparingly and sensitively. If
confrontation does occur, it is so subtle that a nonnative can easily miss an oppor-
tunity for healthy conflict. Humorist Howard Mohr’s book How to Talk Min-
nesotan (5), warns outsiders to beware when a Minnesotan responds with the

Consensus Basics 7

3. On issues vital to company welfare when you know you’re right
4. Against people who take advantage of noncompetitive behavior

Accommodating

1. When you find you are wrong—to allow a better position to be heard, to learn,
and to show your reasonableness

2. When issues are more important to others than to yourself—to satisfy others
and maintain cooperation

3. To build social credits for later issues
4. To minimize loss when you are outmatched and losing
5. When harmony and stability are especially important
6. To allow subordinates to develop by learning from mistakes

Compromising

1. When goals are important, but not worth the effort or potential disruption of
more assertive modes

2. When opponents with equal power are committed to mutually exclusive goals
3. To achieve temporary settlements to complex issues
4. To arrive at expedient solutions under time pressure
5. As a backup when collaboration or competition is unsuccessful

Collaborating

1. To find an integrative solution when both sets of concerns are too important to
be compromised

2. When your objective is to learn
3. To merge insights from people with different perspectives
4. To gain commitment by incorporating concerns into a consensus
5. To work through feelings that have interfered with a relationship

SOURCE: Thomas (1977: 487). © 1977 Academy of Management Review. Reprinted with
permission of the Academy of Management Review.
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phrase “that’s interesting.” These are fighting words that signal deep disapproval
with a situation or opinion.

It is not healthy to deny or escape conflicts on a regular basis, picking your bat-
tles and letting some things go is a valid strategy in some situations. The chief ex-
ecutive officers in the Thomas study (4) reported choosing the avoidance options
when an issue is trivial, or more important issues are pressing; when there is little
chance for satisfying your concerns; when potential disruption outweighs the bene-
fits of resolution; when it is wise to let people cool down and regain perspective;
when gathering information supersedes immediate decision; when others can re-
solve the conflict more effectively or when issues seem tangential or symptomatic
of other issues (see table 1.1) (4). I found the Avoidance Mode to be an essential
strategy for raising teenagers. Parents would go insane if they confronted all their
children’s missteps during their teenage years and other steep learning curves.

Avoidance is no doubt a diminishing alternative on a crowding planet. It is nearly
impossible to keep our issues confined to ourselves. In a radio interview, author and
New York Times journalist Thomas Friedman likened world citizenship to being a
member of a large family living in a small home. No matter where in the house you
go, you cannot escape the heated conversation going on around the dinner table. The
intensifying inerrelatedness of our issues and lives make it more and more difficult
to practice a laissez faire approach in hopes that issues just go away.

The Accommodating Approach: Let’s Go with Your Truth

The Accommodating Mode involves a high degree of cooperativeness and requires
minimal assertiveness on the part of one or all players. It applies to situations where
people choose to go along with others’ choices and suggestions. Leaders recom-
mended using the accommodating option when “you recognize that your don’t have a
good answer and it is better to let other voices to be heard, when you need to save your
social capital for other matters or when unity is critical”(see table 1.1 for details) (4).

Occasional accommodating by group members is useful. A mutually beneficial
package of outcomes can be crafted within a reasonable time frame, if everyone ex-
hibits reasonable give and take in deliberations. Picking a fight over every aspect of a
complex issue can hinder or even prevent resolution. On the other hand, “selling out”
to other interests is never preferred or popular. Individuals or interest groups should
not disempower themselves by making a habit out of deferring decisions to others.

The Competing Approach: Let’s Determine 
Whose Truth Is the “Real” Truth

The Competitive Mode entails minimal cooperativeness and high assertiveness on
the part of interacting parties. Debates, war, disputes, protests, litigation, grievances,

8 Chapter One
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and other adversarial methods of interaction are examples of the competing mode in
action. History-long and worldwide, it is the most familiar and institutionalized
process for working things out.

In The Argument Culture, author Deborah Tannen (6), shows how the Western cul-
ture is rooted in the competitive form of conflict interaction. Contemporary society
encourages people to approach interaction in an adversarial frame of mind. The as-
sumption is that opposition is the best way to get anything done. There is seems to
be a subconscious conviction that issues have not received proper attention until we
have fought about them. Tannen counters that, saying, “We have to find metaphors
other than sports and war . . . [and that] smashing heads does not open minds” (7).

The competing mode involves “turf soldiers” (8). Each side believes they have the
correct answer or solution. Various “absolutes” try to establish themselves as “the
truth.” The goal is to win over another and prevail as the dominant “rightness.” If that
is not possible, the best alternative is compromise—to get as much of their truth ac-
cepted and implemented as possible. Parties are expected to convince, co-opt, control,
convert, and even use violence in order to win. Those with the most staying power be-
come the victors. These days the victors are often the financially endowed parties. In
fact, veterans of public issues problem solving suggest that the Golden Rule no longer
means, “Do onto others as you would like them to do onto you.” In light of the current
power realities, the operating Golden rule is “those who have the gold make the rules.”

The competing approach is the inevitable alternative when unilateral winning is a
stakeholder’s sole goal. There will always be those who feel more knowledgeable
and wiser than others and have the wherewithal to enforce their will. They consider
it their duty to help bring others to the light and have little incentive to respect oth-
ers insights and ideas except as clues for customizing further persuasion. The search
for consensus solutions becomes extremely labor-intensive if most players prefer the
competing approach.

The competitive mode is the best approach when emergencies or crises require
fast response. Leaders tend to choose a competing mode intervention when (table
1.1) including “quick, decisive action is vital” in emergencies or when implement-
ing unpopular actions such as cost cutting, enforcing new rules, or preventing other
from taking abusive action (4).

The Compromising Approach: Let’s Use 
Some of Everyone’s Truth

In the middle of all the modes is compromise, sometimes known as the “fastest way
to get to a result neither side wants.” A compromise solution is pieced together by
combining elements of several competing alternatives.

A popular compromise tactic is to give each side half of their wish. The disad-
vantage of “splitting the difference” or “meeting halfway” is conveyed well by a
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well-known story about two sisters fighting over the last orange in their pantry.
They resolved the conflict using a fair, equitable, and sensible compromise: They
cut the orange in half. One sister immediately peeled and ate her half of the orange,
savoring the delicious taste and thinking how much better it would have been to eat
a full orange. Her sister rushed to the kitchen, carved out the inside of the fruit,
grated the rind, and blended it into her cake batter. Both got 50 percent of what they
wanted. However, if they had taken some time to share their stakes, hopes, and
needs for the orange, both would have secured 100 percent of their wishes. The
story could have had a “win-win” ending with each sister scoring all of the inside
or outside of the orange.

Another compromise tactic is to find a common interest within a diverse group.
This alternative is often known as the quest for the “lowest common denominator.”
The expediency and dissatisfaction of this approach is illustrated in this story about
a youth group planning their Saturday night outing. They chose their activity based
on a poll of the teens’ top ten choices. The matching activity was everyone’s fourth
or fifth choice. So instead of movies, video arcade, and concert and other top candi-
dates, the group opted to go bowling. Saturday night came and nobody showed up.

Compromises have their faults but they are better than continued conflict. Com-
promising can be a useful default position when other approaches have been tried
and failed; when confrontation can no longer be avoided, collaboration was dis-
missed at the start, competing achieved an impasse, and no one volunteered to ac-
commodate. Compromise enables short-term truces, ceasefires, remedies, and for-
ward movement when diversity is too deep to bridge. People can go on with their
lives leaving the door open for future problem solving.

The Collaborating Approach: Let’s Negotiate 
the Truths That Need to Guide Our Action

A collaborative mode is achieved when all players in an interaction are 100 percent
cooperative and 100 percent assertive. It is the approach often referred to as the
search for “win/win” solutions or discovering “common ground.” This collaborative
path is simple to understand but not easy to achieve. Organizational executives re-
port using collaborative problem solving when they wish to find an integrative so-
lution; when both sets of concerns are too important to be compromised; when one’s
objective is to learn; when there is a need to merge insights from people with dif-
ferent perspectives; when they must gain commitment; or work through feelings that
have interfered with a relationship” (table 1.1) (4).

The Collaborative Mode is fundamentally different from the other four modes in
two ways, 1) its underlying assumption about the correctness of diverse truths and
2) the required roles for fulfilling the function of a neutral, objective third party
“peacekeeper.”
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Assumption of Diverse “Truths”

The presupposition at the heart of collaborative discourse is radically different from
the presuppositions of the other four modes. Avoiding, accommodating, competing,
and compromising acknowledge and even tolerate other’s truths, but the presupposi-
tion is that one’s own truth is the best or most correct. Collaboration implies that play-
ers respect everyone’s truth as equally correct. The goal, therefore, is not to convert
others but figure out what collective truths—facts, logic, values, criteria, etc.—need to
guide collective action. The underlying questions in collaboration are the following:

• What do we do about an issue or situation when everyone is right?
• Given we all have valid beliefs based on unique life experiences, what do we do

together regarding a given dilemma or common need?

Admitting and assuming the “ rightness” of everyone’s truth becomes progressively
more difficult when conflicting parties have fundamentally different core values
about a problem such as developing a district-wide health curriculum or deciding
how much logging will be allowed near a community landscape.

Decentralizing the “Peacekeeper” Responsibility

Now let’s look at another dimension that distinguishes collaboration from other in-
teractive modes. In avoiding, accommodating, competing, and compromising, op-
posing players rely heavily on a neutral third party. A middle person is primarily re-
sponsible for paying attention to the whole situation and forging a settlement
between conflicting interests. The participating parties are free to advocate for their
position. In collaboration, participants share the role of the middle person. The in-
teracting players are asked to do more than promote their view. Everyone is charged
to find ways to address the whole set of interrelated problems. Consensus partici-
pants have two jobs—advocating for one’s position and serving as ambassadors in
the search for mutually accepted solutions. A facilitator structures and guides the
conversation but success depends on participants cooperating as neutral, objective,
third party peacekeepers. Chapters three and six relay the actual activities, politics,
and challenges participants encounter in performing this dual role.

The power of collaboration derives from adding new agents into the problem-
solving task. Collaborative problem solving catalyzes more forces to address a prob-
lem than the historical two and three agent problem-solving alternatives: War, in-
timidation, and conquest are two-agent constructs. Two parties battle each other
until one side dies, is humiliated, or concedes.

Conventional mediation processes graduated to a three-agent construct: Litiga-
tion, arbitration, dispute resolution, negotiation, mediation, and other refereed
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processes were a major step up from historical alternatives. They involve two ad-
versarial entities and one neutral entity. The role of the adversary is to advocate re-
lentlessly for one position. The role of the neutral party is to find and finesse ways
to maximize gains, implement justice, reduce harm, end the fight, and/or allow the
adversaries to move on peacefully.

Collaboration is a multiple-agent formula. A large team of agents with diverse
stakes and desires for resolving the matter at hand work together to identify differ-
ences and craft mutually agreeable solutions. The role of a neutral party is to provide
a safe forum and technical assistance for a self-directed pursuit of consensus an-
swers.

Collaboration is powerful but difficult to orchestrate. If it were easy, consensus
problem solving would have replaced war long ago. In the following excerpt, Su-
perintendent Raymond Poulin describes the “turbulence” to be expected before har-
vesting the results of shared decision making:

Moving from top-down management practices to site-based management and shared de-
cision making is disorienting and confusing. Throughout the maturing process, mistakes
will be made by all those involved. Tripping over ones own feet will not be unusual. As
a result of this confusion, everyone will learn to communicate with each other and hope-
fully become what Roland Barth calls a “community of learners.” This effort to change
will test the most dedicated and most supportive. But, by staying the course, those in-
volved, and those being served, will be recipients of the rewards put forth.

One way to help alleviate the confusion and frustration is to have staff members in-
volved in retreats and in workshops that cause them to look at themselves and those
around them. This process will create challenging interactions which may lead to better
understanding of all those involved. But this will only occur after some turbulence and
readjustments. To truly grow into shared decision making, you must find your way up a
rocky and creviced slop. Courage, stamina, and determination are a prerequisite to get-
ting where you are going (9).

Despite the challenges of taking the cooperative route, numerous leaders and groups
attest to positive results achieved through building and implementing decision co-
operatively. Table 1.2 lists some books that feature success stories about consensual
agreements and action in the education, community, public, and private sectors. Here
is an account of a school district transformation that reflects the spirits and simplic-
ity of many other similar consensus successes:

In a few districts, site-based management and shared decision making have become
a way of life. In some cases, a participatory approach was driven by the vision of a par-
ticular administrator. Bjorum documented the experience of such a district in a study
entitled Listening for Voices, A Leader in Action (10). The superintendent of this 2,420-
pupil district in an outer-ring suburb was an entrepreneur by nature who was convinced
that “innovation was the only way to accomplish new agendas in public education and
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Table 1.2. Some of Many Books Featuring Collaborative Action Success Stories

Education and Public Sector

1. Twelve Roles of Facilitators for School
Bruce Williams

2. Focused Conversations for Schools
Jo Nelson

3. Government Works: Profiles of People Making a Difference
James Troxel

4. Reinventing Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit is Transforming the
Public Sector, from School House to Statehouse, City Hall to the Pentagon
David Osborne and Ted Gaebler

5. Managing Change: A Guide to Producing Change from Within
Sandra Hale & Mary Williams

6. Citizens Jury: Effective Public Participation
Jefferson Center

Private Sector

7. Participation Works: Business Cases From Around the World
James Troxel

8. Reinventing the Corporation: Transforming Your Job and Your Company for the
New Information Society
John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene

9. In Search of Excellence: Lessons from America’s Best Run Companies
Tom Peters and Robert Waterman

10. The Power of Open Book Management: Releasing the True Potential of Peo-
ple’s Minds, Hearts and Hands
John Schuster, Jill Carpenter, and Patricia Kane

Community/Cross Sector

11. The Quickening of America
Frances Moore Lappe and Paul Martin DuBois

12. Citizen Wetland Initiatives: Stories from the Great Lakes
W. Czwiekel

13. Beyond Prince and Merchant: Citizen Participation and the Rise of Civil Society
John Burbidge

14. Villages
Richard Critchfield
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[this would] heavily rely on teacher improvement, team building, and staff develop-
ment. For these he needed a culture that expects innovation (10).

In 1983 he sponsored a “well-strategized annual retreat” that was held far from
the district, involved 30 percent of the district staff, and was funded as a district-
level staff development activity. Here Bjorum describes the superintendent’s goals
for the first retreat:

At the retreat, he will charge participants to think big, think long, and think again, re-
sulting in a new program, a new approach, or a new way of delivering an existing pro-
gram. The retreat must be away from the harried existence and pressures of the district
routine, happen just before the school year commences, and be in a place that offers a
time for reflection and bold thoughts.

He needs to give those in attendance a future orientation to the problems and poten-
tial solutions that form the focus of the retreat, so he invites a futurist and one or two
other contributing presenters. The results of the retreat will be taken back to the re-
mainder of the staff to be further refined and implemented as soon as feasible. Hence
was born the concept of Gainey [named after the retreat facility].

The annual Gainey retreat tradition is now two decades old and continues to be an
anchor for the district’s participative management model.

Each year, retreats are attended by a rotating group of thirty to fifty participants
representing a microcosm of the school district including teachers selected to repre-
sent their buildings, four school board members, a curriculum director, support staff
representatives, six administrators, and the superintendent. Highly qualified futurists
and facilitators are retained to lead the retreat. All district personnel participate in
preplanning and input to bring to Gainey and participate in implementing the con-
sensus directions developed at each retreat.

Each retreat produces a product including the following that are described in Bjo-
rum’s research (10):

• Strong communication loops: The first retreat addressed the need for increased com-
munication and initiated the principal’s advisory council that “presents a forum for
staff to raise up issues of concern for discussion (10).” In subsequent Gainey retreats,
a principal/parent council was added to further enhance district communication.

• Technology-enhanced curriculum: Another retreat initiated a business-education part-
nership with a computer company to demonstrate the effectiveness of integrating
technology into instruction for grades 6–8 math and science curriculum. The effort
led to innovative district restructuring, individualized course, and content-stabilized
district operating costs. The district’s pioneering made business-partnerships common
around the state.

• Delegating instruction budgeting to teachers: A “unique decentralized teacher em-
powerment concept” gives teams of teachers authority to decide staffing and
budget allocations including outsourcing instructional services.
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• Year-round schooling opportunity: Students have an option to attend summer
school in order to graduate early and teachers can earn up to 25 percent more in
salary by teaching during the summer months.

The process is the major product. It has transferred the superintendent’s habit of
constant innovation, strategic thinking, and rigorous implementation to the entire
district staff, school board members, and parents. The Gainey retreat “de-emphasizes
traditional school district organizational structure that leads to power along lines of
authority.” Communication and decision making occurs across functions and all lev-
els of participants are given the opportunity to exert leadership and influence.

All district members share a “cultural expectation of change.” At the high school,
middle school, and elementary levels, everyone is ready to help implement Gainey
plans in vertical teams made up of board members, administrators, teachers, and
staff. In addition to the direct teamwork on official plans, the Gainey experience has
influenced indirect and informal patterns of collaborations. “Some teachers report
formations of coalitions as a result of their team building experiences at Gainey.”
Here is the superintendent’s view of what it means to practice shared innovation:

At first, I was always looking for the grand plan. So, when it comes to my leadership, I
have no grand plan, no great expectations. But my vision isn’t about product, it’s about
process. I’m a concept person; I let the teachers manage the detail. But I do have to know
and understand ideas long before I bring it to Gainey, and then I let the specialists do the
details to accomplish it.

The superintendent is proud of the Gainey accomplishments and always gives credit
where credit is due—to the district personnel that create and implement operating in-
novations. According to Bjorum, the superintendent has a “ long view and patience
. . . Even before one retreat is over, he is planning for the next one.”

Critics have questioned the proliferation of happy endings of consensus stories
such as this district culture change. They wonder why case studies in collaboration
tend not to discuss failures. Consultant Roger Harrison expressed this sentiment
when reviewing the victories cited in Spencer’s Winning Through Participation (11).
He criticized the book as unrealistic and concluded that “writers seem afraid to ac-
knowledge any limitations to their methods. They feel that of they do, they will lose
credibility” (12). He argued that readers would be more receptive if consultants
shared the darker sides of group dynamics. In his experience, this is not a “world
where the clash of selfish interests is overcome by elegant design and skillful facil-
itation” (12).

Common ground consultant Weisbord responded to Harrison’s book review by re-
porting his own research findings (13). He claimed that collaborative processes are
revolutionary departures from the traditional forms of conflict resolution because
they force all participants to see their own views in the context of all the other related
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issues, trends, histories, and options. Weisbord acknowledges the existence of
“shadow forces,” but explains that they do not dominate in unifying consensus
processes:

I share the general realism about power dynamics and the darker forces in groups.
However, these dynamics tend not to dominate conferences structured toward the dis-
covery of common ground . . . Getting people outside themselves somehow brings
them together . . . In shifting from problem solving to systems improving, from re-
hashing past relationships to future focus, there is something new here under the sun
. . . It’s not that dysfunctional “shadow” dynamics don’t exist anymore. People don’t
magically get better than they already are. Rather—I believe—we tune in on differ-
ent parts of the collective unconscious. (13).

Consensus building is a joint search for commonality and therefore tends to achieve
positive results on a regular basis. Furthermore, collectively developed decisions
and solutions add up to more than the sum of diverse suggestions. Consensus ap-
proaches often generate undiscovered and wiser solutions due to the synergy
achieved by engaging multiple dreams, insights, resolves, resources, and perspec-
tives in dialogue. The “mechanics” of fostering group synergy are a part of the dis-
cussion of consensus benefits in chapter 2.

THE TRENDS: A RELUCTANTLY 
PRACTICED POPULAR THEORY

How are consensus-based approaches being adopted and utilized in societal dis-
course? I find that consensus building is a popular theory that is practiced cautiously
and even reluctantly. It tends not to be a preferred method of decision making de-
spite the urgings of countless management guides and gurus.

Over a decade ago, former U.S. Labor Secretary, Professor Robert Reich, made a
compelling case for what he called “collective entrepreneurship” (14) in his 1987
Harvard Business Review article about staying competitive in the global market. He
called for a radical shift from valuing and celebrating individual heroes to champi-
oning the power of team action. According to Reich, “Most Americans would prefer
to think that Lee Iacocca single-handedly saved Chrysler from bankruptcy than to
accept the real story—a large team of people with diverse backgrounds and interests
joined together to rescue the ailing company.”

Collective entrepreneurship has yet to sink in and take root. Yes, we strive for
teamwork. Yes, no one objects to cooperation. And yes, groups have been awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize including the International Campaign to Ban Land Mines
(1997), Doctors Without Borders (1999), various United Nations agencies, the Insti-
tute for International Law 1904, the International Committee of the Red Cross
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1963), Amnesty International (1969), the Friends Service Committee (The Quakers)
(1947), and the U.S. Soldier. Yes, even Superman, Batman, and other invincible car-
toon heroes have teamed as the “Super Heroes” after finding the world too tough to
face unilaterally. However, collective entrepreneurship is still minimally celebrated,
trusted, or fostered in the day-to-day operations of schools, districts, organizations,
communities, and nations.

I will say more about the two consensus trends I declared upfront: 1) Consensus-
based decision making and problem-solving theories are in good currency, but 2)
consensus application lags behind.

Consensus Trend 1: Theories and models 
have attained mainstream management science status

The heightened awareness and acceptance of consensus theory is an important trend.
Literature about consensus building, participation, teamwork, organization develop-
ment and other forms of “win-win” approaches have taken on a life of its own in the
past few decades. Consensus practices have been the cornerstone of communities
throughout history and around world and throughout history including the native
cultures, cooperatives, labor unions, and religious groups, such as the Quakers. In
the Quakers’ way, the natural approach for reaching a decision is discussing it at
length until public opinion has settled overwhelmingly in one direction.

More recently, Getting to Yes, by Roger Fisher and William Ury (15) popularized
the notion of interest-based negotiation and collaborative modes of settling dis-
agreements. It is a standard text in many fields. Since then, many authors and con-
sultants have directed leadership attention to collaborative, systemic or participative
ways that assure customer/employee friendly operations. Others have stressed the
need for holistic change management and “win-win” solutions.

The public affairs media has duly noted the blossoming demand for effective,
collaborative multiparty decision making. In 1997, Governing magazine acknowl-
edged the new “Consensus Industry” (16) and a rapid rise in government’s demand
for outside experts to “broker hot community disputes” and avoid the biggest dan-
ger of “a lowest common denominator decision that leaves major differences unre-
solved ” (16). The following excerpt is a good summary of how a longstanding pro-
fession is getting renewed recognition:

A different scenario is playing out these days for quite a few governments fed up with
[unmanageable local conflict] situations. They are calling in facilitators. Sometimes
known as mediators. Or negotiators. Or consensus builders. The jumble of jargon
notwithstanding, a growing number of legislative bodies are seeking outside specialists
to sit down with opposing parties and get them to come to some form of agreement on
a complex issue . . . The concept of facilitation is not new. It does seem, however, to be
newly appreciated. (16)
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The acknowledgement and encouragement consensus approaches spreads beyond
the public sphere. Collaborative methods of management have been packaged and
promoted in every field of practice for several decades. I will review the representa-
tive consensus-related themes, practices, theories, and models in the education, pub-
lic, nonprofit, and business sectors.

The Education Sector

While the education sector is often considered a subset of the public sphere, I give
it a separate spotlight. Leading and managing educational enterprises is a co-sectoral
and cross-sectoral effort. Private organizations began the first schools and continue
to be strong players in the continuum of “ cradle to tomb” education. State educa-
tion institutions have to work with the public, private, and civic sectors in order to
gain the resources and support for students, programs, and facilities.

As with other sectors, consensus-based tools or programs have been introduced
at all levels of the education enterprise—classrooms, boardrooms, playgrounds,
staff development forums, community relations, school improvement planning,
special issues resolutions, and more. Oversight agencies or certification require-
ments have prescribed models and programs. Local collaborative efforts have
been initiated by teachers, administrators, and school board members as a way to
maintain education excellence in times of ever-shrinking resources, weakening
family support, increasing diversity of the student backgrounds, economic status,
language, needs, etc., and a widening gap in community attention and investment
on children.

Site Level Trends: At the school site level, school administrators have been en-
couraged to involve teachers, school personnel, students, and community in all di-
mensions of operating the school’s mission through approaches, such as Site- Based
Management, Shared Decision Making, Schools Run with Teams, and Educational
Effectiveness Program. The premise has been that educational opportunities for chil-
dren are most improved when decision making involves those most directly affected
by operating decisions. Attention to team management of schools has intensified
with the growth of the charter school and now, the small school movements. How-
ever, funding has tended to remain centralized posing significant limits to true au-
tonomy of site-directed management and thus, decreasing the scope of influence in
directing local resources.

Raymond Pulin, superintendent of schools in Maine, is a strong advocate of site-
based management and consensus decision making as the engine for making the nec-
essary changes to truly educate children for life. Current governance models do not
cut it as is evident by the fact that “despite a decade of focus on school reform and
calls for organizational restructuring of schools, they have continued, for the most
part, to look as they have always looked (9):”
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Today’s schools are faced with meeting the needs of all students, not just the needs of
regular students but all special students everywhere along the spectrum. Twenty-five
years ago schools dealt with only a select group of students, yet today we are expected
to see the needs of each student. This change in societies’ expectations of education was
not met with a change in how schools operated. Most school systems continue to func-
tion as they have for the last fifty to one hundred years.

To meet today’s needs educators must begin to work with smaller communities of
people as well as larger communities of people. The shaping of our schools will re-
quire that the smaller community of people, those within the educational organiza-
tion, make every effort to work with the larger community of people, those not di-
rectly related to the educational system. Everyone must have the opportunity to
participate. Direct input into how schools are run must be accepted by those respon-
sible for the education of our youth. The practice of isolating “outsiders” from the
school system is no longer a style that will be tolerated.

Many of the original governance structures that were adopted by schools came
from those practiced in private business. The “top down” hierarchical format was the
means. How could those accustomed to a management position understand the com-
plexities of any operation? Certainly no one outside the organization could possibly
understand its inner workings. Given that many schools reflected this attitude, one
might better understand why students, parents, and those out in the community were
intimidated by teachers and principals.

It is my contention that unless we adopt some of the strategies of site-based man-
agement and consensus decision making, we will continue in the downward plagu-
ing many schools in our country. Until we begin modeling our schools after the dem-
ocratic principles we espouse, our course will be charted in the wrong direction.

Not everyone, perhaps not even a majority of educators use site-based manage-
ment and shared decision making but when used, however, collaborative decision
making has played a role in helping schools deal with the ever-increasing challenges
of delivering quality education: Inter and intra departmental teamwork or learning
communities have been launched to make comprehensive curriculum changes, inte-
grating and connecting learning outcomes across grade levels and within subjects.

Under the banner of “Outcome Based Education” or the recent push to steer stu-
dent achievement using school-wide date and performance measures, school per-
sonnel have used consensus-based planning to analyze, streamline, and integrate ef-
forts to bend negative trends in student achievement.

Leadership training for superintendents, principals, specialists, and others have in-
cluded many of the private sector models that stress systemic and team-based meth-
ods for managing the school enterprise including situational leadership, leading
meetings of all types—PTO, site councils, committees, faculty, school board, ad-
ministrative groups, unions, and facilitating school change.
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Regular strategic and operational planning involving key school stakeholders has
become a regular part of many school operations long-range planning processes for
schools and other governmental and nonprofit organizations.

Students have become more involved in school governance through direct repre-
sentation on site councils, staff meetings, or student council. Students have been
asked to participate in issues through special focus groups and forums.

The increasing diversity of school populations and issues has called for consensus-
based conflict resolution training for all members of the school community—
administrators, teachers, human resources personnel, and even students. In many
buildings, peer mediation programs are ongoing mechanisms for fostering coopera-
tion in playgrounds, clubs, and sports.

District Level Trends: By choice or necessity, collaborative approaches have become
a tool for interbuilding and interdistrict cooperation on school issues and resource shar-
ing. Consensus decision making has been a necessity for school consolidations but in
many situations, entities have opted for integrative operations. For example, the High
Success Consortium, Inc. is a partnership of twenty suburban/rural school districts ded-
icated to continuously improving schools to accomplish significant result with kids by
sharing staff development, best practices, and other support resources.

Some superintendents credit wholesale district transformation to participative de-
cision making and system-wide teamwork. In New Jersey, Henderson was hired to
deal with a district in crisis (17):

In an affluent district, seven grievance cases were pending and the board of education
had rejected the annual school budget for the first time in twenty years. A general cul-
ture of contentiousness enveloped the district, fueled by the statewide discontent with
public education. A community cabal had formed to watch dog the board meetings and
deploy protests, letters-to-the-editor campaigns, etc. to bash the district budget and lead-
ers. At his first school board meeting, the staff staged a demonstration “decrying the su-
perintendent’s selection due to its lack of staff involvement . . . a continued manifesta-
tion of the board’s and district administration’s lack of regard for staff input.”

After careful climate assessment, the superintendent initiated multiple consensus
mechanisms to turn the system around. Twenty-five percent of the district staff attended
training in communication and decision making, the Curriculum Advisory Council was
steered to its original purpose of curriculum leadership vs. a grievance forum, and a
quality circles model was instituted as a base for participative management at all levels.
Within two years results were evident: all grievances were settled out of court, other dis-
agreements were settled at frontline levels of the school, much-needed staff interdisci-
plinary team leader positions were budgeted and staffed, a follow-up culture assessment
indicated improved attitudes across the board, and the first ever district-wide staff and
board picnic was held; other “unprecedented” staff and volunteer recognition programs
were established and entrenched, conflicts were addressed, and a new three-year con-
tract between the Board of Education and the district was successfully negotiated (17).

20 Chapter One

05-188 Ch 1.qxd  5/13/05  12:44 PM  Page 20



Community Partnership Trends: Using site-based management, parent-community
organizations, and other means, citizens and all other education stakeholders in the
community are being asked to help educate the emerging generations of citizens. Par-
ents, employers, civic leaders, homeowners, etc., are increasingly involved with new
funding referendums or levies, school planning, evaluation and review activities, and ad
hoc issues, such as linking early childhood education to schooling, reducing school vi-
olence, and even school budget cutting advice. Also, closer partnerships with parents,
other educational institutions, human services organizations, community civic groups,
employers, and other community resources become essential given the decrease in
funds and increases in educational challenges.

Collaboration with the community is no longer an option. With the enormous
changes in the economy, population, families, poverty, and other societal trends af-
fecting the care of our young, the physical, intellectual, emotional, psychological,
and spiritual needs of students are growing and diversifying every day. Educators are
struggling to fulfill nonacademic needs of the students in the midst of tightening ac-
countability for academic performance. If the whole village created the social
changes it should all the more help educate its children.

Boyer is a prominent advocate for accelerating collaborative action between edu-
cation and all other sectors in order to create a true “community of learning.” Many
schools have tailored their schools based on his model for a “basic school” where
the home is considered the child’s first and most important classroom. He urges lead-
ers to take the lead in making education everyone’s business:

We hear a lot of talk these days about how schools have failed. But what’s becoming
clear is that it’s not the school that’s failed, it’s the partnership that’s failed, with schools
taking on responsibilities that families and communities and religious institutions once
assumed . . . Former Secretary of Education, Terrel Bell summarized the problem this
way: “A lot of schools advocate parent involvement, but they don’t have a specific pro-
gram to get it done . . . The message is clear. It is simply impossible to have an island
of excellence in a sea of community indifference, and when parents become school part-
ners, the results can be consequential and enduring (18).

Classroom Level Trends: The push for action or experiential learning has triggered
a rise in skill building and methods for interactive learning models. In schools using
block scheduling, teachers are looking for ways to engage students for one to two
hour time periods. Lecturing is not an option for the whole time. While these settings
do not require consensus decisions, classrooms can benefit from the collaborative
methods used to create consensus—focused conversation, brainstorming, group in-
quiry, cooperative group learning, etc.

System-wide Trends: As with public sector governance, consensus processes have
been played a role in developing state, regional, or national education policies and
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programs. I have been involved in facilitating departmental restructuring, develop-
ing graduation standards, connecting high school graduation standards to college ad-
mission requirements, instituting system-wide staff development programs, and
forming multicultural education strategies. Lawmakers and educators understand
that very little can be decided or implemented without involving all those that have
or will have a stake in education decisions and their consequences.

The Public Sector

The public sector is obligated to stay on the edge of the consensus industry. In na-
tions with democracies, government organizations are expected and/or mandated to
apply the principles of broad-based citizen participation processes in designing and
delivering public policies and services. Sustaining and increasing the capacity to be
inclusive and responsive to all citizens is an accelerating challenge as social issues
and interest groups grow in diversity and complexity.

Many governments have involved employees and constituencies to find creative
ways to meet rising demand in the face of diminishing resources and join forces to
fortify public care systems. In Government Works, James Troxel (19) features na-
tional and international case studies about civic engagement in community develop-
ment and governance. The movement to reassess and reform government operations
was popularized by authors Osborne and Gaebler in Reinventing Government (20).
The book is filled with numerous examples of “transforming the public sector by re-
leasing the entrepreneurial spirit from schoolhouse to statehouse, city hall to the
Pentagon” (20). In the 1980s, the state of Minnesota launched a long-term effort to
improve the quantity, quality, and cost-effectiveness of state government by using
the minds and energy of those inside the system. The lessons were documented in
the book, Managing Change: A Guide to Producing Change from Within (21).

Facilitating public problem solving among multiple public constituencies and
stakeholders is emerging as a core role of public leaders. In recognition of this trend,
MIT and Harvard joined forces over twenty years ago in a long-standing program to
apply consensus to public issues. At that time, their newsletter, Consensus: Helping
Public Officials Resolve Stubborn Policy Disputes (22) reached 35,000 federal,
state, and municipal officials quarterly. Proactively or reactively, governmental or-
ganizations’ role as hosts of cross-sector consensus problem solving will increase
through the years.

Several states have official consensus councils that support collaborative decision
making in the legislative and executive branches. Efforts are underway to create a
U.S. Consensus Council. The National Consensus Initiative and Search For Com-
mon Ground are working to submit a bill that would set up a council to “serve Con-
gress in promoting consensus-based solutions to important legislative policy issues
by convening diverse stakeholders to address complex issues (23).

22 Chapter One

05-188 Ch 1.qxd  5/13/05  12:44 PM  Page 22



The Not-for-Profit Sector

The not-for-profit, voluntary, community, civil society, or citizen sector has always
operated collectively and continues to look for ways to do it better. It is a diverse
sector that includes book clubs, philanthropic foundations, neighborhood protests,
special interests groups, carpools, political campaigns, formal and informal civic
groups, and much more. All these groups are jointly owned and operated by a di-
verse group of individuals that choose to associate together to promote a common
belief, cause, or interest. They cannot survive without the strong consent of their
founders, funders and staff, clients, volunteers, members, and support constituen-
cies. Consensus-based decision making and team approaches are standard operating
procedure for boards of directors meetings, fundraising committees, special program
planning, outreach events, strategic planning, interorganizational partnership devel-
opment, and many other ongoing dimensions of nonprofit management.

The nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have grown to be a powerful force in
global development. This fast-growing sector is often referred to as the “civil soci-
ety.” Community development agencies, faith-based services charities, environmen-
tal groups, human rights organizations, children’s charities, civic organizations, foun-
dations, women’s groups, and many other NGOs are collectively watch-dogging,
actively participating, and exerting significant influence in the evolution of a peace-
ful well-being for world citizens locally and globally.

I became personally active in the civil society networks through a 1998 interna-
tional conference sponsored by the Institute of Cultural Affairs International titled
“The Rise of Civil Society in the 21st Century.” According to Goran Hyden, Profes-
sor of Political Science at the University of Florida and a consultant to numerous non-
governmental organizations connected to the United Nations, the concept of civil so-
ciety is not new but has undergone resurgence in the last two decades (24). According
to Michael Bratton of Michigan State University, civil society is a sphere of social in-
teraction between the household and the state that is manifested in norms of commu-
nity cooperation, structures of voluntary association, and networks of public commu-
nication. In addition to his definition, I also appreciate and adopt his cautions:

First we should not romanticize civil society as an arena in which conflicts are always
peacefully resolved. The propensity to do this is evident in the writings of many “com-
munitarians.” . . . Second, while civil society stands apart from the State, it cannot exist
without it . . . . Third, civil society is usually seen as opposing the state, but can also le-
gitimize and support the political status quo (25).

Civil society is not utopia but rising global excitement about working toward effec-
tive civil society was evident in the conference.

This was proven out in the conference session on “Facilitating Civil Society.” The
thirty participants represented multiple continents, sectors, cultures, and social roles
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but shared two things—a passion for pursuing “civil society “ and an unclear work-
ing definition of “civil society.” We decided to start by defining the concept. Our an-
swer to the question “what is civil society?” turned out to be a set of five character-
istics:

• Active and inclusive participation
• Respect for differences
• Access and opportunity to meet basic needs
• Empowered community and broad-based responsibility and
• Ongoing creative process

We defined civil society as cultural values and practices rather than economic or po-
litical structures. Consensus-based philosophies and practices are clearly a pillar of
the nonprofit sector. At the heart of the civil society movement is the conviction that
the nongovernmental sector need to lead in the building of participative, respectful,
responsible, and communicative communities that meet the basic needs of all.

The Private Sector

In the private sector, the pressure for creating market-responsive companies has en-
couraged participative management practices. Mergers, acquisitions, and right siz-
ing have called for more effective ways to harness the synergies within and between
business units. While many useful consensus models have been introduced in the
business sector, substantive investment in collective entrepreneurship has not been
deep or widespread. Here is Robert Reich’s observation (14) about how the breadth
of collaborative management theory contrasts with the depth of adoption:

You can find inspirational management texts designed to tell top executives how to be
kinder to employees, treat them with respect, listen to them, and make them feel appre-
ciated. By reading these books, executives can learn how to search for excellence, create
excellence, achieve excellence, or become impassioned about excellence—preferably
within one minute. Managers are supposed to walk around, touch employees, get directly
involve, effervesce with praise and encouragement, stage celebrations, and indulge in
hoopla.

Some of this is sound; some of it is hogwash. But most of it, even the best, is super-
ficial. Lacking any real context, unattached to any larger understanding or why rela-
tionships between managers and workers matter, the prescriptions often remain shallow
and are treated as such (14).

In some corners, bona fide work force participation has been recognized as the best
route to internal alignment, efficiency, quality, and flexibility needed to operate prof-
itably. Such operations understand that incentives founded solely on money and fir-
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ings usually achieve only partial productivity gains. Several decades ago, the human
resources texts alleged people use only about 10 percent of their creativity and abil-
ities at work. I would be surprised if it has changed significantly. Untapped human
energy and ingenuity can do wonders for effectiveness if organizations are willing
to invest real trust, time, attention, and resources to enhance workplace-wide con-
sensus and teamwork.

Semco of Brazil is one company that owes its success to a strong participative
management foundation. According to President Ricardo Semler, the simple secret
is to “treat the eight hundred employees as adults” (26). This means adhering to three
company values—democracy, profit sharing, and information—in every aspect of
the operation. Most everyone, including factory workers, gets a monthly salary and
sets their own working hours, understands the full status of the company, and vote,
on important company matters. There is a very pragmatic logic behind Semler’s en-
lightened management model. Here he explains why respectful and collegial rela-
tionships are the way to sustainable business success

Think about it. Outside the factory, workers are men and women who elect governments,
serve in the army, lead community projects, raise and educate families, and make deci-
sions every day about the future. Friends solicit their advice. Salespeople court them.
Children and grandchildren look up to them for their wisdom and experience. But the
moment they walk into the factory, the company transforms them into adolescents. They
have to wear badges and name tags, arrive at a certain time, stand in line to punch a
clock or eat their lunch, get permission to go to the bathroom, give lengthy explanations
every time they are five minutes late, and follow instructions without asking a lot of
questions. [Treating employees as adults entails being] very rigorous about the numbers.
Because we are so strict about our financial controls we can be lax about everything else.
The employees are expected to make the connection between productivity and profit.

Consensus Trend 2: The Reluctant Adoption of Consensus Practices

Consensus alternatives, methods and theories are broadly espoused but have not at-
tained status as a preferred or primary approach to human interaction in day-to-day
management and governance. If they had, facilitators would be as busy as lawyers.
In the seventies, the idea of letting everyone in on important decisions was a novel
but minority pursuit among leaders and communities.

At the turn of the millennium, consensus-based decision making has been used
more but sporadically. Usually, desperation prompts consensus processes. Facilita-
tors are called in when best laid plans for down-sizing, mergers, or reorganization
encounter implementation chaos; when community disputes polarize into a debili-
tating stalemate; when decreasing budgets force people to work smarter; when teams
encounter dysfunction; when organizations discover they cannot succeed alone; or
when other group breakdowns occur.
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Consensus processes are not speedy enough to be a first resort for decision-makers.
Those who promote collaborative problem solving and planning must swim against
the stream of fast-service, one-stop, quick-return social expectations. Four major
forces discourage leaders from investing in consensus-based processes: a) Short-range
time-frames for action accountability; b) comfort with organizational “silos,” c) react-
ing to symptoms versus seeking systemic solutions, and d) a historical tendency to con-
sider self-interest disconnected from the good of the whole.

Short Time Frames: Long Term Solutions Discouraged
by Short Term Performance Evaluation

Every school, organization, or community is under the gun to show results yesterday.
Preferred planning horizons for strategic planning are shrinking from five to ten years
to three to five years. Powers-at-be get impatient if planning sessions don’t identify
six-month deliverables and ninety-day paybacks. Incentive systems do not reward in-
vesting in holistic, longer-term solutions that would be lasting and powerful.

Frances Moore Lappe’s addressed this problem at the 1989 Kyoto Conference on
the Environment (27). She used succinct images to convey the dangers of political
and economic time being “out of sync” with real world time and needs:

We face (but choose not to confront) a profound disjuncture between political time, eco-
nomic time, and ecological time. The time frame in which our decision-makers must an-
swer to us, the citizenry—political time I is out of sync with real world time it takes to
reap the consequences of today’s choices:

Political time is as short as two to six years between elections. Economic time can be
much longer. For example, obtaining approval for a new city transit system might be
two-year task in political time. Bringing the system from concept to reality could easily
take twenty years.

Economic time can be as long as it takes human beings to develop and contribute to
society. The cost of investment in one young person’s development could include nutri-
tional support for the infant, preschool education, tutoring and a subsidized summer job
for the teenager, and education at a public university. All this comes to about $40,000 in
today’s [1989] dollars). The invisible net social gain from such an investment is sug-
gested by a negative $40,000 prices tag: the cost of keeping one inmate imprisoned for
just seventeen months.

Economic time can also be much shorter than political time. It can be as short as a
company’s fiscal quarter to which many executive fates are bound. It could be as brief
as the split second it takes a speculator to shift from dollar to yen in international cur-
rency markets. Such foreshortened timeframes play havoc with economic planning (27).

The pressure for short-term results permeates our lives: Administrators and teachers
are charged to reverse student failure rates among students within several semesters.
We expect individuals to lose forty pounds in a week and organizations to diversify
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their revenue base in year or less. Leaders who want to seek collaborative means to
systemic improvements must do so while delivering short-term wins. If not, they can
be fired, demoted, replaced, or recalled.

“Silo” Operations:” Pursuing Holistic Solutions 
That Compete with the Power of the Parts 

Consensus solutions made by multiple groups and organizations usually lead to an-
other collaborative challenge: developing seamless, cross-functional, school-wide,
intraorganizational, and interdepartmental ways of operating. When cross-functional
solutions are attempted, many discover that the incredible momentum and power of
our operating compartments can exert strong undertows to stifle change.

“Silo” management has become a popular metaphor and usual suspect for causing
organizational dysfunction even for those of us who have barely seen the towering
grain-storage silos on a farm. At a recent planning session, a colleague with rural
roots explained that the difficulty of “breaking down silos” is a very appropriate way
to characterize the challenge of uniting strong and comfortable spheres of operation.
“You have no idea how hard it is to tear down a grain silo! Once my father, I and a
whole host of neighboring farmers pounded, pulled, ripped, and hacked for days to
dismantle one silo. They are tough!”

Breaking down barriers between several bureaucracies, operating systems, cul-
tures, or budgets is as tough as razing real silos. Attitudinal resistance can inhibit co-
operation but usually the root challenge is structural. Rewiring longstanding incen-
tives, patterns, expectations, norms, and infrastructure takes enormous creativity and
persistence. This challenge is aptly conveyed in a hopeful quip from one Nobel-prize
physicist: “ We can lick gravity, but the paperwork would be overwhelming.”

Working through administrative jungles and paperwork to forge new partnerships
may not sound glamorous or heroic, but I believe it is a key leadership competency
for contemporary social pioneers. Even the most harmonious of alliances require the
changing of habits such as adopting new ways of doing things, accepting extra giv-
ing and taking, and plenty of dancing with the devil in the details.

Despite the pitfalls, these interorganizational partnerships are being launched and
lived. For example, the staff of a state education agency found ways to remove the
“silos” inhibiting real service to school districts. The process tested the patience and
prowess of three hundred education department staff that decided that the best way
to serve diverse school districts was to reformat the agency into five centers, each
dedicated to assist a unique set of schools.

Resources and functions were realigned to maximize the ability to customized
agency assistance to the needs of diverse districts. Programmatic support personnel
from academic, nutrition, social support, special education, and other specialty “silos”
were distributed into each center. Some traditional support functions such as fiscal,
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human resources, and property management were shared. Making the new model
work within the federal, state, and local requirements for funds management and re-
porting was tough. The bureaucratic hurdles were enough to tempt even the most pas-
sionate staff to return to the comfort and controls of segmented service departments.

Symptom Stewardship: The Squeaky Wheel Still Gets the Organizational Grease

Another force that discourages systemic, collaborative solutions is the sheer number
of issues that show up on a leadership agenda. The quantity and pace of complex is-
sues increases each year. As social interactions intensify and more special interest
groups bring new and old inequities to mainstream attention, the symptoms of sys-
temic difficulties will grow and multiply. When crisis strikes or problem symptoms
flare up, action and resources tend to be mobilized to attack the immediate and pre-
senting problem for a brief period of time.

For example, the recent statistics about escalating teen drinking, suicides, and de-
pression have put pressure to treat the symptom by increasing access to rehabilita-
tion programs and mental health care resources. The depression pandemic among
our children is one big indicator of deep community deficiencies in loving and car-
ing for our young. Our attention should focus on broad-based community remedies
as opposed to simply fixing problematic teenage behaviors.

Traditional forums for dealing with public decisions are overwhelmed if not para-
lyzed by the massive barrage of symptoms vying for attention. Many decision-makers
and decision-making bodies admit it being caught in an endless traffic jam. As the is-
sue agenda grows, officials are forced to spend less and less time thinking through each
problem. There are simply too many complex matters that require in-depth analysis but
aren’t getting it. Locally, regionally, nationally, and internationally, we are flying by the
seat of our pants because the existing organizational or democratic mechanisms do not
allow enough time to think through every issue. From national governments to local
governments, elected officials have less and less time to analyze the systemic roots of
issues because of the sheer volume of perplexing and intricate agenda items.

At the Bipartisan Congressional Retreat several years ago, members pondered
ways to improve the environment within Congress. The central challenge was the
lack of time and forums for going beyond presenting problems and surface symp-
toms to deeply understand and analyze the issues before voting on bills that affect
millions of people.

Similarly, state legislatures are swamped with an unending input of issues de-
manding careful attention. An incredible variety of issues are considered on the leg-
islative floor session or committee agenda on any given day. One morning I tracked
the issues before the Minnesota legislature: The issues included selling wine in gro-
cery stores, revamping the education finance formula, banning underage tattoos, ad-
dressing growing homelessness, and restricting commercial feedlots.
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At the local level, city council meetings, legislative sessions, and board meetings
are lasting longer and longer into the night and still fall short of the time needed to
hear all the stakeholders, understand the issue, analyze options, and make decisions.

The issues overload breeds inaction until a visible symptom causes a public out-
cry, and the system is forced to rally to create a Band-Aid solution. I have no magic
answer for breaking out of this vicious cycle of responding to symptoms and/or ad-
dressing issues discretely. Consensus forums can increase organizational and com-
munity capacity to address issues thoughtfully, systemically, and effectively. How-
ever, immediacies will continue to drive organizational and societal attention until
we develop the leadership and/or public patience and will to invest in consensual
analysis of systemic dreams and challenges.

Self Interest Disconnect: Inability to Recognize 
Individual Interests Bound to the Collective Good

The ageless deterrent to collaboration is self-preservation. Voluntary sharing of
power and resources to achieve mutually agreed-to goals goes against historical
norms. From bullies on the school playground to geopolitical conquest, individuals
and groups have tended to vie for domination throughout history.

Bill Ury, coauthor of Getting To Yes, discussed this phenomenon informally at a
1998 Renewing Democracy Conference. His research of historical patterns in human
conflict has had led him to wonder whether we are trapped in the competitive mode
forever. His study raises a sobering question: if the story of human community is a
long saga of one group dominating another, is collaboration really possible? Ad-
dressing long-standing adversarial relationships such as those between religious
groups, races, economic classes, and geographies raises agonizing questions about
whether there are limits to peaceful coexistence. Can there ever be a collaborative
way out of our famous stalemates, such as those in the Middle East or Ireland? Are
we doomed to a debilitating polarization regarding issues such as reproductive
rights, racial divides, labor-management schisms, and party politics? Is collaboration
a false hope?

I have moments when I wonder if consensus building is worth the effort. The
doubt intensifies after a long day of facilitating contentious issues or when a new
leadership regime wipes out years of investment in cooperative management prac-
tices. The intensity of questioning was evident at a facilitator conference ten years
ago. During the evening celebration participants were asked to reflect on their past
year by suggesting titles of professional books, movies, or songs they could have
written, which produced:

Seven Steps to Offensive Facilitation
Getting To Maybe
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50 Ways to Undo Consensus
Farewell My Paradigm
The Empire Always Strikes Back

Humor is one way to maintain hope in the daily struggle to integrate and clashing
self-interests. The human propensity to create, defend, and expand their boundaries
will continue forever. Sociologist Alan Wolfe recommends not only accepting but
also appreciating the phenomenon. He talks about the strong forces of sociological
exclusion that underlie the external rhetoric of democratic inclusion in a community
(28) and offers a refreshing reminder about the importance of diverse identity and
interest boundaries:

Although they would seem to work to some degree at cross-purposes, both inclusive de-
mocracy and exclusive group centeredness are necessary for a rich but just social life.
Without particular groups with sharply divided boundaries, life in modern society would
be unbearable. We would be constant pawns in power struggles taking place over our
heads. Our identity as residents of a particular place would have no currency in the face
of national and international needs.

In the absence of social boundaries, in short, we would never belong to anything with
texture and character. Yet if the boundaries between particular groups are too rigid, we
would have no general obligations . . . We would live together with people exactly like our-
selves, unexposed to the challenges of strangers, the lure of cosmopolitanism, and the ex-
pansion of moral possibility that comes with responsiveness to the generalized other (28).

Frustrating as it is some days, consensus building is a forum for addressing bound-
ary disputes through discourse rather than force; a place where stakeholders can de-
termine reasons ands ways to allocate their loyalties to a familiar community, inter-
est or perspective, and the collective community, interest or perspective. The goal of
consensus is not sameness and loss of identity, importance, or uniqueness. Former
Israeli leader Golda Meir put it this way: “Internationalism does not mean the end of
individual nations. Orchestras don’t mean the end of violins.”

Consensus-building technology has come a long way but the successful use of
consensual decision making will forever ebb and flow according to a fluctuating
trust, belief, or reliance in collaboration. Collective entrepreneurship (14) doesn’t
get front-page billing but I believe consensus-based solutions are the secret behind
successes that do make the headlines.

THE BENEFIT: A CASE FOR CONSENSUS

If consensus tools are not in your leadership tool kit, they should be. I give you three
reasons why. The first reason is an ageless argument: 1) It is simply good business
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to include all relevant stakeholders in decisions that effect them. Choose participa-
tion before it chooses you. The second reason is inspired by future trends. 2) The ur-
gency for cooperative solutions will only increase as intersections between people,
organizations, and nations intensify. Looking out for the common good is in every-
one’s best interest. Finally, 3) collective decisions and actions generate new power
for tackling old problems. It pays to adopt a consensus habit as early as possible not
out of benevolence but because it is a smart alternative.

Reason 1: Choose Participation before It Chooses You

The most pragmatic reason to opt for upfront consensus building is because it will
happen anyway. One way or another, people will shape decisions and directions that
affect them. If they are not in on the original planning or decision making, they will
participate with their feet, money, time, complaints, sabotage, inertia, and rebellion.
The only choice that leaders have with respect to participation is when stakeholders
participate. At some point, leadership time will have to be invested in employee in-
volvement, citizen input, or stakeholder participation. The only questions is, do you
want to spend the time proactively building consensus about an undertaking or re-
actively fight fires caused by minimal ownership, misunderstanding, or unantici-
pated factors?

Every stakeholder group has some kind of power and influence. Money may be
most influential way to participate or buy influence but everyone has ways to affect
decisions without being invited. Interest groups have the power to stage disruptive
protests, media campaigns, or lawsuits if they disagree with public decisions. Em-
ployees can impact directions though strikes, slow downs, or sickouts. Constituency
groups like senior citizens or hunting groups can supply or withhold decisive voting
block in elections. Consumers have the power to boycott products.

Sometimes stakeholder feedback is immediate. In other cases it has taken decades
for the affected masses to influence the consensus about such things as expanding
voting rights, school segregation, or public smoking. People will find a way to
“vote” in the courts, public bodies and the marketplace even if they are not formally
invited.

Through the school of hard knocks, more and more leaders understand the ad-
vantage of involving all stakeholders upfront on any collective ventures. One ad-
ministrator offered this assessment:

People will get their two cents in one way or the other. What goes around comes around.
If they are involved up front, they will do so when you are trying to get things going. I
have never seen so many ways that individuals can slow down and even sabotage a proj-
ect they don’t understand or agree with. It is the end of management by memo or de-
crees. Consensus building is slow but a smart way to go.
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Another executive put it bluntly: In the good old days, a leader could simply de-
cide, announce, and defend decisions. Now, in order to get things implemented, a
leader must negotiate, agree, and implement action with groups of affected people.”

If the people—citizens, “worker bees,” parents, special interests, staff, donors,
voters, residents, landowners, members, customers, students, constituencies—are in-
strumental to the end game, it is smart to have them play early in the game.

Throughout history, people have weighed in on decisions whether they were al-
lowed to or not. Given this reality, Sociologist Jurgen Habermas (29) encouraged
leaders to utilize processes and power of “communicative action” in public forums
as a primary strategy for steering social policy and change. Citizen activism is the
linchpin for fundamental change. In the early 1980s, Habermas (29) predicted that
if those in positions of power did not offer inclusive mechanisms for community de-
cision making, the environmental, human rights, and other disestablishment move-
ments would take the lead in challenging the democratic processes. This prediction
is coming true across the world as we speak:

The World Trade Organization (WTO) protests exemplify people demanding a voice.
The WTO consists of self-appointed business leaders who chose not to include repre-
sentatives from other economic stakeholders groups sectors around the decision table.
Now, the human rights, environmental, and labor advocates have invited themselves to
the table by showing up in mass to speak out against the exclusive process for identify-
ing and addressing global economic priorities.

The evolution of America’s constitution is a longstanding example of stakehold-
ers participating without invitation. The nation is closer to living the ideals pro-
claimed in the founding documents due to persistent citizen activism. In the first
American presidential election, only 4 percent of the population, the landowners,
were eligible to vote. Tireless grassroots efforts expanded voting rights to black men
in 1870 and women in 1920; outlawed literacy testing and other discriminatory vot-
ing practices in 1965.

These vivid and large-scale illustrations show that people have and will continue
to participate through protests, marches, movements, campaigns, Internet action, and
other grassroots efforts to shape consensus about social directions.

At the local school, district, organization, or community level, more leaders are
acknowledging the power of early and inclusive participation by decision stake-
holders. One state legislature has decided “after a long period of suspecting consen-
sus processes to be largely a gimmick, it has begun looking for it as a primary way
to identify public policy opinion in the initial stages of a policy dispute” (1). The cur-
rent challenge is to “move consensus from being the last resort to being a first re-
sort” (1). How are these consensus efforts different from the task forces, committees,
panels, public forums and commissions that have been appointed through the ages?
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This was precisely the question raised and answered by Alan Ehrenhalt in a recent
Governing magazine article about the use of consensus in policy applications:

At this point you may be wondering what the difference is between invoking a consen-
sus process and appointing a blue-ribbon commission to solve the problem. A few
decades ago in this country, we relied on commissions to solve a good many of our most
perplexing problems at all levels of government. When schools didn’t seem to be work-
ing properly, or the military needed reform, or there was too much waste in the bureau-
cracy, we appointed the best minds available, waited for their report, and then generally
followed their advice. It didn’t make problems disappear overnight, but most of the time
it did some good.

As you may have noticed, the commission approach hasn’t worked so well lately. The
president appoints a distinguished panel to look into Social Security, or violence, or race
relations, or obscenity in the media, and they come out a few months later as bitterly di-
vided as they went in. I think that is largely because the whole structure has changed . . . .
It was assumed that prominent leaders “were above the battle and had no agenda other than
the [common] interest. Most Americans believed middle-aged men sitting around a table
knew what was best for everyone. We don’t believe that anymore (1).

Consultant Marvin Weisbord has a similar conclusion. In his book Discovering
Common Ground, he identifies a trend away from entrusting “experts or benign neu-
tral leaders solving problems for people and toward everybody, experts included, im-
proving whole systems” (30). As the planet gets more crowded, we can or should ex-
pect more reliance on consensus work groups that come together to sort through
diverse public needs and recommend practical ways to fashion public policies, ser-
vices, or budgets.

Management by consensus is a matter of pragmatism versus altruism. Without the
support of all stakeholders, solutions are more vulnerable to being de-railed, de-
terred, or lack the resources for implementation. In the end, binding agreements and
agendas developed by consensus are the ones that stick and get done. Broad-based
participation in decisions concurs with the Total Quality Management principle ad-
vising us to “do it right the first time.”

Reason 2: On a Finite Planet, Striving for 
the Collective Good Is in Everyone’s Self-Interest

The second reason to adopt preemptive consensus building is our intensifying inter-
dependence. In schools, organizations, and communities, collaborative and broad-
based decision making is an opportunity to stop rearranging deck chairs on the Ti-
tanic and start investing time into finding systemic solutions. To use another
metaphor from the agricultural realm, it is time for the old barn raising remedy. Take
the time to gather all affected people; assess all the interacting issues; analyze the
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pressure point problems; agree on the best alternatives; and implement collective ac-
tion alliances.

Here is a technical review of our interdependence as reality and opportunity. 1)
Messes of issues affect everyone. They make 2) the pursuit of common good in
everyone’s best interest. 3) Collaborative pursuit of the common good comes with
its own power sources for generating effective solutions.

Messes of Issues Affect Everyone

Most school, district, organization, community, and societal problems involve a
“mess of interacting issues” (31). This reality hits home during long term power out-
ages, strikes by sanitation workers, transit system shutdowns, and major catastro-
phes. Similarly, our deep interdependence surfaces each time we struggle to increase
education resources through levy or referendum, resolve zoning disputes, divert ac-
cess to water from one river to several states or cities, face health insurance increases
to cover emergency care by the uninsured, etc. Complicated, unstructured, and mov-
ing targets are becoming the norm, continually reminding us how our private mat-
ters are increasingly public business and vice versa. Yet, we continue to address is-
sues in silos and by symptom.

Education is a multiplex challenge that continues to be addressed harder but no
smarter. From national politicians to building administrators, we fight dysfunctions
separately and on multiple, parallel tracks. Inadequate school funding, low test
scores, education standards, teacher salaries, large class sizes, increasing teachers of
color, early childhood support, diversifying needs of urban student populations, stu-
dents readiness for K-12, student obesity, special education, student drop-out rates,
lack of basic skills among college freshmen, bi-lingual education, and other key is-
sues take turns being the focal point depending on political priority of the day. I once
facilitated a statewide meeting regarding graduation standards and discovered that the
leaders of K-12 systems and higher education have rarely, if ever, met to discuss how
graduation levels and issues mesh with the needs and standards of college entry.

As mentioned in the section on trends, school issues cannot be affected without
fundamental changes in other aspects of a student’s life. This eliminates very few
stakeholders from the hot seat. Parents, relatives, employers, property taxpayers,
daycare providers, civic institutions, and many others are needed to answer the big-
ger question posed by the intersecting issues and symptoms: “How do we prepare
the emerging generation for adult life?” Radical changes in family life have forced
schools to take on parental roles such as breakfasts, after school care, homework as-
sistance, psychological treatment, daycare for students with children, and much
more. As one Washington Post reporter concluded, “It’s not that our schools have
failed. Our full-service kibbutz’s have succeeded.” U.S. Senator Sam Nunn observed
the huge statistics of teen suicides, juvenile crime, children as a majority of the
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homeless population, youth runaways, etc., and concluded that human beings may
soon be the first species that is unable to care for its young. The next chapter will
share specific ways that education leaders are using multiple-stakeholder processes
to make visible and systemic improvements in local or regional education and youth
development.

An organizational example of a systemic problem that is treated symptomatically
is “low productivity” in a workplace. When management is not getting eight hours
of work for eight hours of pay (plus or minus an hour for shift changes, meals, and
breaks) the problem is identified as employee attitude and the popular response is to
tighten surveillance and institute new punitive measures. I’ve heard this knee-jerk
strategy described as the “beatings will continue until morale improves” approach.
Employee attitude can be an issue in its own right but more often than not, it is a
valid symptom of multiple, interacting operational gaps. A consensus-based strate-
gic planning process in one company revealed those gaps to include a system of out-
dated, uncoordinated, inadequate, or neglected management practices and organiza-
tional habits including the following elements:

• Minimal or even missing job orientation
• Subjective standards and requirements of each job
• Midnight shift scheduling on short notice that reeks havoc on family life
• Inefficient matching of person power to jobs
• Lack of timely worker access to tools and equipment
• Unsafe and dangerous work practices to keep up with production quotas
• Union peer pressure to minimize effort to contract specifications
• Tradition of hard-hitting frontline supervision that fosters fear
• Workers unclear about the relationship or importance of their job to the operation
• Dirty and cold work environments
• Inconsistent standards and disciplinary actions between work sites

Even the most dedicated workers were forced to decrease their pace as they waited
for parts, taught themselves their jobs, guessed work standards, or reacted to short-
sighted work orders. Some employees did waste time intentionally, but the collec-
tive assessment revealed that productivity could be dramatically improved by insti-
tuting or upgrading missing management mechanisms, such as an automated work
management system that programmed maintenance needs, documenting equipment
histories and operation, expediting access to parts, standardizing company work
standards through supervisory training, and implementing a month-in-advance shift
schedule that would enable employees to plan their family weekends and lives in
general.

At the community level, urban sprawl is begging for systemic attention. The hap-
hazard and fast spread of the urban area to rural areas is threatening important air,
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water, and land resources; taxing municipal infrastructures; compounding traffic
problems; and widening the gap between underresourced inner city communities
and affluent suburban residential areas. Where do you start making a difference? We
need to address the underlying root problems that feed the dilemma in a simultane-
ous and interactive manner. Some of the issues include minimal public transporta-
tion that restricts job and leisure mobility to those without automobiles; the desire
and expectations for remote home sites with all the comforts of urban services; weak
cooperation between municipalities and inadequate tax bases for developing parks,
neighborhood centers, people-friendly urban environments, etc.

Seeing the Link between Collective Well-being and Self-interest

Interdependence is a fact of life around the world, at every level of society, but some
communities are much farther along in acknowledging the direct link between self-
interest and collective well-being. Here is a comparison of communities with and
without a clear understanding of interrelatedness. It will explain why collaborative
problem solving is still a tool of last resort in many places.

Small and isolated communities have internalized interdependence for a long
time. These include historical pioneer settlements, remote rural villages, poor com-
munities, pockets of ethnic groups in urban areas, island nations, religious groups,
and other groups that have a common enemy, share scarce resources and/or engage
in a mission that require tight teamwork. Collaboration is a way of life in cultures
that understand individual survival to be integrally linked to collective survival.
Everyone and everything need each other.

For example, in Japan, a hundred million people live in a small space. They have
only a day’s supply of fuel left if an oil tanker did not sail into the harbor every ten
minutes. Tight teamwork, resource conservation, and good international relations are
a part of the operating software. They have three thousand-year-old protocols for liv-
ing together effectively including when and where to speak to guard each other’s pri-
vacy on crowded trains, small homes, workplaces, and other dense living situations.
For example, the metacode of conduct is to first pay attention to the whole situation
and then decide how you fit in or contribute. It is not altruism or naïve obedience. It is
smart living and good business. Individuals fare best if each looks out for the good of
the whole. Communities that understand the life and death nature of inter-relatedness
don’t simply tolerate others, they cooperate and respect others and the group. I had the
privilege of growing up in Japan. This may explain my foundational bias for collabo-
ration.

Some communities and societies have been able to keep up the illusion of inde-
pendence longer due to abundant resources, space, and open political processes. In
these societies the metacode of conduct is reversed. People are encouraged to decide
individual goals first and then look for ways to get them accomplished in the whole.
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For example, the United States was built on the principles of individual life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness. No one was in charge and everyone was in charge.
There was plenty of land and resources to go around. If you did not like what was
happening around you, you could move west to the countryside, out to the suburbs,
and onto other unsettled territory. These days, however, escaping to new and un-
charted territories is getting difficult. There is community everywhere and all the
land belongs to someone.

The expand-explore-and-exploit mantra has been a driving force in global de-
velopment. Communities and nations that have acquired resources and power
continue to operate in that paradigm. People who are victims of such develop-
ment and others who see that growth based on narrow interests at the expense of
others are clear that infinite growth is impossible on a finite planet. The old fron-
tiers of land and sea are gone. The new frontier is no longer physical but social.
The quicker we make the connection between self-interests and the common
good, the better off we will be. Pioneering means turning our interdependent fate
into meaningful destiny or face the consequences. Collaborative problem solving
is a vessel for navigating that frontier. Teaching interdependence was the main
reason one parent found a democratically-run school for her children; a school
where everyone from kindergarteners to school council members make decisions
consensually. Learning collaborative life skills was a key to preparing her chil-
dren for the future:

For me, the consensual way of life is the most important part of this school. We live in
a self-centered society. The preoccupation is with “what do I get out of this” or “what’s
good for me.” This is not a healthy way of life. I want my children to live the benefits
and acquire the life skills of looking out for the best interest of the whole community. It
starts with learning “how to get everyone to go to a movie together.”

Reason 3: Collaborative Action Generates Its 
Own New Power to Tackle Old Problems

How does a consensus approach to decision making produce long term, inter-silo
strategies to address the problems and possibilities beneath the steady barrage of
symptoms? A well-constructed collaborative decision-making forum aggregates in-
dividual or subgroup energy into collective power for change. The powerful forces
of our interdependent self-interests are called to work by involving the expertise, in-
frastructure, resources, attention, passion, and support of a “whole system” of af-
fected stakeholders, parties, interests, jurisdictions, territories, organizations, service
areas, or scopes of responsibility. Author John Gardner alluded to this source of lead-
ership power when he declared the ability to work across organizational and social
boundaries as the most important skill for today and tomorrow’s leaders (32).
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Building consensus through shared awareness, mutually acceptable analysis, joint
agreements, supported action, and working alliances releases at least five new bases
of power including 1) the power of shared priority; 2) the power of aligned reason-
ing; 3) the power of common will; 4) the power of pooled resources; and 5) the
power of joint ownership:

The Power of Shared Priority

Sometimes planning is referred to as attention management. Declaring something to
be a priority is a foundational first step to any forward movement. A consensus
process that begins by developing shared awareness of an issue enables a system of
stakeholders to understand how a complex of issues affects everyone and what ex-
pected benefits or WIFMs (what’s-in-it-for-me) deserve to elevate problem resolu-
tion to collective priority status. Focused attention is the gateway to focusing for-
mally disparate energies into a search for solutions.

The Power of Aligned Reasoning

Even after the mutually beneficial reasons to handle issues is established, efforts can
be destroyed by one-sided or incomplete solutions based on narrow problem assess-
ment. Therefore, a rigorous forum for analyzing and understanding the issues from
everyone’s perception of the facts, feelings, meanings, and proposals is the best way
to avoid missing important elements and develop a collective logic about the what
is going on with a given issue. As scientist, inventor, and social philosopher Charles
Kettering reminds us: “A problem well-formulated is half solved. Never underesti-
mate the power of developing a collective logic to support needed solutions.

In a study of the accuracy of group decision making, Donald Piper found that
committee may indeed generate better solutions than individuals acting alone. In
1974, The Educational Administration Quarterly published the results of Donald
Piper’s scientific study of group versus. individual decision making (33). The goal
was to see which produced the more correct decisions—individuals acting alone or
decisions made by group discussion and agreement (consensus) or by individuals us-
ing information and advice from others (participative decision making).

Eighty-two graduate students in education participated in a simulated decision-
making exercise where they played the roles of astronauts who have crash landed on
the moon and must rank in order of importance fifteen items of equipment they
might use to return to the mother ship. The correct rankings were provided for the
test by the staff of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration Crew Equip-
ment Research Department. The research participants ranked the items first as indi-
viduals and then in groups of three to five persons using consensus or participative
decision making.

38 Chapter One

05-188 Ch 1.qxd  5/13/05  12:44 PM  Page 38



While the study was not intended to “settle the question of whether decisions
should be made by consensus or by a designated decision-maker,” (33) Piper does
make conclusions that group decisions are most reliable:

The results of this study do not provide definitive answers as to which model of deci-
sion making and organization should choose. However, they do suggest that if arriving
at the most correct decisions is the primary goal, the involvement of several persons—
whether it be through a consensus or a participative model—will provide better results
than the “one-man-deciding-alone” model. Within the context of this study, and for the
type of task represented by the “Moonshot” exercise, the following conclusions seem
warranted.

Decisions made by a group discussion and agreement (consensus) are more cor-
rect than decisions made by the same individuals acting alone.

Decisions made by individuals using information and advice from others (partic-
ipative decision making) are more correct than decisions made by the same individ-
uals acting alone. This conclusion applies whether the decisionmaker initially has
the knowledge to make the best decision or the worst decision of any member of his
group.

The decisions arrived at through either of the two models are not only better than
the initial judgment of the decision-maker but are also frequently more correct than
the decision of any of the members of the group—a phenomenon which may be
called “synergy.”

I will illustrate the power of aligned reasoning with a group process where the
power was missing—the U.S.-lead war on terror. Much has been said about the
needs, benefits, and justifications for unilateral versus multilateral action. The
United States requested nations to participate in multilateral agreements, actions,
and alliances following a worldwide awareness of terrorist threat. Wouldn’t the col-
lective awareness of the crisis naturally lead to broad-based support? It didn’t. I sus-
pect the weakness of the international response can be attributed to the fact that the
United States carried out the analysis step by itself. What would have happened if
national representatives had gathered after 911 to examine the terrorist threat and
jointly analyze the root problems and pressure point issues? Building a collective
logic and strategy would have taken some time but I believe that a genuine interna-
tional battle plan would have emerged. Multilateral endeavors begin with shared
awareness and mutually acceptable analysis.

The Power of Common Will

It takes initiative and commitment to do anything. Strong resolve does not guaran-
tee success, but it is a good indicator of good outcomes. Each time we take the time
to forge groups from individual desires, we symbolize and demonstrate the profound
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connection between self-interest and the common good. Collective entrepreneurship
benefits from the strong energy that self-interest brings to any endeavor.

Rosann Sidener was deeply impressed with the level of participant buy-in and
“emotional investment” produced in the site-based management and shared decision
making (SBM/SDM) processes she studied in Dade County Public Schools (34):

Respondents strongly identified with the SBM/SDM project at their school. They dis-
covered the process for themselves because they were implementing a new concept and
the district provided few guidelines. Many expressed a keen sense of ownership and
even those who were not proponents of SBM/SDM had strong feelings about what they
perceived to be the positive and negative outcomes. It was evident they had an emo-
tional investment in the successes and failures of their shared decision making project.
Participation in shared decision making was a powerful experience that molded the be-
liefs of those involved. The researcher was struck with the sense of frustration and loss
that many respondents expressed over the decline of the program. This leads the re-
searcher to believe that school-based management/shared decision-making has poten-
tial to generate lasting change. Participants truly felt accountable for the results of the
project (34).

The Power of Pooled Resources

The test of all ideas and promises is in their implementation. This will be a refrain
throughout the book. Implementation is the process of mobilizing energy and re-
sources to activate plans and decisions. Theodore Leavitt of Inc. magazine under-
scores the power of implementation:

Creativity is thinking up new things . . . A powerful new idea can kick around unused in
a company for years, not because its merits are not recognized, but because nobody has
assumed responsibility for converting it from words into action. Ideas are useless unless
used. The proof of their value is only in their implementation.

The chances for optimal support are greater in broad-based consensus building than
any other form of decision making. This is a central observation and leadership im-
plication of Leadership for the Common Good: Tackling Public Problems in a
Shared-Power World (35). John Bryson and Barbara Crosby echo the need for or-
ganization to share their information, ideas, resources, and therefore, their power in
order to get things done. This call to share power is not out of charity but the reality
that problems are too big for any one entity and can be solved by deploying the ex-
pertise and resources of multiple organizations. They describe how traditional and
new forums, arenas, and courts must be wisely used to get input, shape recommen-
dations, make agreements, and evaluate decisions, and assure successful partner-
ships.
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The Power of Joint Ownership

Consensus building generates a power that is impossible to gain any other way—
the power to carry through with an initiative. Substantive and sustainable solu-
tions take time and require ongoing nurture. Even the best strategies often come
to an abrupt end with a leadership change. We don’t have the resources to be con-
stantly shifting direction. But how do we commit to strategies that last beyond
one political administration, one leadership change, or one quarter? A collabora-
tive problem-solving approach offers a chance to develop political consensus and
broad-based issue ownership that can last years, decades, and even generations.
A community in Finland offers a clue and a hope. They have worked for over ten
years to prepare to be a uranium disposal site. The nuclear material requires ut-
most care for hundreds of years so the current citizens have developed a consen-
sus about the care of the facility that will be honored by their children and grand-
children.

The link between ownership and long term implementation of solutions was a fo-
cal point discovery in Debra Crump’s extensive assessment of the site-based man-
agement and shared decision making in the Chicago public schools. The effort was
initiated in response to issues of fiscal crisis, poor student performance, underserved
minority students, and soaring rates of high school dropout in the seventies. She
found that the reform produced many visible results including 1) the fixing of a num-
ber of initial defects; 2) most local school councils proving their competence; 3) par-
ents and community feeling ownership of their local schools; 4) schools maintaining
substantial discretion over their budgets; 5) teachers able to draw on an array of ex-
cellent in-service programs; 7) local school councils finding high-quality help and
advice; 8) ways of identifying and assisting poorly performing schools is under way;
9) a leaner and stronger central administration; 10) decreasing violence in and
around schools, and 11) abounding signs of educational innovation and improved
student learning abound, especially in elementary schools .

However, the most hopeful result that Crump noted was a community-wide will
to sustain continuous and comprehensive improvement:

Chicago school reform gained strength and penetrated deeply into the fabric of the city
because it originated not as a narrowly targeted attempt to improve schooling, but as a
broad-based movement. Its social movement origins spread “ownership” of reform
among many groups; it helped define reform as an ongoing process rather than a quick
fix (36).

Since remedies to most complex problems require sustained effort, the ability to stay
with an improvement process is perhaps the ultimate source of social power.

The reasons to adopt consensus as a primary leadership strategy seem compelling
to me but I will let the convictions and experiences of consensus practitioners continue
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to make the case for consensus in chapter 2. You will hear about additional and spe-
cific benefits of each of the consensus steps and/or power bases using illustrations
from a variety of sectors and situations.

THE VULNERABILITIES: PROCESS SKEPTICISM AND PITFALLS

Consensus building is a live field for process experimentation. The consensus in-
dustry may be on the rise, but because problems are messy and unstructured, expec-
tations and approaches about how to solve them are all over the board. Few familiar
or formal processes are readily available for consensual problem solving. Meeting
methods vary greatly and are often created by default versus design. Furthermore,
despite the increasing complexity of problems, there is a growing demand for shorter
meetings and less time available at existing forums.

Be suspicious of anyone who claims they have the right way to conduct secure con-
sensus. Attempts are underway to codify the consensus process, but the answers are
not due any time soon. For example, the League of Cities and various consensus out-
reach organizations teamed up in recent years to cerate a consensus-based version of
Robert’s Rules (37). The goal is to have a guide to help local town boards; city coun-
cils and other government bodies conduct deliberative forums and build binding pub-
lic agreements based on consensus. In the early phases the manual was nicknamed
“Roberta’s Rules of Order.” Organizations such as the National Coalition for Dia-
logue and Deliberation (NCDD), the Deliberative Democracy Consortium, Public
Conversations Project, and other nonpartisan groups in the United States are dedi-
cated to providing democratic tools to help people connect across divides, make good
decisions, work cooperatively, and engage actively as citizens. Perhaps someday we
will settle on universal game rules for consensus building, but for now keep your eye
out for consensus manuals but develop rules to fit your decision-making needs.

Many have yet to buy into consensus and for valid reasons. Without a compelling
personal experience of consensus rewards, reluctance to use collaborative methods
is understandable. Twenty-five years ago, one such leader, the city manager of a
northern Minnesota town, impressed upon me the dangers of assuming that consen-
sus efforts would be successful. He listened patiently to my energetic pitch to con-
duct a grassroots town meeting. After a long, thoughtful silence, he declined the in-
vitation and said quietly, “The last thing we need is one more false hope.” This
warning has stayed with me ever since. I have no desire to lead people on a wild
goose chase. There is a time and a place for collaboration. It should certainly not be
used if leaders do not value “committee” thinking, see process as a detriment to sub-
stance or believe their role is to be directive and decisive. Also, consensus partici-
pants need to be engaged carefully if people have developed a strong distrust in
process due to many past efforts that did not go anywhere.
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Despite the rise in the need for consensus-based problem solving, there is strong
reluctance to its use. In fact, many of you may be ready to close this book saying
“been there, done that” or “I’ll never sponsor another consensus process if my life
depended on it.”

I don’t blame you. You have probably been involved in one or more misengi-
neered processes. I regularly run into many people who have been burned; formed
allergies to participatory process; not yet seen proof of its cost effectiveness; fear
creating chaos and false expectations; don’t want to take time for games; and con-
sider “collective intelligence” an oxymoron. If you consider yourself a consensus
skeptic, this book may help you decide again whether to reconsider adding consen-
sus tools to your leadership arsenal.

This final section of this chapter on consensus basics will consider the pitfalls to
consensus success. These pitfalls help reinforce the three pillars of successful col-
laborative problem solving presented in chapter 3, including the importance of posi-
tioning the consensus project, inventing customized process and elevating the role
of the participants. I will share common reasons for 1) consensus skepticism and 2)
why some consensus processes fail to generate positive results.

Reasons for Consensus Skepticism

Nothing Good Ever Comes Out of a Committee

Many believe that process is a time consuming way to get to the “lowest common de-
nominator.” If the group produces the lowest common denominator, whose is the high-
est? The implied message is that the speaker or a smaller group could identify better so-
lutions than a large committee. If that is the case, they should go ahead and develop
“high denominator” strategies and propose them to the affected parties. If the issue at
hand does not need further information, input, or insights from others, there is no need
to undertake a costly consensus activity. Nobody appreciates contributing to an effort
that is seen as an inferior approach to decision making. If there is a faster formula for
generating and implementing excellent solutions for a group dilemma, I recommend go-
ing with that route. Condemning the results of a good faith effort as low quality solu-
tions reflects a competing mode mindset; that “my truths are superior to anyone else’s.”

The assumptions of collaboration underscored that consensus process should only
be used only if the sponsors feel that the ideas and support of all affected parties is es-
sential to finding and implementing good solutions. The corresponding belief is there-
fore, that the group’s problem solutions may not look like any one participant’s “ideal,”
but they represent the “highest common good” because the solutions are the result of
everyone’s best thinking and a combination of many “ideal” options.

A recent consensus process shed some practical light on the value of group solu-
tions. I was helping a management team of twenty-one people determine their annual
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business priorities. The group leader interrupted the goal’s brainstorm with an obser-
vation that the goal is already clear. He felt further discussion would simply water the
goal down. I apologized for not realizing that the destination was already determined
and asked him to describe the goal. After recording it on paper, I checked with the
group to see if there were any questions and whether they were ready to proceed to
the next step of the planning process. Two hands went up. Each participant had a dif-
ferent impression of the existing goal. I wrote those up and three others raised their
hand. Many goals later, we had eighteen versions of a “highest common denomina-
tor” goal. It was clear that the group needed to negotiate the shared goal. Everyone
experienced the same thing. Their individual input was great but the most valuable
goal was the negotiated goal that would enable them to know which way to direct
their attention, energies, and resources.

Process Delays Getting to the Point!

I have worked with a good share of clients who declare up front they are “not a
process person.” They like to get right to the point. When this substance versus
process conviction surfaces in a discussion, my best argument is to compare the sit-
uation to the judicial process. If you tell me that “you are not a process person” or
ask how a complex decision process can be shortened to a few hours, it is like ask-
ing a judge to conduct a trial with the opening and closing arguments, skipping “all
the stuff” in between. Whenever I use this analogy, the reaction is the same: “Well
you couldn’t do that,” they say. “How would you assure justice if all sides aren’t pre-
sented and pondered?” I then, rest my case for including ample time for airing all the
views and analyzing solutions thoroughly.

Process is the way to secure binding public agreement or action. The task of pub-
lic consensus building is to assure “due process,” not just process. Pay attention be-
fore bringing people together for a meeting. If there is another way to do what you
need to do, do it. Every meeting or process makes demands on each participant’s
time, energy, and resources during and after the problem solving. The quest needs to
be worth the investment.

Process determines substance. Also, process influences substance. The way in
which you frame the questions and organize the discussion helps shape the answers
that emerge. Agreement about how to approach a problem is essential. The insider
accounts of actual processes in chapter 3 will show how participants take charge of
process because they see its influence on the outcome.

Weakening a Directive Leadership Role

Consensus building can clash with traditional images about decision making and go
against very deep-seeded assumptions about how trustworthy decisions are made
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and executed. We have been trained to expect strong and correct solutions, direc-
tions, and answers from people who have position responsibility as leaders and /or
major control over implementation resources. This “father knows best” paradigm is
alive and well. Many who serve in leadership roles were raised in a time and culture
that taught people, especially men, to be strong, rational, and take responsibility for
caring for their families, employees, or constituents. A good leader, therefore, has
been defined as someone who knows what to do. Therefore, when I or others rec-
ommend that a leader use a participatory decision-making process, it can be taken as
a sign of leadership failure: The troops had to be called in because the leader could
not come up with the right answers on their own. Inviting everyone in the depart-
ment or organization to help determine priority strategies may feel like an indictment
of weakness.

Consensus-based decision making does not replace strong leadership. It is a lead-
ership tool for assuring that the elaborate web of daily, weekly, quarterly, and long-
term decisions within a complex organization or system are based on the best possi-
ble information and backed by the awareness, analysis, action, and alliances
necessary to execute them. Effective leaders know when, where, and how to produce
with people. Also, once the consensus is formed, leaders at all levels must steer the
translation of the will into timely, operational action. As Rosabeth Moss Kanter, au-
thor of Changemasters (38) reminds us, power is ultimately connected to the ability
to mobilize people to achieve great results.

Overcoming the Gap in Public Trust

Participants will join the public discussion with varying degrees of trust in demo-
cratic decision making. Earlier I discussed the signs of resurgence in citizen partici-
pation. While it is real, it is still a minority phenomenon. The majority of Americans
participate passively in their governance and this is often translated into skepticism
about any type of collective decision making at the workplace, community, or asso-
ciation. They prefer to leave leadership to their bosses, boards, and government of-
ficials for many reasons: Many don’t have time. Others don’t know where to start.
Some others just may not care. Still others have participated and lost faith after their
input in hearings or forums seemed to go nowhere. Even those who are very active
tend to be suspicious of government or institutions. They are reluctant to participate
unless they are assured a neutral space that gives equal time, voice, and power to all
interests around the table.

One way or the other, the public has grown distant from government. Democracy
has become a lost art and growing profession. Critical theorist Jurgen Habermas (39)
wrote extensively about the waning public participation within a democracy and dis-
cussed the growing legitimization and motivation crises among citizens. Govern-
ment grew to protect the rights and livelihoods of citizens from the harmful effects
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and inequities of capitalism, but in the process, citizens have become alienated from
their government because it is too big to support or to work with. Less than mean-
ingful employee involvement, team building, and other participation experiments
have resulted in similar eroding of trust within organizations.

I have encountered many skeptics and recovering skeptics who felt used or demeaned
in public process settings. I don’t blame them. Too many times, meetings have been
called after the decision has already been made. Public input mechanisms were mere fa-
cades for selling and implementing the decisions of a few. In one forestry department,
staff used firefighting analogies to describe the less-than-sincere efforts of employee in-
volvement: By the time everyone is invited to the table, the attack and suppression
phases have already occurred. The people are called in at the mop-up phase.

Even when meetings have a valid purpose, participants can be alienated by con-
fusing or vague processes. Such an experience is described vividly in this excerpt of
a newspaper column entitled “Is There a Cure for Meetingitus (40):”

The most frustrating manifestations of “meetingitus” are the warm-and-fuzzy public
gatherings variously called open houses, roundtables, workshops, and task forces. The
purpose of these get-togethers—held by agencies that make people angry—is to numb
an unruly public into submission.

The process works like this: Everyone shows up mad as heck and in great disagree-
ment over an issue. The agency gives them all free coffee and a comfortable chair. Then
everyone sits in a semicircle, exchanges pleasant banter, and fills flip charts. People
blurt out whatever comes to mind and some agency moll with a smile and a magic
marker writes it all down. After an hour of this everyone is either talked out of being
tongue-tied. . . . Tossing out old-fashioned democracy (majority rules) in favor of con-
sensus (nobody gets mad) the agency then picks out “solutions” from whatever plati-
tudes elicit no disagreement. “We need more education” inevitably wins. The agency
then schedules another meeting to discuss “education strategies.” Of course the issue
never gets resolved but the bureaucrats keep themselves in free coffee ad infinitum (40).

Each disrespectful exercise in using people’s time and creativity erodes a leader’s
capacity to build the trust and support they need to really make things happen in or-
ganizations, communities, and society.

Reasons That Consensus Mechanisms Fail

Much process skepticism is the result of badly managed consensus deliberations and
minimal trust in consensus solutions. There are no guaranteed steps to success, but
there are some sure ways to assure consensus failure. I will describe the most com-
mon reasons collaborative problem solving falls far short of its potential: a) unclear
purpose and roles, b) process by default, c) inappropriate application of tools and
techniques, d) canned process, and e) the magic pill expectation.
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Unclear Process Purpose and Roles

It is surprising how many meetings are called without participants knowing exactly
why their input is needed, how it will be used, or what are expectations for their in-
volvement. What difference will their input make? How does it benefit or affect each
person? Is the input for ideas, advice, recommendations, or actual decisions? All
those purposes are valid, but if the roles are not explained, the process can end up
with disillusionment and unfulfilled expectations. People put their heart into partic-
ipating only to discover that their input was advice, not recommendations.

Without a clear or necessary mission, a venture is generally wasteful and extremely
disrespectful of the people involved. (Good) meetings are a lot like funerals, accord-
ing to the consultant Roger Mosvick. There are a lot of people sitting around in un-
comfortable clothing wishing they were someplace else. The only difference is that
usually funerals have a purpose (41). This quote gets a laugh in every group. It is a
sad reflection on the fact that there are way too many staff meetings, committee ses-
sions, and other group processes that seem less than relevant to the participants. Gath-
ering people together is an enormous investment of human resources. If you multiply
the time it takes to prepare, commute, attend, and execute the obligations acquired at
the meeting for every participant, you would think twice, maybe ten times, before
convening another one. In fact, Mosvick described one manager who passed the time
in meaningless meetings guessing and adding up the salaries of those present and
multiplying them by the meeting-related hours to price the cost of each event. The
point here is an obvious reminder.

I am not advocating that everyone be part of every decision. They just need to
know the purpose and role of their participation. If it is advice or input, so be it. If it
is recommendations for decisions, let people know. If it is informing people on an
existing plan, let them know it is an informational forum. If a model exists, don’t
pretend that the models are yet to be created. Don’t call a meeting unless it is nec-
essary.

Once the purpose and roles are clear, provide participants with confirmation that
their input will make a difference. What is the follow-up? How will the input trans-
late into “through-put and output?” How does the consensus connect to mainstream
decisions? If input continues to disappear into databases and reports, consensus
process becomes synonymous with a “useless exercise.”

Process by Default Versus Design

Some typical symptoms of unplanned process include all the elements of the previ-
ous paragraph plus things such as last-minute agendas, lack of background informa-
tion, minimal leadership attention, too much to do too fast, no time to air all the is-
sues and ideas, and a room that prevents people from seeing or hearing well.
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Constructing group process must be seen in the same light as other public
processes we know and love such as a football game, trial, jazz quartet, or a wed-
ding reception. Can you imagine conducting a football game without the rules, and
everyone knowing and abiding by them?

Consensus-based engagements require elaborate structure and preparation. The
game rules need to be set and understood by all because the outcomes are dictated
by how players participate within the agreed-to rules of engagement. In many group
processes, we attempt to play the game while each player is trying to make sense of
the rules, ends, or purposes. In fact, part of the confusion at many meetings is that
we may be playing football, golf, and polo at the same time. Let’s say that many
processes do not make pleasant music because we have in essence thrown together
people and instruments with sketchy directions or agreements about why and how
music is to be made.

At a K–6 elementary school that has successfully operated with a high degree of
shared decision making, everyone understands that participation cannot be left to
chance. Respectful and meaningful sharing of ideas, needs, resources, and power
must be carefully cultivated and supported: Common principles and procedures are
established, taught, refined, and followed by everyone. Protocols are available for
managing task forces, leading meetings, building consensus, and operating site
teams including the following tools:

• Guidelines for the site team’s work; ten ingredients for a successful team
• Roles, ground rules, grounding activities, and reflections for Site Council meeting
• Considerations for successfully sharing a decision
• Task force tool kit
• Consensus strategies, definitions, characteristics
• The Fist to Five method for indicating level of consensus

These and other shared decision-making procedures are as familiar to school partic-
ipants as the Roberts Rules of Order are for practitioners of parliamentary process.
They are consistently used across all levels, classroom to boardroom (42).

Inappropriate Tool

Another planning error is to use an approach that does not fit the situation or the
readiness of the players. Earlier in the chapter we reviewed various strategies for
conflict resolution and interaction. Collaborative problem solving is not the univer-
sal answer to every mess of issues. Diagnosing a problem situation is a fundamental
first step to good process that reveals whether collaboration, negotiation, mediation,
or something else is the best way to create solutions to an organizational or commu-
nity problem.
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For example if two parties were seeking to resolve a dispute but each side was
committed to a position, mediation with a strong third party would be the best match
for the dilemma. This was the case in a heated dispute between fisherpersons, resort
owners, local government officials, and others regarding fishing limits and privi-
leges on their lake. A meeting was called to discuss solutions but succeeded in pro-
ducing only shouting matches, flared feelings, and a worse stalemate. Not enough
research had gone into understanding the situation. The players were too divided to
participate in a collaborative meeting. What was needed was shuttle diplomacy. A
third party was needed to hold a series of meeting or interviews with each stake-
holder group to formulate the key issues and solicit ideas for resolving the conflict.
Then, after sharing the results of the other meeting with each group, the next steps
to forging solutions could be devised. The state agency ended up serving as the shut-
tle diplomat, and eventually a consensus process culminated the long route to set-
tling a tough problem

Canned Process

Rarely will one technology work as-is for any situation. Predeveloped methods and
techniques such as a particular brand of strategic planning or problem solving can be
useful, but only if they are applied carefully and sensitively. The duty of a process
consultant or facilitator is to listen to the ends that the community is seeking and cus-
tomize a means to get there by combining tools, techniques, and procedures appro-
priate to the situation. Unfortunately, one-size-fits-all facilitators frequently counsel
and service leaders. One frustrated state agency director hired a consultant to help
complete their strategic planning process and was advised to start from scratch us-
ing the “correct” brand of planning because the department’s method was flawed.
This meant nullifying over six months of active department-wide efforts. It was not
an option for the agency. He looked for another consultant that was willing to build
on the work done to date to determine strategic priorities and an annual work plan
for the organization.

Prepackaged programming has contributed to the failure of many shared decision-
making efforts in school districts, according to Bauer’s study Leveling the Playing
Field: Structuring Shared Decision-making to Promote Authentic Dialogue (43):

Although researchers emphasize that there is no single recipe for successfully imple-
menting site-based management that works in all districts or schools (44,45), there
are few systematic discussions about the alternative approaches pursued by actors of
how these action alternatives are selected. A single model of site-based management
dominates the literature, resulting in a bias toward defining the process in terms of
whether authority over budget, staffing, and curriculum is devolved to the school
level.
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The complexity of site-based management practice reduced to a handful of sim-
ple factors and site-based management is judged to be adequate in terms of the ex-
istence of these attributes. Adoption of shared governance has tended to follow the
American tendency to “package, simplify, and sell (46)” or to paraphrase Metz (47);
the garment of site-based management comes in “one size fits all.”

Bauer corroborates the underlying message of the book by concluding that “em-
phasis must shift to a focus on site-based management as process to be designed (48)
rather than as a program to be implemented.”

Magic Pill Expectation

Another barrier to finding a meaningful way to solve problems together is to expect
a “once and for all answer” or other miracle by employing a new process or person.
For a decade or two, we anticipated the coming of the conflict Messiah—the one
method, theory, technique, mediator, consultant, quick fix, silver bullet, or some
other tool for achieving instant unity. This has not occurred and common sense has
made a triumphant return. Good methods and competent process leaders are one im-
portant component in attaining consensus, but no one process or person replaces crit-
ical thinking, raw initiative, and hard work. I have yet to find a shortcut to waging
consensus.

Complex problems resist quick fixes and simplistic either-or alternatives. They
cannot be “solved” with one remedy or permanently. They require a system of solu-
tions that take time to launch and bear fruit. Just think about how difficult it is for
one human being to address a physical fitness issue. Just drinking vitamin-packed
protein shakes will rarely make a difference. What works is a portfolio of strategies
including diet, exercise, new social habits, medical remedies, and many other solu-
tions. Furthermore, success depends on a mundane and disciplined effort to live the
required new daily practices. If that is what it takes to change the patterns of one per-
son, a massive arsenal of schemes is surely needed to eliminate homelessness in a
community, improve student achievement, or shift the transportation patterns in an
urban area.

Implementation requires getting on a path to solutions that build in short-term, in-
cremental victories. Catalyzing fundamental change usually means finding collabo-
rative mechanisms for ongoing, relentless attention to re-directing, revitalizing, re-
thinking, reinventing ,and developing the problem area. The parable of the tortoise
and the hare is an apt metaphor. Going slow and sure is the fastest way to funda-
mental change.

Like quick fixes, framing complex problems into polarities is a typical coping
mechanism for dealing with major conflicts and controversies. Some popular du-
alisms include the greens against business; the republican model versus the demo-
cratic model; big vs. small government; conservative or liberal; the neighbors op-
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posing a halfway house versus those who don’t mind; and paying pro-voucher edu-
cation or not. People fall through the cracks when we draw simple lines in the sand
and divert attention from examining solving social dilemmas to defending superfi-
cial “sides.” Time is spent tracking the points and power versus addressing the is-
sues jointly.

The pursuit of consensus methods has made a refreshing return to the basics. The
many trials and errors with collaborative approaches in the 1980s and 1990s have
minimized illusions about miracle cures. As one strategic planning consultant put it,
“For every complex question there is a simple answer, and it is wrong!”

CONCLUSION

To control or collaborate? That is the question at every level of society. The manner
in which leaders and citizens of the planet answer that question in the next decade or
two will determine the merits of using discourse versus force in mobilizing commu-
nity directions. The case for consensus seems compelling to some of us, but consen-
sus building is not doomed to success. Everyone needs to decide whether consensus
building is a worthy pursuit.

We may not have rules, but the experiments of the past several decades have pro-
duced written and unwritten wisdom about structuring and facilitating consensus
building. Over the years, process sponsors, meeting leaders, and participants have
pooled their expertise and common sense to construct procedures that meet situa-
tional mandates. The next chapter relays the benefits and successes of satisfied con-
sensus users.
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We live in a world where no one is “in charge.” No one organization or institution
has the legitimacy, power, authority, or intelligence to act alone on important pub-
lic issues and still make substantial headway against the problems that threaten us
all . . . As a result, we live in a “shared-power” world, a world in which organiza-
tions and institutions must share objectives, activities, resources, power, or author-
ity in order to achieve collective gains or minimize losses.

—John Bryson and Barbara Crosby
Leadership for the Common Good

What are the major benefits of consensus? What are some real life examples of solv-
ing complex problems collectively? This chapter continues to make a case for con-
sensus as a primary leadership tool using lived examples of how consensus decision
making is making a difference in the education, public, private, and civic sectors.
They are only the tip of the iceberg. Some are success stories, others a work in
progress. Hopefully they convey the wide variety of applications for collaborative
problem solving.

I will discuss the consensus benefits and examples as they relate to the five ma-
jor results consensus can deliver (see figure 2.0): 1) building shared awareness
about a situation affecting them; 2) producing mutually meaningful analysis to in-
form decision-making; 3) making broadly supported agreements to resolving issues
or work together; 4) initiating collective action,n and 5) developing formal or in-
formal working alliances. Since sustainable agreements cannot form and perform
without collective awareness, analysis, action and alliances, successful decision-
making ventures involve each of the five results to some degree. I have therefore
listed the case stories under the consensus result that was the most prominent or in-
strumental to producing a consensus solution in a given problem.

Chapter Two

Consensus Advantages 
and Applications
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Figure 2.0. Benefits of Collaboration
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BUILDING SHARED AWARENESS

Assembling all the stakeholders related to an issue is the fastest way to get everyone
on the same page and assess the whole situation. As figure 2.1 depicts, the closest
thing to the “whole” reality is the meshed perceptions of people from all parts of the
system. The awareness step of a consensus-building process delivers the power and
benefit of revealing a shared priority for action. Consensus building 1) quickly de-
velops an understanding of how an individual’s issues link into a common urgency.
Also, the awareness-building step can 2) “induce a needed crisis.” It can enable a
group of stakeholders to see how discrete issues are symptoms of a pervasive prob-
lem that affects all and signals a wake up call for major change.

Benefit 1: Allows Stakeholders to Quickly Realize 
How Issues Link into a Common Urgency

A great deal of group conflict and dysfunction stems from a limited view of any
given dilemma or situation. When participants see how their burning issue fits with
all the related issues in the bigger puzzle, they realize that the resolution of their is-
sue requires addressing the whole system of problems. It is quite remarkable how
quickly and quietly this can happen. Without heroic speeches about attacking the fu-
ture as a team, joint assessment of the situation softens preconceived perceptions.
Group tensions tend to drop several notches if people can fully air their issues and
they are doing than any one “discipline” or produce a complete inventory of the in-
teracting problems and possibilities they face. This is not as mysterious or magical
as it sounds. It is a testament to the astute nature of human beings.

In almost every debriefing conversation, participants are amazed and appreciative
about understanding the totality of circumstances surrounding their personal con-
cerns. One member of a first-ever summit meeting of public and private day care de-
livery groups observed the magic of finding out that her “enemies were not really
enemies:”

“I’ve been fighting for day care for years. My enemies were in my group. It was amaz-
ing to see my issues actually fit with theirs. Before today, I had just never heard it!” (1)

In the same vein, the following are top four comments participants make regard-
ing the advantages of gaining a shared understanding:

“I didn’t realize how much is involved in the business.”
“I thought I was the only one that was concerned about the issues.”
“It seems we think more alike than differently.”
“ I didn’t realize the situation was so complex and serious”
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Figure 2.1. Getting Closest to the “Whole Picture” of any Situation
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Discovering that personal concerns link to a broader set of issues is a simple but
powerful first step in generating new directions.

Sharing Police, Fire, and School Services among Communities

Here is an example of how sharing common issues helped historically independent
communities pursue consolidation of public services.

Issue: Like many other rural areas, a mining region in the northern U.S. was fac-
ing a declining economic base, a decreasing tax base, shrinking employment oppor-
tunities, continuing loss of residents, and a struggle to maintain the existing level of
public services in each community. Over the years, fear of losing control and iden-
tity had made “consolidation” of police, fire, water, waste, and other basic services
an undiscussable “C-word” for years. The consolidation of schools had happened
several years ago, slowly and painfully. Now the goal was to do the same with pub-
lic services as quickly and painlessly as possible.

Consensus Response: In order to maintain a quality of life during a challenging
time, three rural cities and one large township decided to get together to explore
combining community services. Each community contributed funds to retain a fa-
cilitator to provide a neutral decision-making forum for the planning work. One
elected official, one city staff member, and one citizen representative from each
community was appointed to develop recommendations for intercommunity service
alliances. Concerns about losing community identity and autonomy were still on
everyone’s minds as they gathered for the planning.

Results: As each participant shared their perceptions of community challenges,
the universality of the economic crisis became obvious. Everyone echoed specific is-
sues of sobering trends that would heavily impact the future of all participating com-
munities:

• A growing challenge to maintain businesses and employers
• Rising costs and significant loss of government aid
• A decreasing population and political voice in the legislature
• Minimal foresight and preparation for the recent economic downturn

One of the specific economic urgencies was identified as the replacement of fire and
emergency equipment: The current operating budgets for fire and emergency ser-
vices were somewhat feasible. However, a fiscal crisis loomed for each community
as soon as insurance requirements demanded the purchase of a new emergency ve-
hicle at the cost of over $250,000.

On the other side of sharing the external challenges, participants identified areas
of proactive opportunity:
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• Communities have existing examples of cooperation that can be built upon
• Communities have duplicative services that can be streamlined
• Over the years, some communities have formed successful joint powers agree-

ments to operate fire, ambulance, and other activities.

Traditional territorial conflicts decreased in importance as community representa-
tives faced the common challenges of all the communities. Active work groups are
currently researching best practices and strategies for combining the police,
water/sewer, emergency services, health care, and recycling and recreation services
of the four communities. An ongoing governance mechanism will be formed for
managing, directing, and operating a combined service development.

Benefit 2: Inducing a Needed Crisis That Compels Action

Sometimes getting on the same page helps illuminate a major, system-wide
quandary that was not fully visible from any one vantage point. Everyone experi-
ences similar issues but without an exchange of notes, they fail to be recognized as
symptoms of a fundamental and pervasive problem that threatens the effectiveness
of the whole operation. When the observations of players from multiple functions
and levels are combined in a collaborative assessment, problems are detected and
can be dealt with.

For example in a large mining operation, the new general manager began his term
by conducting a technical evaluation of the physical and human assets of the busi-
ness operation. For the first time in the history of the company, he brought together
over two hundred managerial staff to help determine the status of the operation. The
group was shocked to discover that both the human and physical systems were in
dangerous need of repair after ten years of ignoring maintenance practices. After the
collaborative evaluation, the general manager made this pitch for consensus: Things
are too big and complicated for even the most dedicated leaders to keep track of
what is going on. The astute way to make decisions is to get everyone around the
table. It can be done fairly quickly. You don’t get rid of all the fighting, but people
see it’s in the interest of their jobs and departments to prioritize and cooperate to
keep the place profitable.

This conclusion represents the experience of many consensus believers. Consul-
tant Marvin Weisbord, a long time advocate for the power of collective action, of-
fers this compelling defense of a group’s ability to come to terms with their whole
reality (2):

I worry more about responding to the need for dignity and the meaning of work
rather than about supplying the right answers . . . There is considerable anxiety and
confusion everywhere. I think it is wrong to assume our mutual dilemmas mean
sickness, as if the diagnostician is whole and in control . . . on my bookshelf I find
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more models for fixing things than there are stars in the galaxy. Yet I am strangely
undernourished by this intellectual cornucopia. My objective, I keep reminding my-
self, is not to diagnose and heal “sickness” but to help people manage their work
lives better and to enact productive community.

A consultant’s task in the movie is to see confusion and anxiety through to energy
for constructive action and learn along with everyone else. The consultant’s role is
to help people discover a more whole view of what they are doing than any doing
than any one discipline or perspective can provide.

An effective snapshot portrays the whole system in relation to a worthy purpose.
It can only do that accurately when the whole system, to the extent possible, takes
it, appears in it and looks over it together. . . . As soon as people start making a col-
lective self-portrait, it is no longer a snapshot. Voila! It’s part of the ongoing movie,
as messy as life itself. (2).

New power for the course is generated when energy and passion behind individ-
ual concerns and stakes can be agglomerated to fuel a group problem-solving prior-
ity. This is the power added when a group assesses the urgency and elements of a sit-
uation together. Building shared awareness hatches the incentives for diverse group
to launch a focused search for solutions.

A Call to Arms for Drastic Literacy Improvement

The following example of a successful literacy partnership in a California elemen-
tary school illustrates the instrumental role shared awareness building can play in
triggering effective and collective problem resolution.

Issue: A 1400-student elementary school in Oakland, California experienced very
low literacy scores despite being known as a “shining star of the district.” It is the
largest elementary school in the district where the student body consists of 88 percent
that qualify for free or reduced lunch, 12 different ethnic backgrounds and 74 percent
that speak only limited English. Official school communications must be written in
six languages—Spanish, Vietnamese, Cantonese, Cambodian, English, and Lao.

Consensus Solution: School personnel decided to open the issue for public
scrutiny and invite all the stakeholders together. This was not an easy step:

They recognized the need to evaluate the reform efforts systematically and to hold
themselves accountable for improving student achievement. And, although they
could have done an in-house assessment of progress, in keeping with its tradition of
inclusiveness, it opened up its reflection, assessment, and visioning process to all
members of the community (3).

Acknowledging publicly that many students were not reading at the levels where
their teachers and families wanted tem to be was a big step. The admission raised all
sorts of issues among faculty members: deeply rooted fears of finger-pointing and
talk about student failure, the potential for conflict regarding bilingual education
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strategies, and concerns about the biases of tests and district pressure to raise test
scores (3).

All parents and community members were invited to a “mutual accountability
event” called “Parents and Teachers Together: An Honest Look at Reading Scores.”

Results: Expecting about 150 participants, teachers and administrators “looked at
each other in disbelief” when over 300 people poured into the classrooms. For many
parents, it was the first time the sobering statistics were reviewed and possible
causes explained. After the opportunity to hear the full situation, jointly analyze root
problems, and generates solutions, everyone was ready to help change the trend.

By the end of the evening, when families crowded into the main auditorium for
the grand finale of Brazilian martial arts and a turkey raffle, dozens of flipchart
sheets papered the classroom walls. The charts were filled with ideas for how the
community could work together to increase student literacy (3).

Parents were very vocal about their commitment to action. Reporters Cohn-Vargas
and Grose quoted poignant admissions of several participants. One young Latina
woman said in her maiden tongue, “I am glad you are explaining the reading scores
to us. I feel bad that I haven’t done it before, but now I will start finding ways to help
my child (3).” Likewise, a Vietnamese father used his own language to sound the
wake up call: “The reading level is too low compared to the benchmark. We are very
surprised that it is so low. We need help from parents and teachers”(3).

The event proved once again that their site-based and participative management
model continues to work and pay off. It was a continuation of a plan built a decade
ago. About one hundred members of the school community—including teachers,
parents, office staff, administrators, and custodians—held a planning retreat to de-
velop a strong, shared vision and action plan for the school. The focal point was hav-
ing all children reading by grade three. The literacy “accountability event” is another
successful example of what happens when all stakeholders are made aware of a
problem that affects them. Getting the issues out honestly and simultaneously tends
to jump-start community will to reform and act.

MUTUALLY MEANINGFUL ANALYSIS

Once participants are aware and attentive to the full scope and pieces of a problem,
the floodgates open and a stream of possible facts, history, statistics, explanations,
scientific evidence, perceptions, assumptions, and other background knowledge
flows in for consideration in making collective choices about the future. This is a
challenge for all decision-makers and situations—individual or a group, policy level
or ground level, matters with or without controversy.

“Due diligence” can indeed be entrusted to well-structured consensus forums on pol-
icy issues, budget choices, problem-solving recommendations or program priorities.
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Consensus-based analysis is a little used but powerful tool for leveraging the intelli-
gence of many to analyze, assess, and ponder the problem in a way that makes sense to
all stakeholders. Specifically, consensus building offers the benefits of 1) translating
data overload into meaningful information to support decisions; 2) formulating a col-
lective logic for justifying decisions, or 3) generating innovative solutions.

Benefit 3: Translate the Data Overload 
into Meaningful Decision Information

Every issue comes with volumes of background information to digest and under-
stand. At the highest levels of policy making, members of congress and state legis-
lators struggle to keep up on numerous issues by adding more and more staff to track
each needed area of policy. Each office has become a veritable government in minia-
ture. However, even with the help of more and more staff, most issues could use sev-
eral days or weeks to fully understand and debate. The increased capacity is used up
responding to hundreds and thousands of mail and e-mail that pour into their offices
regularly

Similarly, the overabundance of background material is a challenge when tackling
complex problems as a group. Chapters 3 and 7 will describe how consensus partic-
ipants’ responded individually and collectively to their information intake task.

A combination of good method and diverse participants are the ingredients needed
to convert an overload of inputs into information. The human mind is the core tech-
nology. Filtering data through the multiple minds and belief systems of issue stake-
holders generates the power of shared logic to justify collective choices. In hours,
days or few weeks, mountains of inputs can be analyzed, weighed up, prioritized and
negotiated into the data points, findings and conclusions that everyone considers rel-
evant in making joint decisions. Common tools for strategic analysis include trends
assessments, multiple scenario analysis, cost benefit analysis, force field analysis,
and problem mapping,

Digesting Two Years of Development Desires into a Land Design Focus

The following story about a local land design dilemma shows how a well-structured
group problem-solving process can translate an overabundance of input into mean-
ingful analysis using the power of collective reasoning.

Issue: Several rural communities were interested in launching a joint effort to di-
versify the economy of the mining-dependent region. Over the years, each commu-
nity had developed formal and informal plans, held community meetings and even
hired a business developer or two to at building recreational attractions and business
parks and exploring other options for growing jobs and commercial vitality. The dis-
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cussion records, project ideas, feasibility assessments, and possible plans accumu-
lated. However, but for decades, decisions and follow-up action did not materialize.

Consensus solution: When the communities learned about a land design planning
workshop available to them, one community invited others to gather for a two-hour
town meeting to discuss the purpose, scope, and process for conducting a commu-
nity landscape design workshop to develop economic and land use options.

Results: At the first facilitated meeting over fifty people representing diverse groups
from many towns reviewed existing plans, received official data about relevant geo-
graphic constraints, and shared dreams and desires for future development. By the end
of the meeting, the group identified several focal points for further land design planning.
During the debriefing, a participant summed up the victory: “We got more done in two
hours than we have in two years on this issue. This cooperation is a big deal!”

Subsequently, a landscape design workshop was conducted. Teams of landscape
architects worked side by side with community members and produced three differ-
ent visual options for developing the commercial, recreational, natural, and residen-
tial areas within a limited amount of land. Work is underway to determine how to se-
lect, fund, phase, and implement the best plans that will benefits the most people.

Benefit 4: Formulate a Collective Logic for Justifying Decisions

Consensus decision making acknowledges that beliefs drive data. There is no such
thing as objective data or science. Every stakeholder comes into a process with a po-
sition that is backed by some body of knowledge or convictions. The consensus fo-
rum is a vehicle for sorting through the underlying assumptions, worldviews, facts,
explanations, and other evidence that drive each individual’s analysis and agree on
the joint values and criteria for determining which facts and truths should influence
decisions and actions.

A Community School Makes a Habit of Effective Group Problem Solving

The benefits of formulating collective logic for decisions are evident in the success-
ful results of an issue resolution process at a Minnesota community school (4). A
task force-driven issue resolution process is the lifeblood of school innovation. “Is-
sue task forces” are a powerful, ongoing mechanism for analyzing problems and de-
veloping solutions in a consensus-based manner. It works like this:

Issues: All current and emerging school issues qualify for the process. The following is
a list of subjects that came up before the site council during one month.

Inconsistent and numerous middle school rules among teachers
Drop in math score following the introduction of a new math series
Custodian concerns with students consistently leaving a mess in the lunchroom
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Increased 6th grade discipline problems on the playground
Staff desire to change the grade configuration to a multi-level age grouping
The wide range of incoming issues makes this model a vivid example of nuts and bolts de-

mocracy in action.

Consensus solution: Anyone can bring new issues to the site council by submit-
ting a one-page “issue sheet” forty-eight hours prior to any meeting. As stated at the
top of the sheet, “new issues are the first order of business at each meeting.” To be
considered, participants need to identify the issue and its significance:

• What is the issue?
• How does this affect students and learning?
• What are the possible causes of this issue?
• What has been done in the past to resolve this issue?

The council decides what action needs to be taken, which stakeholder groups need
to be involved and usually designates a task force to steer the problem solving process.
Cornerstone steps for any task forces is to seek 1) diverse input and discussion and 2)
conduct research on best practices. Every decision must consider all stakeholder per-
spectives and access state-of-art lessons and models related to the issue.

Results: The successful resolution of sticky issues is an ongoing accomplishment.
Here are highlights from recent products, starting with a controversial venture that
staff described as a “test of the consensus process”—developing a school-wide
health curriculum acceptable to parents, community, and school stakeholders.

The health education curriculum: Entering into a dialogue about the extremely
value-laden and controversial topics of personal health practices, body systems, fam-
ily living and human sexuality was a daunting task. The issue task force designed and
implemented numerous forums for airing the diverse interests within the community,
parents, staff, and students. They brought in models from other districts. It took two
and a half years to agree on the values, content, and methods for teaching. According
to one parent, the journey was painful at times, but the payoffs were rewarding:

Many ideological conflicts occurred along the way—even the ground rules were a big
discussion. The big victory was that hardly anyone showed up for the informational
meetings before the program began. Once curriculum was approved and rolled out,
everyone accepted the product. Everyone had been heard and all views considered. It
was no longer an issue. They had had their say and trusted the results.

A fair lunch/prep scheduling process: This process demonstrated the benefits of
decision making by those most affected: The current schedule wasted enormous
teacher time “switching-out” materials between subjects. Changing to larger blocks
of teaching time released more time for lunch and lesson preparation.
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The homework policy: After hearing the needs, preferences, and ideas from stu-
dents, parents, and teachers, consensus emerged on a homework policy based on the
real world. For example, no homework is now issued on Wednesday nights because
the input revealed it to be a heavy activity night for a majority of families. Also, con-
sequences were adjusted to not punish kids for an occasional “no good night.”

The holiday celebration policy: A task force was charged to look at the divergent
assumptions and concerns about holiday celebration practices. After several meet-
ings, a consensus recommendation emerged for celebration symbols, music, calen-
dar, exemptions, and a complaints process that would allow observance of holidays,
emphasize nonviolent aspects, be nondiscriminatory, tie into curriculum as appro-
priate, and continue to address concerns of those who choose not to participate.

Getting Beyond Positions and Analyzing Real Needs of Children and Families

Engaging in rigorous joint analysis can be the bridge out of polarized debates. This
was the case in a consensus-based conference that was able to move beyond the pro-
choice/pro-life debate to address the real needs of families and children (5).

Issues: In the early eighties, the White House sponsored a series of conferences
across the U.S. to identify the status of community life and identify ways that pub-
lic organizations can best support strong families and children in the coming
decades (4).

Consensus response: Midsized cities were chosen as host locations and various
organizations retained to design and lead the large gatherings. They drew sometimes
over a thousand people from the region. The dialogue in the first ten of eleven was
brisk but polarized into a shouting match between the pro-choice and pro-life inter-
est groups. The unaligned majority of community citizens were left on the sidelines.

Results: Only one conference was carefully constructed to enable the massive au-
dience to work in cross-sectional groups of fifteen to twenty people, each led by a
trained community facilitator at the helm. The conference resulted in hundreds of
recommendations that were then merged into five to seven major areas of need and
action. The experience proved that well-planned consensus forums can get past un-
derneath controversies and produce comprehensive and realistic analysis about mul-
tidimensional problems.

Benefit 5: Generating Innovative Solutions

Another benefit of multiple-stakeholder analysis is generating new insights and un-
charted courses of action. The likelihood of birthing “out of box” ideas is greater when
ideas are shared, merged, pushed, and pulled in team settings versus solitary sittings.
The ingenuity of ordinary people was constantly confirmed during my work with local
town meetings in the 1970s and 1980s. Two innovation stories have become classics
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within the oral tradition of the Institute of Cultural Affairs, a worldwide village and
community development organization:

In a remote village of India, community income was tripled and basic services
such as clean water and food became available to all residents in the span of one to
three years. Among the achievements was collaboration between people of diverse
social, political, and economic classes known as castes. This was a miracle in a cul-
ture that strictly forbids intercaste contact among certain groups. The planning ses-
sion identified full-village participation in anything as an underlying challenge. Sev-
eral local people had a solution: Start with a village preschool that provides children
of all social castes a full meal once a day. Three women from different castes sug-
gested the risky step of cooking the meals. Each family would have the option of fol-
lowing tradition or assuring their child a much-needed nutritional base. When the
school opened, children from almost all households joined the program. It was a first
step to intercaste cooperation on many fronts.

In another Korean village, rampant chronic illness and lack of medical care was
affecting many people throughout the year, particularly in the winter. For years, vil-
lagers struggled to gain access to basic emergency and health care services. During
the community-wide planning process, villagers discovered the root cause: Minimal
availability of warm water discouraged regular bathing during the numerous cold
months. The innovative problem-formulation resulted in a break-loose solution to
build a community bath house. The investment was a fraction of what it would have
cost to access and build medical infrastructure. The rate of diseases shrunk dramat-
ically. Regular cleansing prevented small cuts from infecting into major health prob-
lems and contagious illnesses spread much less readily.

Most consensus innovations may not be as colorful but equally dramatic. They
involve numerous and novel details in mundane areas. For example, when 120
union and management representatives from all of Miami’s city departments came
together in a truly collaborative Labor Management Committee, they found a pack-
age of synergistic solutions to increase city services, cut costs, and assure support-
ive working conditions for all employees. Some of the tangible results of imple-
menting the joint initiatives included decreasing employee grievances by 12
percent, civil service appeals by 75 percent, and legal actions by 38 percent. Ab-
senteeism was reduced by 72 percent due to an effective sick leave policy that
saved over $750,000 in sick time (6).

Sometimes the exercise reveals what one client called “BGO’s (Blinding
Glimpses of the Obvious): longstanding and/ or common sense ideas whose time has
come. The group analysis reconfirms the utility of a good-old solution and raises its
priority. For example, an interagency consensus group tackling long-term health
care and welfare issues reconfirmed the need to pursue the existing goal of assuring
“dollars follow clients.” They proceeded to recommend ways to refocus agency at-
tention and resources to serve clients not bureaucracies.
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Community Ideas Inject New Energy into School Dilemmas

A recent article in The American School Board Journal reported on the ways site-
based management is transforming Texas school districts. Many stories highlight in-
novative ideas gained by involving all school stakeholders in the improvement dia-
logue (7).

Issue and Consensus Solution: The Texas legislature mandated site-based manage-
ment in 1991 to respond to national and citizen demands for education reform. Bit by
bit and drop by drop, school districts have experienced the benefits of collective ac-
tion and the increased capacity to generate innovative ideas. For example, in the con-
stant battle to improve math competency, the campus advisory council got more than
two hundred parents to take the math portion of the statewide standardized. This im-
proved the parents understanding and ability to help their children at home.

In another district, a fresh idea from community participants turned around the dis-
mal rate of parent involvement. For years, this urban district of mostly low-income
households struggled to involve any parents. However, everything changed after a
grassroots community organization was invited to join problem solving and sug-
gested applying techniques of neighborhood organizing to schools. The key was to
begin where the parents were, physically and consciously.

Scores of “house meetings” of eight to fifteen people were held in the neighbor-
hood surrounding a school. Participants started talking about their dream school and
moved onto specific school agendas. According to the lead organizer, “ That agenda
may not focus on academics at the start.” Here is one example of how small first
steps led to substantive parent involvement:

At one elementary school parents learned that rats were eating the paper supplies every
night and had caused a terrible odor in the teacher’s lounge. Getting rid of rodents was
at the top of the agenda. At one point, twenty-three parents turned out for a 7:30 a.m.
meeting with the head of maintenance for the school district. Crews showed up before
the meeting ended to seal up rat holes and remove old ventilators where rats were nest-
ing. After the success, the parents have turned to academics (7).

Over a dozen elementary schools now have active community and parent support.

Saving National Electric Power from Being Unplugged

Another example of generating innovation is a national-level consensus process that
developed a model for saving the electrical infrastructure of an entire country.

Issue: In the mid 1980s, the Columbian government needed a way to save the na-
tional production and distribution of electricity from falling into a devastating debt
as a result of worldwide recession, devaluation of the local currency, and a lower
than expected rate of demand. The World Bank offered assistance if an organization
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was created to build greater physical inter connection and coordination between all
the stakeholders in the electrical delivery process (8).

Consensus Response: A Future Search Conference, a specific method of collabo-
rative inquiry and problem solving developed by Consultant Marvin Weisbord and
others, was used as a policy and service development forum involving sixty partici-
pants that represented representing three levels of the power sector: the core entities
or electrical utilities; the support tier of suppliers, engineering contractors, cus-
tomers, ministry of mines and energy, coal and oil companies; and three interna-
tional aid agencies. The third level of stakeholders was the government and aca-
demic agencies and research resources. The intense process developed
recommendations for aligning and interconnecting the operations of each stake-
holder systems in order to redirect the nations power supply, distribution, and ongo-
ing coordination.

Results: In general, the parties understood and appreciated the need for joint in-
fluence and control. They innovated a horizontal flow of power between stakehold-
ers to replace the constraining vertical flow between the government and each en-
terprise. One of the government participants became the next prime minister of the
country, partly because he was regarded as the only minister with a plan. The col-
laborative process solved the problem it was charged to address and set up a solid
ongoing approach to improving the national power operations (8).

Consensus groups augment the capacity of an organization or democracy to hear,
analyze, and formulate public policies, laws, statutes, ordinances, and public ser-
vices. They are an invaluable way to dedicate time not only to ponder issues but also
to decipher the consensus will of constituencies. When a group of staff or citizens
choose the best possible information and insights to back up recommended courses
of action, there is a strong likelihood that the reasons for a new direction will not be
discredited. Instead, the jointly-constructed bases for action will continue to rein-
force the implementation of the solution. The power of common reasoning will pay
big dividends through out the ups and downs of putting agreements to action.

CREATING BINDING AGREEMENTS

Collaborative efforts are a slower but steadfast way to develop solutions and strategies
that have the consent of those who can make or break their implementation. This sec-
tion will feature stories about achieving binding public agreement. As you will see, the
secret to success has been covered already: Consensus agreements tend to emerge
quite naturally if thorough work has been put into building a shared awareness of the
subject and conducting mutually acceptable analysis of the issues, considerations, and
options. The specific benefits or shared agreement include 1) moving out of debilitat-
ing conflict and 2) determining the common will among diverse players.
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Benefit 6: Moving out of Debilitating Conflict

Consensus building is the labor-intensive, common sense route for moving out of
conflicts or longstanding stalemates. Sometimes it is a first choice remedy, but more
often it is a fallback resort after other approaches have failed. After years of attempt-
ing to “handle issues” by fighting it out, constituencies are reeling with the costs of
conflict and are willing to look into the possible payoffs of cooperation. Groups may
show up at the table more out of desperation than inspiration. They have tried and
failed to resolve problems using old methods such as benevolent dictatorship, per-
suasive diplomacy, aggressive salesmanship, intimidation, and economic leverage.
They return to dialogue a little more lucid and humble about the challenge of cat-
alyzing cooperation. Granted, consensus building is not a sure path to mutually ac-
ceptable agreements, but it beats war. This was the case in a long-term dispute over
the water, forest, and other natural resources of a watershed area in the northwestern
part of the United States. One of the community leaders agrees that sheer exhaustion
with fighting and stalemates brings warring parties to the consensus table: It really is
easier to do war, but I think people were just tired of fighting. We desperately needed
to come together for the sake of our forests and our communities.

A growing area of deep conflict is disputes over air, water, land, and other finite
natural resources. These tend to be triggered by the lawsuits, petitions, protests, or
activities of one or more constituencies that object to public or private actions. The
path to harmony is not obvious. When an issue affects my land, my backyard air
quality, or my pocketbook, the issue brings out deep diversity in deeply held beliefs.
A consensus-based process for addressing these issues is viable only as long as it is
a better alternative to continued protests, more lawsuits, or other shows of nonvio-
lent force.

Value-laden conflicts can and do occur anywhere. Here are three examples of
working through disputes using consensus—a statewide childcare system conflict, a
labor-management dilemma, and a quest for a statewide forest policy that is accept-
able to a multitude of clashing interest groups:

From Infighting to a Working Children’s Agenda 
into the State Day Care System (1)

Issue: A state on the northwestern United States was struggling to respond to the ever-
increasing need for early childhood care and education due to rising economic pres-
sures on existing families and a sharp rise in teenage pregnancies. The incoming gov-
ernor pledged to address the challenges of raising future generations and leave
“successful child stewardship” as his legacy. The current system of for day care and
early childhood programs had failed to find answers to service gaps. One underlying
issue was that no entity had stood up to take “the lead.” The other problem was the
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so-called “ debate over sponsorships.” The child advocate network was mired in con-
stant disputes over funds distribution and control of service budgets.

Consensus response: Other governors had made similar promises, but this one
was followed with successful action. Upon taking office he launched a state tour to
“invite, cajole, coerce, and demand” that all stakeholders—parents, social workers,
businesses, youth, politicians, government staff, foundations and others—come to
the table to improve the lives of the state’s children.

The Child Care Issues summit in the early 1990s became a turning point for the
state. Over two hundred representatives from the states thirty-six counties and all
stakeholder groups met to launch a community-based plan for early childhood and
day care services. The well-structured summit work sessions enabled people to ad-
dress the “trilemma” of issues that needed systemic and simultaneous solutions—
consistency of care quality, provider compensation, and affordable access to services
statewide. The summit participants developed integrated local plans to assure early
childhood education and care in every part of the state.

Results: The summit kicked off an ongoing partnership among public and private
organizations. Childcare providers, parents, community representatives, and advo-
cates are formally and informally linked, and the state is making significant strides
in the level and scope of care to its very youngest children (1).

The Big Shift to Cooperative Municipal Labor Management Relations

Issue: Most private businesses and public institutions continue to suffer the conse-
quences of debilitating labor wars that have lasted well over a century. Distrust is in-
stitutionalized and joint efforts to strengthen services or production are weakened by
an ongoing stream of work life issues that are resolved through grievances, arbitra-
tion, civil service proceedings, strikes, and work stoppages. When the response time
for public emergency rescue far exceeded the acceptable timeframes for assuring pa-
tient survival, the city manager of a major municipality in southern United States de-
cided it was time to rally the public troops (6).

Consensus response: The city manager activated the city’s Labor Management
Committees (LMCs) as forums for improving the emergency services. The workers
came through. A novel solution based on redesigning position and fast-track training
was devised to increase frontline personnel and release monies to upgrade equip-
ment. The citizens of the city’s West side began to receive emergency help well un-
der the required four minutes.

The successful pilot in cooperation triggered broader collaborative effort to
change worker-manager relationships. The city manager raised the question, “What
if labor and management sat down together to deal with shared issues regularly, not
just when it is time to renegotiate a contract?” About 120 union representatives and
heads of all the city departments gathered for an intensive “Shared Visions Confer-
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ence” to use the LMCs as a base for changing the way the made its operating deci-
sions about the quality of work life, productivity, procedures, service, communica-
tion, and interpersonal relationships.

Results: The city departments have used the participative approach to decision mak-
ing for over a decade. Developing solutions and agreements has not always been a cake-
walk, but the many successes have proved the process viable and demonstrate what can
happen when unused human resources are added to operations. Some sample initiatives
and changes include significant reductions in overtime, absenteeism, and injuries in the
solid waste department; new union-management procedures to negotiate equipment
purchase with vendors; a “swap programs” between departments to enable less busy ar-
eas to cover those that need extra help; and many other internal improvements that im-
prove the quality, quantity, and cost-effectiveness of city services (6).

Statewide Example: Forest Strategies that Satisfy Adversaries

Issue: Citizens of a midwestern state had become increasingly concerned about the
continued expansion of logging in state forests. Over several decades, many envi-
ronmental groups and individuals actively pressured the resource agencies and the
legislature to develop policies for balancing the consumption and protection of
forested lands. A major study was conducted to see what was truly happening to the
state’s forested lands, their ecosystems, and related natural resources. Following that
assessment, diverse and conflicting parties were assembled to determine consensus
about how to implement the recommendations of the study (9).

Consensus Response: Over a seven-month period, twenty-five people represent-
ing diverse forest interests met in nineteen day-long working sessions to build con-
sensus for a comprehensive strategy for sustaining the state’s forest resources. The
group included representatives of environmental organizations, outdoor sportsper-
sons’ associations, conservation groups, the forest products industry, commercial
logging contractors, the resort and tourism industry, research or higher education in-
stitutions, nonindustrial forest landowners, agricultural woodlot owners, state or
federal natural resources agencies, county land departments, and labor unions of for-
est product companies.

Results: Their recommendations became the basis of enabling legislation—the
Sustainable Forest Resource Act—requiring the state to adopt multiple
interest/stakeholder mechanisms for managing forest resource concerns at the land-
scape and site levels, including an ongoing forest resources council with statutory re-
sponsibilities to facilitate problem solving and policy recommendations. Other
mechanisms were built to assure a broad-based citizen input for coordinating land
management activities, monitoring forest status, conducting necessary research, and
educating landowners, forestry professionals, and the public on forest stewardship
guidelines and practices (9).
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Benefit 7: Finding a Common Will Amidst Diverse Preferences

Collaborative discourse is the surest way to identify “public will.” As I stated early in
the preface, one of my core convictions is that there really is nothing new under the
sun when it comes to getting things done as a group. The adage, “where there is a will,
there is a way” is still the basic formula to cooperation and solutions. The challenge is
determining the common will. This is where collaborative problem solving fills a big
need. A well-structured process helps a group share individual preferences and nego-
tiate a group preference or common will about what needs attention, what is mutually
worth pursuing, and how resources could be used to address common problems.

Any consensus process is an example of the trials or triumphs of forming com-
mon will including all the stories in this chapter. In this section, I will highlight a
process called “Citizen Jury ” developed by the Jefferson Center in Minnesota. It is
a process used by many school districts and communities for identifying the public
will on issues ranging from school funding to feed-lot regulation.

The Citizen Jury Method for Identifying “Public Will”

Issue: National health care reform, budget priorities, environmental issues, and lo-
cal school district facility needs are among the issues that have been addressed
across the United States since 1997 by the Citizen Jury (10) process, a method pio-
neered by the Jefferson Center in Minnesota.

Consensus Response: The Jefferson Center has conducted over thirty Citizen Jury
projects to tackle a number of topics by instituting a randomly selected and demo-
graphically representative panel of citizens to carefully examine significant public
issues and develop recommendations that reflects the “will of the people.” The jury
of about eighteen citizens serves as a microcosm of the stakeholder community. For
four to five days they hear from a variety of expert witnesses, deliberate together on
the issue, and develop consensual resolutions with the help of a moderator.

Results: The Citizen Jury process has many satisfied customers among public of-
ficials who want to hear the “people’s authentic voice” on ways to address critical
community issues. Some examples of issues successfully solved by citizen juries in-
clude the following:

• Decisions about facility development and funding in a rural school district
• State tax reform recommendations to develop citizen-driven state policies
• Tough choices for transportation/transit and open spaces in county land planning
• Decision about county-wide regulation of hog feed lots
• Priorities for allocating the budget of a large urban county

Consensus fosters buy-in. Many consider this benefit as the most important advan-
tage of consensus building. Participation is the only way to exchange perceptions,
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preferences, ideas, convictions, and power and amass authentic support for joint di-
rections, priorities, projects, and decisions. Taking the time to construct decisions
from bottom up generates the power of “buy in.” There are no short cuts to identi-
fying public or common will. It may be slow in coming, but is the most reliable way
to real change and action implementation.

LAUNCHING SUPPORTED ACTION

Once a consensus agreement is made, collaborative problem solving naturally leads
to implementing the agreement. 1) Getting ideas activated on the ground and 2) build-
ing action partnerships are to key benefits of collaborative decision-making. Consen-
sus generates the power of pooled resources—connecting activities and resources of
multiple organizations to achieve things that are impossible for one group to do.

Benefit 8: Getting Ideas Implemented!!!!

The ultimate proof of shared agreement is getting everyone to march forward to im-
plement the decision together. The time invested in the previous steps yields the buy-
in to make wishes come true—connect grand policies, models and decisions to real
results; create plans that don’t end up on the shelf; identify solutions that are used;
initiate reforms that are executed; talk that is walked; and conflict resolutions that
are honored and supported.

The Department of Neighborhoods in Seattle has discovered how the impact of
seed resources can be multiplied manifold through a collaborative approach (11).
The city has instituted an ongoing matching grant program which provides funds to
its two hundred neighborhoods if local groups puts up half of the resources in funds
or in kind labor. As a result, communities have been activated to conduct surveys,
town meetings, and work cooperatively to identify needed projects and get them im-
plemented. The quantity and diversity of new services and programs are far beyond
anything the government could have developed on its own. The partnership has
spawned such projects as after-school homework programs, ravine reforestations,
playgrounds, parks, and initiatives addressing youth crime, murals, and many other
important actions to enhance quality of life in residential neighborhoods.

Of course, even collaborative approaches are not a panacea. Negotiating realistic
plans or aligning bureaucracies, programs, or resources of diverse entities is not a
cakewalk. Consensus produces good outcomes, but they tend not to look like the
ideal of any one stakeholder. In order to encourage public leaders, consultant Kath-
leen Osta passed on this encouraging advice about implementing projects in the pub-
lic sphere: “The pressure to walk the talk or be all things to all people is tremendous.
Let us not beat ourselves up if the results of collaboration don’t go by some book or
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standard. The world is so confusing and complicated that it is a genuine miracle if
we can just stumble the mumble!”

Implementing School Block Scheduling

In a study entitled The Invisible Path to Shared Decision-making (12), David Webb
follows two principals who implemented the same mandated program in their build-
ings, one using a consensual process and the other, a more directive approach. The
findings and conclusions make an excellent example for the action benefit of shared
decision making.

Issue: Introducing new mandates and requirements into a school system have
been and always will be one of the major challenges of any administrator. As Machi-
avelli noted, there is nothing more difficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of suc-
cess, nor more dangerous to handle, than to initiate a new order of things. In recent
years, shifting to block scheduling has been one such change.

Consensus Response and Results: The paybacks of knowing and steering by the
will of a diverse and affected public was dramatized in a study of how two princi-
pals went about introducing block-scheduling in their schools. They both held the
requisite constituency meetings but conducted them very differently. The first prin-
cipal “sold” the concept and failed to gain acceptance. The second principal suc-
cessfully implemented the new scheduling system due to a bottom-up approach for
getting broad-based understanding and buy-in (11).

Principal A created an informational strategy based on his own successful ex-
perience with the approach at his previous assignment and was a believer. He ap-
pointed a committee of three teachers to study the new scheduling option and
conducted several information sessions and site visits to let the school and com-
munity personnel to learn about the new approaches from satisfied users from
other districts. After the staff development meetings, he asked for a staff vote on
adopting block scheduling. The “yes” vote did not meet the 75 percent require-
ment he set. A year later, reintroduced the concept and held additional presenta-
tions regarding the block-scheduling system. The staff acceptance seemed strong
enough to go to the school board for approval. After the presentation, many stood
up to oppose the system during the comment period. The principal was advised
to put it off for a year.

Principal B involved the faculty, parents, students, and other administrators in
a series of interactive meetings that enabled joint assessment, agreement, plan-
ning, and implementation of the new concept. Each step included education, re-
flection, addressing of concerns, and generating conclusions or next steps. The
block schedule system was predictably approved and implemented by all the
stakeholders because they had built the system based on their common hopes,
concerns, and will.
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Benefit 9: Forming Interorganizational Action Partnerships

The advantage to collaborative problem solving is instant partnerships. Rather than
costly agency mergers, consensus decision making has allowed multiple organiza-
tions to spend their precious resources and energy on better service delivery rather
can bureaucratic transition. For example, when one state realized that a parent of a
disabled child must go to fourteen different agencies to get her child’s daily needs
met, the affected organizations got together in a few weeks of work sessions to de-
velop a one-stop approach to service access.

Collaborative problem solving is the fastest way to develop service links between
unlikely and likely players. If the representatives around the table have formal as-
signments to represent their organizations, consensus discussions and deliberations
can devise workable ways to understand and work through challenging institutional
systems to better achieve the missions of several organizations. I will share two ex-
amples of interorganizational partnerships that were launched through consensus
planning processes. The first is a research partnership that links university experts to
agency managers. The other is an intersector alliance to serve people who have mul-
tiple health issues and experience chronic homelessness.

Linking Federal Agency Needs with University Resources

Issue: The academic community possesses and generates research products and ser-
vices that managers urgently need to help with daily problem solving. For example,
regions across the United States and the world are experiencing an escalating need
to address complex environmental issues that transcend political, geographic, and
social boundaries. Unfortunately, the scarce access to rigorous science and technical
assistance limits the knowledge resource managers can bring to bear in addressing
local and regional pollution management crises.

Consensus Response: To respond to the science gap in regional problem-solving,
research, education and outreach partnerships have been established between major
universities and federal agencies in multistate regions that share one large ecosys-
tem, such as the Southern Appalachian Mountain Region, the Chesapeake Bay Wa-
tershed Region, and the Great Lakes Northern Forest Region. A team of representa-
tives from twenty to thirty universities, land management agencies, and
environmental nonprofit groups engineered a virtual organization that links resource
managers on the ground with high-quality scientific research, technical assistance,
and education from multiple sources of expertise.

Results: Every region of the United States now has an active ecosystem study
partnership in various stages of development. The longest standing regions report
progress identifying, conducting, and funding interdisciplinary research targets that
can improve adaptive management approaches and would not have been possible
without a collective effort (13).
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Serving Homeless That are the “Hardest to Serve”

Partnerships between public, private, and nonprofit organizations are challenging to
develop, but collaborative service partnerships like this one may be the only way to
address society’s complex issues.

Issue: An urban area in the Midwest identified a population of persons experiencing
chronic homelessness who were falling through all social safety nets: They were indi-
viduals and families with severe and persistent mental illness, HIV/AIDS, and/or chem-
ical dependency diagnoses who have been homeless or are at high risk of doing so.

Consensus Response: A not-for-profit supportive housing organization stepped up
to the plate to do something about the problem. They convened and funded a plan-
ning effort involving over twenty representatives of counties, state agencies, non-
profit service providers, consumers, consumer advocacy groups, managed care com-
panies, and affordable housing organizations. The goal was to innovate a
public/private, interorganizational and consumer-centered service network to pro-
vide those “hardest to serve” with housing, health care ,and support services.

Results: The work group secured the commitment of most organizations, devised
meticulous but workable mechanisms for financing and administration that satisfied
the protocols of their respective organizations and began serving clients in March
2001. An urban and rural pilot are operating today as concrete demonstrations of
successful interorganizational problem solving (14).

According to Rosabeth Moss Kanter, the ultimate power is the ability to mobilize
people (15). If so, consensus approaches are a leader’s power tools for launching
committed and supported action. When solutions draw on collective passion, power,
and resources, two plus two can equal six.

DEVELOPING WORKING ALLIES

In addition to the pragmatic benefits of participative consensus decision making, the
intangible outcomes are perhaps the most cogent. Face-to-face and heart-to-heart
discourse dialogue builds human resolves and relationships. Policies and plans are
worth very little without people who commit to the trial-and-error process of chang-
ing community—make the calls, run the committee meetings, write the grants, co-
ordinate the budget cycles, lobby the authorities, gather over lunch to build strate-
gies, set up the meetings, carry out the mutual favors, and execute details that
convert ideas into lived realities.

Collective decision making generates the political and social capital necessary to
execute agreements and actions. In the East, this understanding is embedded in prac-
tice. Joint ventures are initiated after trust and relationships are built over time and
tea. The western approach seeks to seal a deal and create trust and relationships as
the engagement progresses (6). The task-trust-relationship sequence may be differ-
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ent, but both acknowledge that all three elements are essential to getting things done
together.

Benefit 10: Creating Collegial Working Relationships

Consensus processes tend to achieve results because they generate mandates and
motivations at the same time. Consensus methods encourage participants to en-
gage as three-dimensional beings and use all their experiences, emotions, and in-
telligence to solve problems. Human energy, spirit, determination, and esprit de
corps grow as stakeholders see their concerns, aspirations, frustrations, insights,
and ideas merge into a contract for joint action. In the same way that a frown
takes more muscles than a smile, consensual ventures can catalyze more action
with less stress.

As individuals engage in formal and informal conversations with others at the
table, they don’t necessarily become fast friends, but they get to know real human
beings connected to faceless departments, functions, organizations, positions, and
propaganda. More often than not, participants in dialogue find even their alleged
“worse enemies” to be credible people. The working relationships developed during
the consensus experience are instrumental not only to carrying out the joint solutions
but instigating cooperation on future projects.

I assume you have experienced the difference that passion can make in getting
things done and would confirm that Maslow was right: Human beings are at their
best when thy have a strong sense of safety, belonging, and significance. Quality of
life and coexistence in a community of practice capacity translates to quality ser-
vices and products. An anonymous sage observed history and put it this way: “Noth-
ing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.” Once you have experienced the
pleasure and power of collaborative activity, it is difficult to go back to stiffer, ad-
versarial, and controlling ways of doing things

More and more, formal knowledge recognizes the critical link between spirit and
productivity. In fact, the management literature at the turn of the millennium sug-
gests that adding fun and even spirituality to work life maximizes organizational ef-
fectiveness. For example, you may have seen or encountered the Fish books and
videos promoting play in offices or received invitations to numerous work place and
spirituality conferences. This is corroborated by recent brain research: The part of
the brain that regulates emotions is the gatekeeper for all the intelligence functions.
If a person is happy, the brain functions at maximum capacity. It may indeed be true
that the much-ridiculed “touchy-feely” or “soft management” aspects of collabora-
tive work are the hard cornerstones to making things happen.

Frances Moore Lappe observed how the democratic governance in a school up-
graded the performance and life quality in an inner city high school (10). The long-
standing tradition of student-driven school operations creates visible energy: “There’s
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a spirit in the air; vibrant kids learning vibrantly—there’s excitement instead of the
usual metal detectors and ‘depressed kids in a depressed environment’ found in other
similar schools. These students are exercising ownership over their own education.”
They are active in learning teams, where they make decisions about the course of
their education. The contrast between this school and another one close by is dra-
matic: Instead of a 40 percent graduation rate and near-zero college attendance, they
have a 90 percent graduation rate and 80 percent college attendance.

Nixed Education Department Reorganization Produces Lasting Staff Cohesion

Collegial commitment and passion to a direction formed through consensus can of-
ten outlast the formal program it created. This was the case in the reorganization of
a state department of education (17).

Issue: One state department of education attempted to redesign service delivery
using a consensus-based staff involvement process. The change was prompted by a
20 percent cut in staff and loud citizen calls to “fix “ the system.

Consensus response: The department took a major leap to build an agency struc-
ture to meet the unique and real needs of school districts and communities without
administrative excess. All three hundred staff was involved in a thorough review of
customer needs and generating the best option to implement the agency mission of
“ensuring the success of every learner.”

The agency decided to launch a service structure that reduced the administra-
tive hierarchy from fifty-five managers to twenty-five service team leaders.
These close-to-the-ground frontline team were charged to develop customized
service delivery to clusters of districts with similar needs. For example, one team
focused on the two largest cities while others served distinct regions in the state
or groups of smaller cities. Specialized expertise areas such as school financing,
special education, and curriculum support would be made available as needed to
districts and communities.

Results: The staff was excited about the change but the results were too slow for
the governor. Midway through implementing the new structure, a new commissioner
was appointed, resulting in a transition within a transition. Despite the disappointing
turn of events, staff pointed out the solid bright side. The broad-based participation
in the process increased the unity and solidarity of belief among the staff as reflected
in this testimony by a long-time staff:

Even though the change process has slowed, as an organization we are never going to
be the same again. While the organization design plan has changed and looks more “tra-
ditional,” a new pattern of teamwork and interchange has been established. I believe this
new pattern is governed by a shared set of beliefs and goals across the department de-
veloped during the planning process (17).
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Joint Planning Proposals Activated Bit by Bit through New Relationships

Issue: I recently heard from a city manager that was part of a consensus process—a
design charrette—to find ways to please the multiple development desires for the
same piece of geography. Four rural cities were landlocked by the adjoining mining
properties and existing highways. The group came out with several strong land use
options but from the perspective of outsiders observers like myself, the implemen-
tation seemed slow in coming.

Consensus response and results: At a recent project meeting, the city manager in-
terrupted the progress evaluation with an enthusiastic testimonial endorsing the
value of working relationships. He listed several spin-off planning projects currently
underway simply because the charrette experience opened up an ongoing channel of
communication and cooperation between the leaders of cities, agencies, and compa-
nies that he knew only by name and association for years.

Forming human alliances to activate plans maybe the most important benefit of
consensus building. Momentum is self-propelling when it is not dependent on a sin-
gle individual, organization, term of office, or generation. Catalyzing cadres of
change agents is a powerful leadership legacy.

CONCLUSION

Satisfied customers of consensus cite life-changing stories about how their work
group, city block, community, department, company, region, or other group were
able to accomplish things that were not possible for single individuals or entities.
From organizing family reunions to operating the United Nations peacekeeping
force, consensus dialogue ignites nontraditional routes to address nontraditional
problems. For those who are sold on the power of teamwork, consensus building is
a primary and daily leadership strategy.

Consensus unlocks the human capacity to resolve its own issues by leveraging and
uniting the ideas, resources, and power of multiple entities. Like laser beams that
concentrate multiple light rays into a powerful sword of light, they bring in the en-
ergy and ingenuity of citizens to help analyze and address controversial issues that
are not being handled by our overloaded legislatures, councils, boards, agencies, and
other existing forums and arenas. They bring organizations and sectors together to
form new service alliances.

Every time we build consensus across boundaries we are pioneering contempo-
rary ways to practice democratic decision making. Collaborative problem solving is
perhaps a new type of “jury duty” and power tool for empowering processes of dem-
ocratic governance. It is a badly needed “system upgrade” to our democratic tech-
nology. In the same way that children must shift their shoe size to fit their growing
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feet, it probably is time to reinvent the rules and venues of representative democracy
to fit contemporary society. Collaborative problem solving continues the democratic
experiment in pursuit of ways to practice government of the people, by the people,
and for the people.

Many miracles have happened though consensus. I believe we have seen only a
fraction of what collective entrepreneurship can do. Hopefully more leaders in
schools, communities, corporations, and governments will join the consensus prac-
titioners in demonstrating the power of consensus and add to the growing list of suc-
cesses and benefits.

The final chapters are a minicourse in the design and delivery of effective con-
sensus processes. Chapter 3 describes political dynamics at and around the consen-
sus table. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 identify consensus-enhancing clues for sponsors, fa-
cilitators, and participants.
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82

If one wishes to realize the distance which may lie between “facts” and the mean-
ing of facts, let one go to the field of social discussion. . . . Many persons seem to
suppose that facts carry their meaning along with themselves on their face. Accu-
mulate enough of them and their interpretation stares at you. The development of
physical science is thought to confirm the idea. But the power of physical facts to
coerce belief does not reside in the bare phenomena. It proceeds from method. . . .
Only when the facts are allowed free play for the suggestion of new points of view
is any significant conversion of conviction as to meaning possible.

—John Dewey,
The Public and Its Problem, 1927

What does consensus building really look and feel like from the perspective of those
who have been participants in various processes? “People are the key!” claim guide-
books, manuals, gurus, and ground rules, but more information exists about how
“good participants” should behave than what consensus collaborators really do.

Curiosity about the insider experience led me to study of the consensus process from
the participant’s point of view (1). In 2000, I interviewed thirty-five people from across
the United States who participated in four separate collaborative processes addressing
high-conflict environmental issues. The testimonials, stories, and insights of these
process insiders uncovered the formal and informal activities involved when diverse
stakeholders tackle complex issues in pursuit of shared agreements.

This chapter describes the inner workings and political dynamics of a consensus
building process as experienced and expressed by consensus participants. It offers
clues to understanding the political dynamics of any consensus process even though
some elements may apply only to extremely controversial situations.

CONSENSUS DOES NOT MAKE POLITICS GO AWAY

Collaborative problem solving is a new wrinkle in the ancient art of politics. Like
any other type of problem solving or decision making, collaboration is a dynamic
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process of exchanging information, perspectives, positions and proposals, and mak-
ing group judgments about how to distribute limited resources among competing
needs. It is the process of transforming diverse wills into common political will.

Politics is the essence of making history through discourse rather than force. Un-
fortunately, “politics” has become a much-reviled concept in our day. In disgust, I
hear people say, “it all came down to politics;” “can’t we take the politics out of the
debate?” or confessing to be “tired of playing company politics.” Management sci-
entist Gareth Morgan agrees that the negative connotation of political activity is a
detriment to living together effectively (2):

Politics, in short, is seen as a dirty word. This is unfortunate because it prevents us from rec-
ognizing that politics and politicking may be an essential aspect of organizational life and
not necessarily an optional or dysfunctional extra. In this regard, it is useful to remember
that in its original meaning the idea of politics stems from the view that, where interests are
divergent, society should provide a means of allowing individuals to reconcile their differ-
ences through consultation and negotiation . . . Aristotle advocated politics . . . a means for
creating order out of diversity while avoiding forms of totalitarian rule. (2).

The phenomenon of “hackers” has suffered the same fate. Originally a “hacker” was
someone that used and navigated the computer world proactively and creatively.
Now it has come to mean those who abuse and manipulate systems for criminal in-
tents.

I believe the widespread aversion to politics reflects disgust with the tendencies
for money or other powerful, narrow motives to dominate the discourse. When peo-
ple blame “politics” for a certain outcome in elections, legislation, hiring, priority
setting, committee selection, etc., they are usually bemoaning the fact that elite mi-
norities with financial, relational, constituency, or other power influenced the deci-
sion process to work in their favor. I agree with those who believe democratic
processes are in need of some fundamental rebalancing, but that is the subject of an-
other conversation or book. Collaborative forums are not a miracle cure for elimi-
nating selfish motives or power imbalances from the political process. However,
well-constructed consensus problem solving can contribute greatly to leveling the
political playing field and restore respectability and passion for politics.

Politics involves arriving at forming group judgments. Even for individuals, mak-
ing judgments is the most subjective, idiosyncratic, organic, and human step in de-
cision making. Here is a scientific description of the judgment process according to
Professor Gerald Smith:

Because of its importance to decision making, judgment has been the subject of exten-
sive research. Despite this, the process is not well understood. . . . Judgment involves a
high degree of subjectivity. . . . Human judgment is seen as subject to various failings
and biases. Though judgment and reasoning are often intertwined, the two are distinct
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cognitive processes. . . . A judgmental conclusion can be justified in terms of the factors
that are considered, but it cannot be explained by giving reasons (3).

Reasoning, assessment, and analysis should be a part of good decision making but
at some point, one or more human beings makes a judgment about the matter at
hand.

In a consensus process as in democracy, people exchange ideas, urgencies,
power, resources, convictions, opinions, and solutions and then make decisions
about collective priorities using their best judgment. This is true in annual business
planning, college course scheduling, legislative action, developing operating budg-
ets, allocating grants, or forming a jury verdict. People interact with the content,
process, each other, and whatever else in order to make judgments within a delim-
ited amount of time.

THREE POLITICAL PILLARS IN CONSENSUS BUILDING:
SPONSORS, FACILITATORS, PARTICIPANTS

As mentioned early in the preface, the main clue about consensus building is that
successful consensus politics requires more than the “right” method or facilitator.
Effective outcomes are the result of hands-on involvement by three key players;
sponsors, facilitators, and participants each have many critical roles to assure that the
political process of consensus produces mutually beneficial judgments.

Management scientist James Brian Quinn (4) studied the dynamics governing
how and why innovations survive, thrive or die: Like babies, innovations require
proactive, flexible, and attentive care of three agents—parent, guardian, and pedia-
trician. Venture teams composed of dispassionate experts were not effective. Be-
cause innovations are as unpredictable and vulnerable as babies, they succeeded
only through customized attention, judgment, and maintenance. Quinn concluded
that growing ideas into innovations required three key elements:

• A parent that loved the project irrationally
• A guardian that protected the project with resources and authorization, and
• A pediatrician that contributed advice and technical assistance about child-raising

The organic, political process of consensus building also requires the multiple care-
taker roles of a sponsor (as guardian), facilitator (as pediatrician;) and participants
(as parents.) (see figure 3.0):

• The project sponsors, who are the guardians that position a meaningful project.
They authorize the consensus group and support it with resources.
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Figure 3.0. Key Roles in Collaborative Problem Solving
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• The facilitators are the pediatricians: They do not have a stake in the consensus
outcome but know about consensus building in general. They are dedicated to pro-
viding state-of-the-art advice and leadership in developing and delivering a unify-
ing process and assure consensus is reached.

• The consensus participants serve as the parents. Without their engagement and
passion, problems cannot be transformed into solutions that make sense in the real
world and which everyone is willing to support.

How do consensus participants, facilitators, and sponsors inhibit or enhance the
effective exchange ideas, urgencies, power, resources, convictions, opinions and
solutions for the sake of determining collective priorities? The rest of the chapter
takes a candid look at how consensus processes work as a political judgment
process.

THE PARTICIPANTS: THE POLITICS 
OF DELIBERATING CONSENSUS

The consensus participants I interviewed had wide discretion in the way they ful-
filled the job of representing stakeholder interests in consensus building. Everyone
seemed to agree with one key point: The visible actions at the table are just the tip
of the political iceberg. In the same way that the majority of an iceberg rests hidden
under water, strong influence is exerted and mobilized backstage. The process of
collaboration relies heavily on intense and unofficial acts of individual leadership.
The front stages are public or official interactions with external parties to connect,
influence, give, and take. The back stages are places to “let one’s hair down,” strate-
gize privately, brief, debrief, caucus, and prepare for the front stage action at the
table.

There was no limit to the amount of work a representative could do to help move
the consensus mission. The successful or unsuccessful outcome to the collaborative
process was heavily influenced by the degree to which individuals engaged their pri-
vate passion and energy enacting their public role.

The Front Stage Activity

The front stages were times when representatives participated in business meetings
or other official activities. Every meeting hour was packed with activity in order to
optimize the limited time available for the task at hand. According to the interviews,
the representatives found front stage work extremely intense and challenging. After
one exhausting day, one member remarked, “In these participation processes, the
power really belongs to the guys that can stay alert and aggressive all day and then
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have enough energy to explain everything to the folks back home.” In assessing the
participants’ experiences, the front stage duty included three main functions: 1) Ab-
sorbing background information, 2) participating in consensus deliberations, and 3)
holding formal feedback meetings with their constituencies. Chapter 6 shares spe-
cific insights and clues about fulfilling these duties.

The Backstage Activity

Almost all of the interviewed representatives reported that their duty involved far
more than the activities on main stage. Only one person explicitly limited their ser-
vice to meeting attendance saying, “All I can do is commit to being at the table and
do my best to support the right courses of action. When I asked participants to de-
scribe the informal “backstage” aspects of serving as a representative (actions not di-
rectly connected to on-site meeting participation), the list of backstage duties out-
numbered those performed front stage.

Backstage activities were critical to success. Formal meetings tended to reveal, re-
port, exchange, and formalize ideas and resolves that emerged informally. As one
person put it, “If you wait until the meetings, you’ve missed the most important
places to affect what is going to end up happening.” Like this participant, most were
very matter-of-fact about the role of backstage activity:

You have to work the issue between the meetings. I don’t think it’s wrong to meet be-
tween sessions. I think you have to recognize that it’s going to happen. It’s a matter of
getting in there and mixing it up with everybody else who’s going to be doing it. And
you can’t assume naively that you can just wait until the meeting and then count votes
because it just doesn’t work that way (1).

What exactly was involved with “working the issue between meetings”? The spe-
cific behind-the-scenes activities fell into four major areas of engagement: 1) Prepar-
ing for consensus deliberations, 2) developing participant relationships, 3) advocat-
ing position proposals, and 4) promoting collaborative solutions. Again, chapter 6
follows up with more details and clues about fulfilling these duties.

More Than One Way to Serve as Advocates and Ambassadors

As the consensus process progressed, some interesting differences emerged in the
way consensus participants advocated for their positions and acted as consensus am-
bassadors. As I have observed and listened to the trials and triumphs of the collabo-
ration delegates, I discovered that in the beginning everyone participated in a very
similar fashion. However, participation of some representatives intensified as the
judgment phase drew closer.

Consensus Politics: What Really Happens in the Process? 87
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Varying Degrees of Backstage Action

In Phase I, a majority of the representatives engaged mainly through the front stage
roles and required backstage activities connected to on-site meeting Plural? (reading
background materials and conversing informally with peers). However, a few mem-
bers began their proactive stage activities immediately—communicating with the
meeting leaders, caucusing with peers in their ideological community to influence
the process, and preparing meeting inputs offstage.

The early backstage actions often prompted initial turning points in the delibera-
tion. These turning points focused issues, increased controversies,or influenced the
process for arriving at final judgments. After significant turning points, more repre-
sentatives shifted their engagement into higher gear. The difference in level of en-
gagement was apparent to peer participants as indicated in this excerpt:

One of the things that amazed me was that some of the stakeholders had more “stakes”
than others. Some seemed to put more energy into this than other groups did. It was ob-
vious that [some] groups really networked back within their organizations; other groups
just showed up at the meetings. They really didn’t do much (1).

As the quote indicates, many perceived there to be two levels of engagement—those
who engaged deeply and those who “didn’t do much.” However, according to rep-
resentatives’ own accounts, even those who did not look engaged were actually quite
active.

In the initial phases of a process, two representation style became evident—those
who asserted themselves mainly at the front stage sessions and those who asserted
their influence on and off stage. Those with higher personal and professional stakes
in the issue participate more aggressively.

Various Interpretations for Being “Collaborative”

As the scheduled ending came closer and many realized the need to produce results,
another division emerged in the representation styles. Some representatives began to
advocate harder for their party line. Others decided to put more energy into engi-
neering cooperative solutions that could garner general support. One representative
referred to these styles as “glitter and grease” (1):

In these settings you can be glitter or you can be grease. Some stand out in my mind as
very constructive and impressive persons who provided some grease in the gears on oc-
casion.

I believe the representative was referring to “glitter” as those who promoted their
own interests and “grease” the ones who helped grease the wheels of consensus.
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Another representative had a more elaborate analysis of the same phenomenon.
They used a Greek philosopher’s metaphor about “foxes and hedgehogs” to describe
those who were open-minded cooperatives and those who were single-minded ad-
vocates for their own interest:

There were two types of members at the table, foxes and hedgehogs. According to
Greek poet Archilochus, “the fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one
big thing.” Author Isaiah Berlin (5) used that metaphor for looking at people and
philosophies. . . . For example, Karl Marx was a hedgehog. John Locke was a fox be-
cause he was willing to look at different ways of doing things and not hooked into
one way of getting at something. One of the reasons that the collaborative process
turned out the way it did is that there were a lot of hedgehogs and not enough foxes.
Some were half-fox and half-hedgehog . . . and that meant they were a loose cannon
at times. That bothered those in their interest group (1).

In these observations, participants noted that representatives differed in their degree
of cooperativeness.

Win/win agreements don’t appear magically just because participants are respon-
sible for advocacy and ambassadorship, but a group is more to develop consensus if
it is the declared objective. The “willingness of the heart” has everything to do with
finding solutions according to a Dayak proverb:

Where the heart is willing it will find a thousand ways
Where the heart is unwilling it will find a thousand excuses

If participating groups and individuals are not ready to play the dual roles of advo-
cate and ambassador, consensus building may not be the appropriate process for in-
teraction or conflict resolution. Mediation, litigation, or other formats are better
suited for parties that wish solely to advocate for their positions.

Four Ways to Participate as Issue 
Advocates and Consensus Ambassadors

Participants in consensus processes agree to adopt the collaborative mode of inter-
action. Consensus participants were chosen by their constituencies because they
were deemed to be effective advocates, good communicators, and committed to help
find mutually beneficial and agreeable solutions. In following the actions and expe-
riences of those who served in the collaborator mode, differences emerged in how
people interpreted “collaborative” participation. Each participant believed they put
in a “good faith effort” to collaborate at the consensus table. However, each partici-
pant adopted a unique mix of assertiveness for a particular interest and cooperative-
ness to find common ground.
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05-188 Ch 3.qxd  5/13/05  12:48 PM  Page 89



The variance in collaborative styles revealed an interesting pattern: The four quad-
rants of the Thomas Killman Conflict Mode Instrument (figure 3.1) (6)—competing,
avoiding, accommodating and collaborating—are mirrored within the collaborative
mode. As shown in figure 3.1, consensus builders demonstrated at least four genuine
ways to participate as a collaborative problem solver.

• The Boundary Guards engaged assertively but not very cooperatively. They were
competitive collaborators who were very aggressive in promoting their interests
and less cooperative in searching for common ground.

• The Team Players were cautiously cooperative and assertive. They chose to re-
serve their judgments and avoided taking stands until they had good reason to side
with either the big team—the collective opinion or any particular smaller team—
a special interest caucus that was making sense at the time.

• The Boundary Spanners believed in accommodating as much as possible to find
common ground. They tended to have broad or neutral interests, therefore, were
less assertive in fronting their interests and very cooperative in looking for shared
agreements.

• The Solution Brokers were both aggressive and cooperative. They stayed very
faithful to their own interests while searching for common ground aggressively.
These were collaborative collaborators.

One style of collaborating is not better or more righteous than another. They are sim-
ply different ways to engage as a consensus builder.

The style of collaboration is not a new way to categorize personality traits or psy-
chological types. It indicates choices participants make about how they implement
their role in the consensus dialogue. Participants did not exhibit just one style. Some
shifted their style several times in response to the way the discourse evolved and in-
tensified.

Many things contribute to the quantity and quality of consensus participants’ style
of political engagement including their personal or professional stake in the issue,
familiarity with the subject matter, experience with group process, relationships with
other members, and availability of time and resources as well as individual charac-
teristics such as personal traits, temperament, and interaction preferences. Ideologies
were only one of many factors participants considered as they made choices about
how to perform their representational duty. Participants of all persuasions chose all
the styles.

Before I discuss the various modes of collaboration, I want to review my reasons for
bringing attention to them. First, even though I was not looking for categories in my
practice or my studies, they emerged. Second, the identification of consensus builder
styles enabled me to appreciate every role as valid and necessary. Third, the framework
provides a useful way to understand and appreciate the central role of individuals in
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Figure 3.1. Four Different Styles of Consensus Builders
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consensus success. In the next four sections, I will describe the way in which the
Boundary Guards, Team Players, Boundary Spanners, and Solution Brokers each
tackle the quest for “win-win” solutions (see figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2. Consensus Builder Profiles

The Boundary Guards

Boundary Guards adopted a style of collaborative representation that was highly as-
sertive and minimally cooperative. In their view of the world, an effective collabo-
rative process was like a contract negotiation. Therefore, they felt that the best way
to ensure sustainable development was for each party to negotiate as effectively as
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possible for their stake or position. For the Boundary Guards, “negotiating in good
faith,” meant that collaboration would be achieved if all parties bargained aggres-
sively for their positions. They assumed a leadership role in guarding or even ex-
panding their influence on the given issue. They did not want to lose ground in
fronting their interest. They were willing to consider solutions that did not cross sa-
cred boundaries in their sense of right and wrong. As one participant summarized the
style: “I was careful not to give anything up.” Other participants described Bound-
ary Guards as “soldiers of fortune,” “confrontational and impatient,” “Darth
Vaders,” “extremists,” or “people that were interested more in protecting their turf
than finding solutions.” At each turning point in the debate, the Boundary Guards in-
tensified their level of assertiveness and commitment.

They aimed to win big, but at the least, they hoped to come through with specific
and tangible gains that would expand their domains. According to one observer,
“many of us wanted results a slice at a time, but [the most extreme Boundary
Guards] wanted the whole loaf, to blow up the ovens, and burn the wheat fields. We
just can’t deal with that. We can deal with evolution but not revolution.” Collabora-
tion meant persuading others to have it your way.

Until the end, the Boundary Guards behaved like missionaries, hoping to con-
vince or convert others to their truths. The imperative to win more political territory
and expand their constituent boundaries is evident in this advice about serving as an
effective representative:

I think you can’t be naïve about what other people’s perceptions are. You have to real-
ize they don’t think the way you do. And your number one objective is to get them to
think more in your light. And I think that’s exactly what I tried to do. But you have to
be more forceful than I was at first, back when I didn’t understand this process. I was a
little naïve in thinking that the right would win. It doesn’t win out. You’ve got to get it
in there and fight for your right. You have to be influential and that is tough (1).

In some sense, the end justified the means for the Boundary Guards. They were skill-
ful communicators that used all of the allotted airtime and available tactics to make their
case, keep the debate moving, and ensure a substantive decision-making process. Here,
a member explains the aggressive style of participation of many Boundary Guards (1).

When I walk into a collaborative process, part of my intent, and I’m sure you recognized
it at the time, was to intentionally throw in a hand grenade, and part of the reason for do-
ing that was to flush these issues on the table. I know it makes the job tough for facili-
tators, but we can have a love fest and accomplish nothing, or we can put the issues on
the table and try to deal with them.

Because the Boundary Guards treated the collaborative process as a contract nego-
tiation, they were very aware of authority, accountability, and power issues. They
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were explicitly not interested in promises and intents. They wanted fair and binding
agreements and public mechanisms to enforce them. The Boundary Guards were al-
ways conscious of the power bases on either side of the boundary. In this comment,
a participant describes the essential ingredients of a fair negotiation process (1):

When you look at mediations, in some contexts that I’ve worked in, this power issue is
real important. I think mediation can work out real well if there is reasonable balance
between the parties. But if one party has a real handicap of power (and I include knowl-
edge as being power), there may be a result that will settle the matter, but it won’t nec-
essarily have achieved the public policy or the goal that was behind the conflict to be-
gin with.

I would say that before even agreeing to participate, you’ve got to find another source
of power. If there’s a credible threat of litigation for example, file a case, and then put it
on hold. But make sure there is some other counter valuing power out there, because
without that sense of power, it doesn’t become an honest problem solving effort, it be-
comes a way of orienting a process to help delay the actual changes that are going to
happen someday.

As the account reiterates, the Boundary Guards’ focused on “honest problem solv-
ing.” They were constantly guarding the power balance and watching how the vari-
ous sides were influencing the decisions.

The Team Players

The Team Players adopted a watch and see representational style that was mini-
mally assertive and minimally cooperative. For them, the collaborative process
was like a high-level committee, jury duty, or a board meeting. The issues were
important to them but not a major priority to their life or livelihood. As one per-
son stated upfront, “This was not a life or death issue for me.” Nevertheless, they
felt duty-bound to make the right decisions and were extremely thoughtful in com-
ing to judgments.

They played on two teams in performing their consensus duty. They switched al-
legiances based on the substantive merits of the discussion. They made their choices
about when to agree, sign, support, or oppose by looking for cues from two places:
Sometimes they resonated with the arguments of their home team—the stakeholder
interests or ideology they represented. However, sometimes they aligned closely
with the new paradigms of the collaboration team. Team Players waited until all the

05-188 Ch 3.qxd  5/13/05  12:48 PM  Page 94



Consensus Politics: What Really Happens in the Process? 95

evidence was in or the time was up to make up their minds. In the following state-
ment, one member provides a glimpse into the Team Player thought process: Give
the discussion the benefit of the doubt and try hard to support whatever seems to be
the best truths:

I don’t know if there was any common ground at the beginning. There might have been
a common alley. The goal setting gave us some special words that we agreed on and that
made me say, “OK. These people are OK. They’re not dumb.” And once we agreed on
those and the process of hanging little tags here and tags there and seeing what those
people’s comments were and how they were relating into my comments and my vocab-
ulary and my commitment to safe, ethical, and responsible hunting, fishing, trapping,
and shooting sports, I could see. I could start picking the connections out. It built my
confidence, and then I was ready to work. . . . It was approximately at this time that I re-
member really starting to put my energies into it, helping come to consensus and work-
ing with people (1).

The major turning points in the deliberation did not have a significant effect on
their level of participation. They felt that the way to conduct a fair, collaborative
process and to fulfill their duty was to participate wholeheartedly in front stage ac-
tivities. As these participants put it, “All I can do is commit to being at the table and
do my best to support the right courses of action” or “I represented my constituency
the best I could. I solicited and received little input.” They typically attended all
consensus-building meetings and those of their constituency group. They shared re-
ports back and forth. They did their best to advocate for the interest positions of
their groups while listening to other sides and participating in group discussions
about common ground. They did the best they could to add value to the discussion.
One Team Player said, “Most people were respectful of others’ opinions, but some
were closed minded. I tried to make personal contact to bridge.” However, if specif-
ically invited by a member of the home team (stakeholder or ideological group) or
full team (consensus-building body), they would participate in needed back stage
activities for one team or the other, depending on what teams were aligned with a
given Team Player’s convictions.

They were active but often perceived by others as “nonplayers” in the ultimate
brokering of resolutions and agreements. In the interviews, participants referred
to Team Players as “hand raisers” or “freelancers.” In talking to the Team Play-
ers, it is clear that their silence and or deliberativeness did not mean a lack of par-
ticipation. As confirmed by this account, they did not consider themselves mere
followers (1):

The amount of time spent speaking is not necessarily indicative of effective participa-
tion. I was able to offer some practical solutions as I saw them from a policy perspec-
tive and practitioner’s perspective.
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The few Team Players that represented middle of the road constituencies tended to
play mainly on the consensus builders team. They had a clear and simple stance on
the proper way to participate, as is evident in this account (1):

I guess from my standpoint, I try to avoid any advocacy role. That’s probably why I was
among the one-third on the lower end of being quiet. But that was because I really wasn’t
trying to push any agenda, just provide knowledge and some perspective and value if noth-
ing else. That’s my own personal feeling on that. I felt that was the role I should play.

Team Players were often those that were new to the dialogue and not as familiar
with all the ins and outs of the issues being discussed. Therefore, they expected the
public agencies and institutionalized interest groups to provide leadership in the de-
bate. In the interviews, many of them wondered why so much of the policy dialogue
was left up to an ad hoc committee like the panel or roundtable. This sentiment is
aptly expressed in these excerpts that question the value of seeking advice from non-
mainstream participants (1):

Well, I struggled all the time with feeling that I was in over my head on the basis of ac-
tually knowing enough about this subject. And more than once I would think, there are
people in the agencies that know much more about this than me. Why do they have to
call in poor little me? Of course I’ve got my opinions, but these other people have stud-
ied this subject for years. Some of them have studied this in college, they have degrees
in it, and they know what really needs to be done. Then why are they putting a person
like me up against professional people that are long term paid representatives of an in-
terest group? I felt that I didn’t know everything that I should know to adequately un-
derstand and discuss the issues.

I don’t really know that there were brokers that are able to communicate across
boundaries. . . . If those people exist, that’s what you have to have; someone who can
take an extreme position, absorb it, work on it, communicate it and then bring it back to
the table for everyone’s consideration. We need the typical mediator type who goes
through one party to another party carrying messages. I think frankly that the agencies
could have handled this whole process on their own, without this group at all.

Team Players were extremely good listeners and self-conscious learners. One
talked about how the process was an “opportunity for me to develop some of my in-
ner skills and that was listening. And that’s really helped me now with my career,
partnerships, being able to listen to the clients; listen to people.” In the interviews,
many Team Players identified the educational aspects of the process as one of the
key benefits or successes of the collaboration experience. Here are several testimo-
nials to the learning value of the process (1):

• I learned a lot about the perspectives of constituents in the discussion—I preferred
to be a listener, especially because I was somewhat well-versed on the topics.”
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• I learned a lot about other people’s views and why they feel that way. After such
a long time spent with people you become more familiar and more comfortable
dealing with them. You can understand them better.

• My understanding of the diverse values in this topic increased very much because
issues were introduced with points that had never crossed my mind. . . . The more
you know about others’ ideas, the better you are able to interact or counteract.
There are real differences in understanding and appreciation.

The Team Player base of power was their mystery. They were, so to speak, the unde-
cided voters that could decide the outcome of the election. They followed the advice of
an anonymous sage who said, “A good hunter changes his way as often as he needs to.”

The Boundary Spanners

The Boundary Spanners were ready to do anything for unity. They wanted to deal
with whole systems. They believed that cohesion is better than competition. They
felt both sides of the boundary were necessary to achieve a fair and balanced out-
come. They tend to have a large life context that is persistently biased toward pro-
posals that favor unity and alignment. They take to heart the 1970 message from “the
biologists of six countries meeting in Menton, France, May 1970”:

To our 3.5 billion neighbors: Earth, which has seemed so large, must now be seen in its
smallness. We live in a closed system, absolutely dependent on Earth and each other for
our lives and those of the succeeding generations. The many things that divide us are
therefore of infinitely less importance than the interdependence and danger that unites us.

The Boundary Spanners were extremely cooperative and minimally assertive on be-
half of a particular interest. Their special interest was the good of the whole. Because
of their liberal arts orientation, experience in the public or civic sector, etc., they were
dedicated spokespersons of bridge building across ideological, geographic, jurisdic-
tional, or other boundaries. If they did represent a narrower interest, they felt that the in-
terest of their stakeholder group would be best served by reaching as much common
ground as possible. As illustrated in the next account, many Boundary Spanners felt that
consensus success needs some who specialize in “keeping the group together (1) ”:

You’ve got to have people whose bottom line is in representing their interest but you’ve
also got to have people whose heart, soul, and bottom line is keeping the group together.
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Anybody who thinks that the latter is not important, that the process should just include
a bunch of interests, should take a look at some of the other unsuccessful examples of
collaboration. I believe they fell apart because they did not have a mix of participants.

Other participants nicknamed the Boundary Spanners as “big picture leaders,” “free
agents,” or “moderating influences.”

For the Boundary Spanners that did not represent a narrow interest, this style of con-
sensus participation came naturally. They tended not to have direct, personal, and/or
professional stakes in the outcome of the consensus. They felt it “came with their terri-
tory” as is evident in the comment of a Boundary Spanner who said: “I considered my-
self a public servant—everyone’s constituents were my constituents.” However, those
who had specific to represent felt that the long-term interests of their constituencies
would best be served if there were systemic progress on the issue being addressed.

The Boundary Spanners were faithful ambassadors for the collective product.
Like the Team Players, their primary stage of action was the meetings. They ap-
proached the consensus building activity like a policy think tank or a planning re-
treat. The group could count on them to help identify synthesis points and make
compelling cases for bridge-building solutions. Given this type of commitment to
minimizing boundaries, the Boundary Spanners were always ready to find and sup-
port the emerging areas of common ground. Their role was appreciated by other con-
sensus builders as illustrated in this statement by an activist Boundary Guard (1):

For most members, there was a willingness to listen, show differences, and respect oth-
ers’ views. We also gained from the presence of some skillful synthesizers’ . . . members
with a ‘big picture’ attitude.

As with the Team Players, the major turning points did not influence their level of
engagement. They considered themselves active front stage participants from the
start. However, if requested by members of the collaboration group, these “big pic-
ture” players were ready to lobby offstage if it helped the common cause. They
would be willing to call a member that needed persuasion or help testify regarding
a bill at the legislature. In this excerpt, one Boundary Spanner “pleads guilty” to go-
ing above and beyond the front stage duties to fight for solidarity (1):

I tried to play a constructive, supportive role. I thought this was a good thing. I do re-
member that when we got down to the wire, I will plead guilty to making a phone call or
two myself. I called one person once because I knew he was wrestling with whether to sup-
port the consensus product or not. As a matter of conscience I thought it was a good thing
for as many people as possible to support it. We’d done a lot of hard work. So I called him
and said, “I know you’re struggling with this, and I’m not trying to twist your arm, but if
there’s anything that I could possibly do to help you be more comfortable about this, I’d
like to let you know I’m available.” Hopefully, I helped make him a bit more comfortable.
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The Solution Brokers

The Solution Brokers were proactive architects, contractors, and dealmakers of collab-
orative solutions. For them, the collaborative process was like the legislative session—
a forum where one could use any means possible to influence individual judgments.
They were Boundary Spanners and Guards. They advocated aggressively in both di-
rections: They lobbied for their own interests but listened intently in order to find clues
to substantive agreements and/or innovative ways to ensure that some forward move-
ment was achieved in the collaborative process. This role was extremely difficult and
labor-intensive but as is obvious here, some took it on as proven by this account (1):

I wanted the process to work, and I was willing to reach out beyond my faction. I tried
to find common ground and worked hard at wordsmithing to bring others along.

At the table or away from the table, they worked overtime to serve as evangelists for
their interest group as well as the collaborative cause.

The Solution Brokers intensified their rally after each turning point. Like the
Boundary Guards, they had a lot at stake and used every means possible to make sure
that the process would produce results that made a temporary or lasting difference in
the long-term quest for sustainability. They were described by others in the process
as people who were “skillful synthesizers,” “extremely constructive about trying to
find a middle ground,” “trying to figure out ways of solving the problems,” “really
putting their hearts into it thinking it will make a difference,” and “most interested in
seeking agreement.” One participant described their role as “negotiators” (1).

There were some friendly and unfriendly elements, but we were pretty civilized most of
the time. . . . Also, in any group like that, there were a few people that rise to the top and
use their voices to help unify things. And my role was that of a negotiator. . . . When
things got tough and it looked like we were going to fracture in the consensus group, a
few of us would work out the negotiation. It’s not quite that overt in some processes, but
there are always the voices with more experience that are willing to engage for the good
of the whole.

Most Solution Brokers were veteran players in public life and knew that virtuous
principles must be applied in an imperfect and ambiguous world. Like the Boundary
Guards they paid close attention to complex power dynamics and realities. They
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knew the challenges of enacting policy or making systemic change in any social is-
sue. In the volatile world of public affairs, nothing comes easy. Advocating for any-
thing requires constant negotiation, patience, and persistence. They have also
learned that multiple-stakeholder lobbying and entrepreneurship has more power to
affect history than each interest working alone. Thus, they want to leverage the in-
fluence of every consensus-building opportunity. As one Solution Broker put it, “As
one manager in one organization, you are limited as to the impact you can have on
statewide issues. This type of consensus-building process allows you to have a
greater impact.” Another had a similar comment (1):

We worked actively to remind the whole group that keeping the collaboration process
community together was the key to having policymakers pay attention to the product.
Also, the key was to know when to stop working toward more detail and recognize the
points of agreement.

They were pragmatists as they went about their brokering work.
What exactly was involved in the brokering process? In explaining how specific

agreements were crafted, one Solution Broker discussed the importance of not burn-
ing any bridges that would hamper future effectiveness (1):

We were not going to do something that would really set off any key organization. We
wanted to play nice with them because we were going to have to work with them once
we got to implement the consensus recommendations.

Solution Brokers took the long view. Then they pursued two major missions in the
consensus-building process. Early in the second phase of consensus building, Solu-
tion Brokers 1) identified the degree of surmountable and unsurmountable differ-
ences. They analyzed the battles at hand and chose which were best fought now ver-
sus later. Then, 2) they began to navigate a search for the best possible agreements
between boundaries and ideological territories.

Strategy 1: Picking the battles. As soon as the consensus process began, Solution
Brokers were actively gauging how close or far apart stakeholders were in getting to
acceptable solutions. In the rush to find common ground, there is a temptation to
gloss over rather than acknowledge the differences. Naiveté about the disagreements
was one obstacle to successfully achieving even a few agreements. Beliefs are
deeply rooted. Converting the other camp to buy in to one side’s “religion” was out
of the question. As echoed in the wisdom of many 12-step programs, the starting step
is to admit there is a problem. The Solution Brokers admitted to the deep cracks in
the terrain. As one participant observed, “You can get people that think alike to-
gether. That’s easy, but that’s not what we are talking about. What we are talking
about is bringing people that don’t think alike together.” Another Solution Broker
was even more blunt about the reality of difference (1):
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I don’t think that there’s a common ground. I don’t think that you can find this “balance”
of middle footing. This is an evolving dialogue, and the outcome is not clear. Because
there aren’t any power levers, some parties go to lawsuits. That’s the only way some
people will appreciate the need for change.

Strategy 2: Navigating a search for the best possible agreements. After conceding
(in their hearts) that the consensus process would probably not result in any revolu-
tion, they began to pursue a constructive evolution toward solutions. They used their
assessment of stakeholders’ belief systems to identify overlaps, leeway, or leverage
points for putting together a package of solutions that “everyone could live with.”
Solution Brokers emerged from all sides of various boundaries. They searched for
consensus solutions that respected differences, as witnessed by this Boundary Span-
ner involved in a sustainable development project (1):

I remember some people who were extremely constructive about trying to find a middle
ground. There were people who make their living cutting trees that seemed to me like
they were working hard to try to find something that we could all live with. One person
in the environmental group could be tough as nails on some things, but generally, that
member was trying to find a way to make this work.

Usually the work was done in backstage settings, but they brokered more overtly as
shown in this story (1):

We were in a room without any windows. The room and the debate got really oppres-
sive. It was clear we were butting heads. A break was called and people started to scurry
off, but I walked over and starting talking to one person on the opposing side. Then an-
other roundtable member came over and then one other person. We actually met in the
middle; we walked to the space at the center of the tables and said, “OK, what about
this?” We started putting something together. I think we ended up with something close
to what we got to at the end of the process. . . . The key was that there were always peo-
ple that were willing to think new thoughts and try new ideas.

My analysis of individual accounts, the solution brokering process involved three
major tactics. Searching for a) the obvious matches, b) pacing the problem solving
and c) engineering trade-offs.

• Tactic (a) Obvious matches: First find the remedies that everyone supports. Unfortu-
nately these are not abundant in deep controversies. Typical solutions in this category
include agreements about developing accurate or unbiased data gathering and analy-
sis, additional research, public education, and mechanisms to monitor the issue.

• Tactic (b) Target the right level of detail: One member talked about the importance
of “making agreements at a higher level if we got bogged down on the ‘tough is-
sues.’” Another commented that, “the categories seemed very broad and lacking
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substance when we worked on them. But in the end, most felt the broad categories
were appropriate.” They were appropriate and accepted if stakeholders could see
that all the issues would eventually be addressed. Boundary Guards or Team Play-
ers often criticized high-level agreements as attempts to avoid tackling hard deci-
sions. Solution Brokers expect such complaints but do not agree with them. They
don’t see agreements of principle as cop-outs. They believe that is foolish to think
that one consensus-building effort will cure all ills. Lasting change requires con-
stant, ongoing, and relentless attention and action. Solution brokers understand the
power of setting up official mechanisms for continued dialogue and problem solv-
ing on the issue at hand.

• Tactic (c): Trade-offs: Sometimes consensus requires a system of solutions that eq-
uitably please and hurt various sides of the debate. This is the age-old strategy of
give and take or mutual back scratching. This may sound impure and distasteful, but
it happens. If a package of recommendations represents real solutions that have
broad-based support, does it not make sense to allow for specific elements sacred to
some “sides” if they don’t destroy the overall momentum of the consensus?

In their approach, the Solution Brokers agreed with philosopher Bertrand Rus-
sell’s view that “most savage controversies are about matters that do not have good
evidence either way.” Therefore, they welcome all problem-solving processes and
believe that officials and grassroots leaders must continue to forge consensus as a
part of their regular duties. They believe the devil is in the detail. They understand
that those who keep searching for incremental successes and relentless improvement
make history.

General Patterns of Collaborator Styles 
in High vs. Low Conflict Situations

In every consensus-building process, people will adopt various styles in different
numbers. The more Solution Brokers and Boundary Spanners emerge, the more
likely the chances of speedy and/or successful consensus resolutions. Common
ground will be harder to find if most collaborators decide to engage as Boundary
Guards or Team Players.

Partnership development processes proceed smoother and faster because the mis-
sion assumes that all the players have decided to engage in something together.
Thus, the consensus group is likely to be composed of mostly Boundary Spanners
and Solution Brokers. On the other hand, high conflict settings will include partici-
pants that adopt all roles. The distribution of styles in high and low conflict settings
is shown in figure 3.3.

There is no question that process politics—the way participants choose to engage
in the deliberation—is a make or break variable achieving consensus. The partici-
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pants are the human magic behind consensus success. The collective product is as
good as the individual participant’s level of engagement—their commitment, effort,
knowledge, and imagination.

Being an agent of collaboration was not like any professional or volunteer duty
that participants had experienced before. Often the costs were high, and rewards
long range; yet none defected. Despite the obstacles, representatives carry on be-
cause they care about the issue at hand. Not all collaborative problem-solving expe-
riences are as long or intense as those in my study, but to some degree, success in
any consensus-building process depends on what participants do on or off the table.

Participants chose various styles of aggressiveness or cooperativeness, but one
thing was clear and common: Participants in collaborative decision making have two
jobs. They serve as both advocates and ambassadors. In other words, each partici-
pant is to be a potent advocate for their position as well as a dedicated ambassador
for constructing mutually beneficial solutions. As mentioned in chapter 1, collabo-
ration requires 100 percent assertiveness and 100 percent cooperativeness in order
to achieve the best results for all. The mission is to produce agreements that every-
one will support. Not something for everyone but everyone for something. Consen-
sus players may keep their private scoreboards about who is gaining or losing, but
everyone shares the public scoreboard of tracking consensus agreements.

The implication for process sponsors is obvious. Selecting the people to sit at the
consensus table is perhaps the most important decision in positioning a consensus-
based problem-solving process. Identifying those who will represent the “whole
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problem system” is critical because the voices at the extremes of the debate never
speak for the whole population affected by the issue. Within that group, the chal-
lenge is to find stakeholder group spokespersons that are willing and able to act as a
strong advocates and ambassadors.

THE FACILITATOR: THE POLITICS 
OF MANAGING A FAIR FORUM

How do consensus facilitators inhibit or enhance an effective exchange of ideas, ur-
gencies, power, resources, convictions, opinions, and solutions for the sake of de-
termining collective priorities? The facilitator exerts political influence in the way
he or she enables participants to do their consensus work in a fair, meaningful, and
timely way. They guide the players in dialogue, problem solving, planning, or de-
veloping consensus recommendations.

The most visible aspect of a facilitator’s job is in front of the room, directing the
discussion of a group of people. However, here too, much of the work takes place
offstage. Planning is the most time-consuming. and influential of the three primary
duties of a facilitator, 1) careful planning of the overall process; 2) presiding over
the formal meetings, and 3) creating a public record of the discourse. In this section,
I will discuss how a facilitator participates in consensus politics as they fulfill these
three duties. Chapter 5 details specific clues for understanding and fulfilling the con-
sensus facilitation role.

The Politics of Planning a Meaningful and Timely Process

The outcome of any decision making depends greatly on the process used to make
it—what will the decision influence? Who is responsible, consulted, or informed in
making the decision? What data or evidence will be used? How will a final decision
be made? Answering these questions is the joint political task of process sponsors
and facilitators. They share the responsibilities and risks of planning the reasons and
rules of the consensus discourse. The sponsor determines the basic reasons, roles,
rules, and resources of a consensus engagement and facilitators translate their
“specs” into a fair, meaningful, and timely political forum. More on this shared po-
litical role is described in the final section of this chapter, “the politics of sponsor-
ing a consensus process.”

Facilitators customize a method for enabling a diverse group to assess, analyze,
decide, and translate a matter into action. Constructing effective consensus process
means assuring a fair field of play by a) determining the best methods and tech-
niques; b) making sure the process is easy to understand; c) clarifying and enforcing
the steps for achieving consensus agreement, and d) managing science and data
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proactively. It also means empowering the players by e) making the process truly
participant-friendly and f) building in the time for the consensus builders’ political
work. Chapter 5 offers clues to handling the specific planning duties.

The Politics of Presiding: Refereeing the 
Intersection between Diverse Agendas

Once the basic process plan is constructed, a facilitator’s key political role is pre-
siding over the forum, knowing when changes must be made along the way. Even
with the best-laid plans, presiding over the exchange of views, ideas, powers, re-
sources, etc., is a full contact sport. When the consensus builders gather and wills
converge, a facilitator manages the political forum while simultaneously tracking all
levels and aspects of the discourse including the issue content, opinions, emotions,
time, meeting space, participant comfort, informal input, and much more.

A facilitator is a nonvoting member but influences the outcome by maintaining a
fair and relevant political process. Since consensus building has no codified rules
and regulations; the content and process are both variable elements. The fairness and
relevance of a process is constantly under evaluation by participants, sponsors, fa-
cilitator, and any other stakeholder that chooses to weigh in. The two major chal-
lenges in the politics of presiding fairly is 1) assuring all diverse voices are heard
and 2) knowing when to play by the rules or change them.

Assuring Diverse Voices Are Heard

When a whole system enters a room, the diversity is always surprising. The multi-
plicity of voices, views, beliefs, capacities, powers, understandings, lives and needs
is the reason we have politics. Airing, acknowledging, respecting, debating, negoti-
ating and integrating diverse elements of a community into some collective solutions
or progress is a wonderful alternative to force. Assuring diverse voices are heard is
the essence of consensus building.

When someone confesses that “yes, we do have some differences of opinion” they
are committing a serious act of understatement. Any group of humans is diverse in
diverse dimensions. The first dimension is our 1) basic diversity in human charac-
teristics—personality, preferences, temperaments, and other individual styles. Also,
each participant comes to the table with 2) a diverse base of knowledge regarding the
subject at hand and 3) diverse views about the process. Everyone has multiple no-
tions about what makes a good meeting, process, or consensus and has varying ex-
pectations about what the engagement should and could achieve. Finally, partici-
pants have 4) diverse worldviews—strong personal and group beliefs about what is
going right and wrong with a given subject. Since diversity is the raw material of
consensus building, I will discuss the four dimensions of diversity further.

Consensus Politics: What Really Happens in the Process? 105

05-188 Ch 3.qxd  5/13/05  12:48 PM  Page 105



Diversity in individual characteristics. The technologies for identifying and de-
scribing the myriad of personal traits that affect human interaction are a field onto
their own. For this reason I will honorably mention the fact that all deliberations are
deeply influenced by the personal temperaments, preferences, and other interaction
tendencies of the individuals involved in any given process.

Diversity in knowledge about the subject. Commensurate with the abundance of
information connected with any given issue, stakeholders’ knowledge of the subject
will be all over the board. The huge variance in the knowledge base created a par-
ticipant hierarchy based on information.

Those with more expertise or a staff of technical people had the upper hand in in-
fluencing the groups’ consensus about what was happening in the problem area.
They are extremely familiar with the formal history, unwritten background, science,
jargon, and other aspects important to understanding and issue.

On the other end of the continuum are the people who are affected by the issue
and have a great deal of experiential or anecdotal wisdom about how the symptoms
of the problem play out in the real world. However, they may not be versed in the
technical or macro-level aspects of the problem. Interview participants confirmed
that minimal information and knowledge about an issue blocked many representa-
tives’ ability to be a strong force in the dialogue.

All types of information are necessary, but sponsors and facilitators should not as-
sume participants have the same familiarity with an issue. In chapter 6, participants of
past processes describe how they took initiative to educate themselves by private re-
search or talking to other members of the consensus process informally. Despite the
conscientiousness of participants, consensus processes should have formal ways to
provide everyone with a good working knowledge of the subject at hand such as mini-
courses about a knowledge domain, reading materials, jargon dictionaries, access to
people who are happy to answer “dumb questions,” etc. This will avoid or at least min-
imize putting people at a disadvantage in contributing to the fast-paced conversation.

Diverse perspectives about group process. The good news is that everyone has ex-
perienced some form of meetings and group decision making in their worlds. The
difficulty, therefore, is that everyone arrives with fairly engrained ideas about what
makes good process. They judge the merits of the process using standards of meet-
ings that are most familiar to them. For example, if a participant is familiar with cor-
porate board meetings, they wonder why things can’t move along a lot quicker and
more smoothly. If they are accustomed to labor negotiations, they criticize the meet-
ing leader for being too loose with the process. People participating in think tanks
and retreats are uncomfortable with the excessive structure and fast pace. If they are
used to legislative proceedings, they are irritated with the generous time spent in a
public hearing mode rather than in debate over the language of specific proposals.

The first step in effective collaboration is to unify the expectations and procedures
for the collective decision making process. Everyone has an image of good and bad
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process. Taking time to clarify the assumptions, intents, and game rules of the col-
laborative process can relieve some basic frustrations about working together. Con-
ducting the process without such clarification is like trying to play one ball game
with players that think they are playing basketball, soccer, dodgeball, and golf at the
same time. To use another metaphor, failing to unify process assumptions would
equate to planning a religious worship ceremony without knowing that the planning
team is composed of Buddhists, Lutherans, atheists, and Jewish participants.

Diversity in worldviews. The deepest and most influential diversity is in core be-
liefs and ways of looking at the world. Every issue involves multiple belief systems,
no matter how small or large the scope is. The consensus process is a crossroads for
as many fully developed views of the world as there are people around the table. It
is never just two sides. It is never skin deep.

The biggest political mistake for facilitators, sponsors, and participants is to pre-
sume you know or can predict other’s stakes and perspectives. Refraining from the
tendency to claim we know what others are needing or believing may be the most
important new habit we need to cultivate. Here are some vivid examples of our con-
stant and common propensity to construct what others are perceiving, feeling, think-
ing, or intending:

• Sponsors of a first-time homebuyer counseling program directed at low-income
people were frustrated with the lack of participation by the fast-growing Asian im-
migrant community. After all, the curriculum was designed for low and moderate
income homebuyers of all cultures and backgrounds.

In a focus group, a realtor from the Asian community clarified the issue. In
many Asian countries, mainstream citizens operate on a cash basis, and only crim-
inals use debt. The Asian participants of counseling and classes were scared away
after the first session because the topic was building an effective credit history.
Something more was needed to educate new Americans on the American accept-
ance of credit as a way of life

• A teenage defendant in a robbery case walked into the courtroom with a brand new
cartoon-adorned T-shirt. Most people commented on his unfortunate choice of
clothing at such an important event in the boy’s life. Later they learned that this
was the fanciest piece of clothing in his meager wardrobe. He came wearing his
“Sunday best.”

• In a service improvement seminar, hospitality managers were asked what they think
conference participants’ most important needs were for break times. The food, bev-
erage, and events managers said the coffee should be of the highest quality served in
an elegant urn and ceramic cups. When actual conference participants were asked
what is important to them, the quality and presentation of the coffee was never men-
tioned. Their main desires were to get through the refreshment line quickly, be close
to the restrooms, and have easy access to telephones or Internet lines (7).
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Professionally and personally I have worked hard to not show prejudice. Yet, even
after twenty-seven years of practice in remaining open, I still find myself falling into
the trap of predicting another person’s life based on where they stand or what they
look like. Here is my confession:

Just recently, I was dining with my family at a rural Wisconsin diner. As my husband,
our adopted African American and East Indian children, and I feasted on home cooked
burgers and fries, a thin, elderly man in bib overalls and baseball cap looked up from his
bowl of chicken noodle soup and asked me if “those are your children?” After one
glance at the man, I decided I could tell his story: A local retired farmer who has lived
in the area for a lifetime and never traveled farther than the county seat. I put my arm
around one of my boys and replied that “yes, they are our children.”

He went on to report that he too had two adopted grandchildren living in another part
of the country. He did not see them much because his wife runs a major health care
agency in the nearby major city. Furthermore, since they recently returned from a mul-
tiyear teaching assignment in the United Arab Emirates, they had not been able to be a
part of the exciting adoption processes. I was deeply impressed with the scope of his life
and profoundly embarrassed by my inadvertent tendency to label people.

Have you been there? When have you been amazed and even stunned by the re-
actions, attitudes, views, or values that were normal and commonplace for another
person? This business of being open to others, hearing people out, and allowing peo-
ple to construct who they are takes relentless effort and practice. As leaders or par-
ticipants of consensus building, the task of acknowledging and respecting diverse
and unique life experience and perspectives is critical. Finding common ground in
social disputes begins with respecting the plurality of the stakeholders.

One author has devoted an entire book to describing the underbelly of value con-
flict in contemporary America. In the book, A House Divided (8), consultant and
writer Mark Gerzon portrays an America that is divided not into geographic states,
but into “divided states of belief” (2) about what is good for this country. His moti-
vation for writing the book was to support America’s continued building of a great
nation of the free and the brave but shed the illusion that unity could be achieved by
discovering one correct and/or dominant belief system. He advocates for honestly
acknowledging plurality and suggests we “stop pretending that we can convince
other Americans to adopt our particular beliefs. . . . The first thing we can do is to
put aside our own opinions temporarily and just listen to other people’s views” (8).
Following a description of the divided states of belief, Gerzon calls for constructing
a new patriotism that honors the deep American pluralism and heeds the caution that
“a house divided against itself cannot stand” (8).

Certain issues, such as the pro-choice/pro-life debate and environmental problems
have been acknowledged as “value-laden” conflicts or deep philosophical schisms.
The escalation of overt religious conflict in the world has demonstrated the danger-
ous power and consequences of belief-based conflict. These are the famous belief
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conflicts, but, in my experience, every matter is value-laden. Whether you call them
paradigms, perceptions, worldviews, or belief systems, individuals have deeply held
notions about what is right and wrong about any and every subject—moving an of-
fice, adopting school uniforms, defining the purpose of faculty meetings, etc. For ex-
ample a simple thing, such as whether to leave the dirty dishes in the sink, relates to
a fundamental principle of living life effectively. Washing them before bedtime
helps symbolize the notion that each day is the first day for the rest of your life.

Consensus would be simple if the task was to find the obvious right view or and
truth from among many wrong ones. What makes consensus building difficult is the
reality that there are multiple and equal truths. Deep pluralism is not new to this age.
It has always been the raw material of any gathering of people. Diverse life experi-
ences have resulted in very different “right” ways of understand and act in the world.

To get a glimpse into the dynamics of negotiating truths, I take you to a statewide
forest policy forum triggered by a massive citizen protest over the expansion of log-
ging and other perceived harmful forest practices in state forests. Over an eleven
month period, thirty-five people representing diverse forest interests met in daylong
working sessions to build consensus for a comprehensive strategy for sustaining the
state’s forest resources. The group included representatives of environmental organ-
izations, outdoor sportspersons’ associations, conservation groups, the forest prod-
ucts industry, commercial logging contractors, the resort and tourism industry, re-
search or higher education institutions, non industrial forest landowners, agricultural
woodlot owners, state or federal natural resources agencies, county land depart-
ments, and labor unions of forest product.

At the fourth meeting, the depth and variety of deeply held beliefs or “truths” took
front stage. The group ranked top nine issues in statewide forest management and
“unpacked” the diversity of perspectives and values surrounding each one. For sev-
eral days, they had exchanged views about the facts, reactions, interpretations and
positions for each issue. With each conversation, participants discovered that stake-
holders’ deep values were indeed deep. Many were rooted in religious beliefs. For
example, many landowners who are typically accused of selfishly opposing govern-
ment regulation enforcing sustainable forest management practices, revealed their
religiously rooted conviction about their land stewardship responsibility:

I believe that land is a divine gift from God and I have been entrusted to be its caretaker.
Stewardship goes with the privilege given by the Creator. I would be shunning my com-
mitment to God if I allowed the government, special interests, and others to dictate how
to best take care of the land. That’s why sovereignty of private land is the most impor-
tant issue for me (1).

Similarly, the environmental activists had strong core beliefs about planetary unity
and consciousness that prompted their staunch advocacy for uniform laws to protect
large forest landscapes.
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At one point of the dialogue, the group explicitly realized that everyone had a
right to their beliefs. They were the result of a unique journey of life experiences.
The group came away from the dialogue with several conclusions: Each stakeholder
perspective made sense. Each perspective was valid in its own terms, yet none was
especially privileged with the truth. There are no obvious heroes or villains in an eth-
ical dispute. Selecting whose values were the more right “right” values was a use-
less quest. The group needed to focus on things the stakeholders need to do and pur-
sue together in the midst to diverse faiths.

Here is a sampling of the comments made at the moment when participants dis-
covered that converting each other was meaningless:

• I detect fears about losing our democratic tradition to socialistic attitudes
• It’s the first time I have been referred to as a socialist pagan!
• There are definite philosophical differences in our foundations
• Some of us are rooted in Judeo-Christian beliefs and others in more new age faiths
• We all seem to have abiding respect for protecting the environment but disagree-

ment on how to do it
• The strength of the constitution is its adaptability. We need to adapt somehow to

maintain individual and community values
• We need to give each other credit for having valid values and do our best to find

mutually acceptable ways to practice stewardship

When collaboration participants meet at the table to find common ground, the po-
litical challenge is negotiating vs. assuming what is “common” sense in the mix of
diverse beliefs about right and wrong. Each human being builds a unique worldview
based on a lifetime of unique encounters and experiences that they bring to the meet-
ing table. Acknowledging the existence of many “normal” views is an essential first
step to acquiring the patience and humility needed to succeed in a joint search for
satisfying solutions. An anonymous adage describes this challenge as freedom. It
claims “freedom means picking your way painfully through a veritable jungle of al-
ternatives, a few of which are satisfactory, none of which is perfect.” I believe this
is the essence of diligent and successful sense–making at the consensus table. A con-
sensus facilitator’s role is to assist consensus builders to navigate through a diver-
sity of “correct” convictions and expectations to forge shared agreements.

Knowing When to Play by the Rules to Change Them

The successful outcome of the collaboration is influenced by how stakeholders buy
into the process of decision making. Method is not a mere technicality. The path taken
to reach the destination influences the content and acceptance of that destination.
Power belongs to those who set the decision rules. That is why campaign-financing
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reform is a focal point in the American democratic process. As mentioned in chapter
1, opposition to process is also at the heart of the World Trade Organization (WTO)
demonstrations; human rights, labor, and environmental advocates are calling to
question the elitist appointment of WTO members that make economic decisions on
behalf of over six billion world citizens.

Consensus building cannot even begin if players don’t understand and believe in
the decision-making process. Facilitators influence the politics of consensus build-
ing by assuring that participants have an ongoing consensus about the viability of the
process. A meticulously customized process plan is a good start. However, sustain-
ing trust in the process depends on knowing when to shift the game rules. Over the
years, there have been very few group facilitation sessions that have proceeded com-
pletely according to plan.

In the early days I was frustrated by steps taking longer than anticipated or by be-
ing questioned about the planned procedures. When I realized that participants will
choose their path whether I allow them to or not, I had a change of heart. I now invite
participants to be active watchdogs of the process in the midst of engaging in the con-
tent. Participant “uprisings” feel disruptive but are extremely constructive. The inter-
ventions can range from requesting a shorter lunch break, suggesting an amendment
to the process, wanting to take more time on an important matter, or just walking out.

If individuals or subgroups care enough to offer phone, e-mail, or memo feed-
back, it is a sign that participants take the consensus process seriously. Also, the off-
line inputs help surface and expedite the brewing issues that would eventually
emerge on-line at subsequent meetings. Political unity is enhanced rather than un-
dermined when feedback is in the open versus under the table.

I am not advocating that game rules be open to constant amendment, but I strongly
advise facilitators to welcome process questions and consider modifications in order
to deliver robust results. People accept the rulings and verdicts of arbitration and lit-
igation because they trust the process. People will accept the outcomes of consensus
building if they feel the process was fair and trustworthy. The only way to maintain
trust in an uncodified, uninstitutionalized process is to keep it relevant for the stake-
holders. The facilitator’s political prowess is enhanced by their ability to keep the col-
lective inquiry process logical and meaningful for all the collaborators.

What does it look like to really apply the principles of “adaptive management” to
a consensus process containing so many dynamic variables, personalities, relation-
ships, revelations and circumstances? How do you enable consensus builders to in-
fluence their decision process? To answer these questions, I will offer some general
observations about the patterns of forging consensus and then describe specific ex-
amples of how participants influence their own political process by triggering turn-
ing points in the consensus deliberations.

Like a play, consensus processes seem to have three major “acts” shown in figure
3.4) scoping the multiple dimensions of the consensus “plot”; 2) shifting to heavy
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lifting in consensus politics; and final phase of 3) forcing and fostering resolution.
Each “act” is initiated by a turning point that tends to increase and intensify partici-
pant engagement on and off the table.

Phase I: Scoping the Plot

The public activity of the initial phase includes introductions of the purpose, process,
and participant; briefings about the subject matter at hand; and the first rounds of
consensus building about expectations, goals, and the situation. This part of the con-
sensus journey is fairly harmonious. It is a “wait and see” period in which the par-
ticipants and the process get the benefit of the doubt.

There are many reasons for this harmony. First, agreements about broad goals
come together with relative ease because they are general and conceptual targets.
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Second, participants are overwhelmed trying to get on top of the abundance of data
introduced. The third reason is that some participants are not accustomed to consen-
sus building. They prefer to sit back, observe, understand who was involved, and
learn more about the real game rules for participation. The following represents one
of the more honest assessments about this learning mode of participation (1):

I’m really outspoken, but the beginning of the process was probably one of the first
times I ever got really reserved. . . . It was my first experience with collaborative groups
and with extremists; by that I mean the extreme right and left people. I felt that I was
somewhere in between that. . . . I came in very hesitant, extremely hesitant, wondering,
“Who in the hell are these devious people. . . . I was kind of scared that some of those
people were planted in there. I was a little skeptical of the department and agencies com-
ing in. . . . I had no clue what they were or what their background was. I was just a lit-
tle country boy coming in. Here are these seemingly important people with name tags
showing who they represent. As I look around I’m thinking,“ Oh boy! Am I in trouble!”
I was not too willing to participate in those initial sessions. I was scared. I was check-
ing it out. . . . I was very skeptical; extremely skeptical . . . I wanted to see how it all
goes. At about the fifth or sixth meeting, I could see the direction.

In the first phase, the backstage and informal activity builds gradually as poten-
tial issues are previewed in the initial discussions. Stakeholders at and around the
table are busy scoping out the state of the issue, the size of the task, the background
and motives of other participants, the requirements of the process, and the game
rules. As the phase proceeds, participants assess the initial feasibility to find com-
mon ground and chances of achieving a beneficial result. Two participants I inter-
viewed from different problem-solving processes described the hopeful but cautious
first meetings. One emphasizes the caution, the other the hope (1):

The cautionary view: I remember that the integration meeting tried to get people min-
gling. The barbecue was good, but everybody tended to sit in his or her own “camps.”
We might as well have put little labels on the tables, saying, “This is the green table; this
is the brown table; and this is the not-sure table.”

The hopeful view: This was the first time . . . all of the stakeholders were present and
the first time many of them met each other. There was a tremendous amount of excite-
ment in the room. . . . We were thinking, “Boy, it is awesome what we’re going to try to
do in a period of twelve months. . . . If we could do even a little bit of what we intend,
it would be well worth the time.” . . . Yes, there were still a few doubting Thomases and
impatient folk who were saying, “Oh this will never work; how many meetings are we
going to have?”

Whatever their level of doubt or hope, participants of any consensus process tend
to share one creeping conclusions after the scoping phase: The task is more com-
plex than initially understood and simple answers may not be in the cards. One
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consultant summed it up this way: For every complex problem there is a simple
solution. And it is wrong.

Phase II: Shifting to Heavy Lifting

The second phase begins sometime after the discussion moves from assessing the
problem to deeper analysis and generation of solutions. As with any decision
process, this phase calls for an active role on the part of the decision-makers. As the
engagement in the subject matter intensifies, real issues are surfaced and areas of
commonality identified. The angles and tangles of a problem multiply and/or areas
of difference are underscored. As participants gain a deeper understanding of the
plot, they become more conscious about assuring a fair and thoughtful process. Con-
ditions are ripe for participant involvement in process adjustments.

Some turning points occur due to the facilitator’s sense of the group’s needs.
These changes are initiated by the facilitator in the same way that the quarterback
calls an audible from the line of scrimmage. The most common modifications are
adding or managing time to focus on pressure point issues or changing to another
technique for group inquiry.

Then, there are the turning points catalyzed by participants. Their questioning and
suggesting occasions a change in the decision steps. In this excerpt, a staff member
to a year-long consensus process attests to how participant input on process became
standard operating procedure (1):

Even though monthly meetings were carefully planned, members often altered them in
midstream. The chair insisted that all members be heard and their concerns be ad-
dressed. Evaluation surveys were given to members after each meeting to continually
improve the process. The results consistently contained opposing viewpoints: some felt
the process was proceeding too fast, others too slow. When evaluations from the first
four meetings showed members were anxious to move into addressing “the real issues,”
the facilitator accommodated that need.

Process turning points indicate that participants are taking responsibility for the
decision outcomes. Their questioning and proposing indicates seriousness about the
success of the collective effort. It is far preferred to input by sabotage. Sabotage is
when participants file their complaints at the end and discount the consensus effort.

Participant feedback on the game rules usually happens when consensus building
moves into agreement about the details of future actions and investments. Consen-
sus builders see the clock ticking and wonder if the proposed decision process will
provide the needed time and venue for addressing the important issues and interests
they brought to the table. If members of the consensus group decide that issues are
not going to be addressed to their satisfaction, they make sure an individual or sub-
group comes forward with proposals for changing the process. Requested changes
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can vary between friendly amendments to radical changes in the steps of group de-
cision making.

Here are a few live examples of how participants weighed in on the decision
process and triggered constructive turning points.

Turning Point Example 1: Adding Missing Voices The most common chal-
lenge relates to insufficient consideration of all the facts or perspectives related to
the matter in question. A few years ago, in a large rural school district, stakeholders
held consensus-building sessions to define what they meant by a “world class school
system.” After a daylong work session a mixed group of community leaders and ed-
ucation personnel produced a consensus definition of the “world class school con-
cept.” They also realized that the student voice had been very underrepresented.
Consequently, participants demanded a process change.

Another forum was held for eighty high school and middle school students. Us-
ing the same bottom-up process used by the adults, they constructed their view of a
“world class school system.” It was the first time I had been to a session where the
meeting mints disappeared by 9:45 a.m. Figure 3.5 depicts the two views of a “world
class school.” As might be expected, the adults and youth came up with different
concepts. While they are not dissimilar or incompatible, they came at the features
and definitions of a world-class school very differently. The adult view described a
series of care systems including the climate, tools, partnerships, operations, and ac-
countability. The youth view described a series of experiences such as personal com-
fort, caring teachers, study and relaxation time, quality food, and more class options.

Turning Point Example 2: Including More Perspectives Another example of
redirecting process to include missing voices occurred in an intensive effort to build
consensus strategies for improving residential care for mentally ill adults. The group
heard input from distressed clients and family members, the social workers placing
them, and various policy experts. Obviously many of the problems and implied
changes fell on the service providers. The managers of the care facilities insisted that
they needed a forum to present their side of the story.

Turning Point Example 3: The “Tough Issues” Revolt In one yearlong con-
sensus project, the process challenge did not occur until the tenth meeting in a series
of fourteen sessions. It came in response to the fact that miscellaneous issues had
been tabled as the group moved through the various “implementation themes.”

The tabled issues were noted in the minutes as they came up. However, each of
the representatives that raised a tabled issue did not forget about that piece of unfin-
ished business. The front and backstagefrustration about not addressing these un-
derlying issues came to a head at the Meeting (10).

During the general opening conversation, several members demanded that time be
allocated to discuss the tabled issues. The suggestion ignited an indisputable show
of support from a majority of representatives. The message was clear. It was time to
address their issues directly. During the break, the designated meeting plan was
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shifted to generate the list of “tough issues” and decide on a specific schedule for ad-
dressing them in the balance of the process. Here are some first hand recollections
and reactions to the airing and addressing of the tabled issues (1):

I was one of the not-so-loud people supporting discussion on ‘tough issues.’” I felt like
the vulture in the cartoon where two vultures are hanging out on a tree limb saying,
“Let’s go out and kill something.” I remember how frustrating it was to sit through a lot
of the background stuff. I realized then that others felt the same. Without really know-
ing it, agreements were building in a certain way during the background work. In hind-
sight, however, I believe we didn’t address problems directly because the process lead-
ers were afraid to deal with the hard issues head on. Perhaps they felt it might make the
whole process fall apart.

One meeting I remember well is the one where we had a number of tough issues on the
table that we had kept adding over many meetings. Listing them made us behind our time.

This account hints at an underlying reason why participant rebellions occur in
consensus building. There is a natural propensity to avoid direct debate of contro-
versial matters in such a forum. Chris Argyris of Harvard talks about the “undis-
cussable” issues that are present in any human community. Even the discussability
of the undiscussables is undiscussable (9). As a result, elaborate and costly schemes
are designed to go around the problem rather than addressing them head on. If col-
laboration representatives take their task seriously, they will force an encounter with
issues they perceive to be at the heart of the controversy. It is not wise for dialogue
leaders to provoke premature rancor over such issues as they emerge. They must re-
main open to “hard” discussions when the time is right.

As a result of the participants’ demands, time was allocated immediately to in-
corporate the new and old business agendas. The resolution of the “tough issues” re-
quired two meetings to be added to the schedule. Following the meeting, participants
reported an increase in backstage activity as representatives geared up for upcoming
discussions. They met in caucuses or conducted private lobbying across interests.
The representatives saw what they needed to do to convince their peers on certain
issues. Toward the end of Phase II, the general level of participant engagement had
risen significantly. The formal and informal diplomacy intensified as the power
structures of the future “entity” were pushed and pulled into shape.

Turning Point Example 4: The “Science Uprising” Many methodology revo-
lutions have occurred over scientific data, including this example from another sus-
tainable development process. The environmental protection advocates triggered the
intervention. As the goal setting began, they became concerned with the limited time
devoted to learning the “scientific” assessment of the forest resources and impact of
current practices. Also, the schedule provided little time to address current issues be-
fore proceeding to recommended changes in existing forestry priorities and pro-
grams. The “science uprising” began back stage, shortly after the second meeting.
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Several members e-mailed their concerns to the chair, including the following mes-
sage about the need for “more facts [to be] available” and more time to “deepen un-
derstandings about sustainability” (1):

When I drove the long trip home after our last meeting—alone, having to face myself—
I was sick over the memories of the past day and a half. I challenged my internal in-
tegrity that I didn’t take issue with the “position statements” that were delivered during
the time which I thought was meant to deepen our understanding of sustainability, albeit
each group’s definition. I believe we must have more facts available so that we may have
the opportunity to expand our positions. The health of our forests and the meaningful-
ness of this process depend on evolving old ways of thinking and doing business.

At a subsequent meeting, the chair and staff responded to the request for more sci-
ence by proposing a series of field trips and presentations. The group members were
not happy about the suggested itinerary. They did not approve of the choices due to
the lack of balance in showing good and bad forest practices in the state. The full
group became interested in the matter because they did not want one faction to dic-
tate what was a “balanced roster” of field trips and presentations. The following par-
ticipant memos to process leaders are an excellent summary of the key issues that
triggered the “science uprising” (1):

I’ve been reflecting on the process and want to share a few things with you. Although we
did get through the whole agenda, I feel that many valuable conversations between oppos-
ing members were cut off in order to keep the process rolling. I believe that the elephant
called “philosophical differences” is the largest and noisiest we have to contend with.

Also, I want to reiterate that we don’t have any solid “science-based” information from
which to make decisions.” I still felt pretty good and energized until you got up and handed
out the agenda for the rest of the meetings. At that point, my good feelings dropped sev-
eral notches. I felt, once again, we were presented an agenda that was “carved in stone.”
There seemed to be some unwillingness to discuss options—perhaps it was just fatigue. I
believe the field trips are an important part of our joint discovery, however, I did not get
the feeling that the list was very balanced—please correct me if I am wrong.”

As a result of the concerns the process was modified substantively. A half-day was
scheduled to list, rank, and build consensus about the “science-base” for decision
making, and several additional meetings were added to include new presentations
and field trips. In addition to more information, additional meeting time was added
to identify, rank, and “unpack” the most controversial topics. This meant letting peo-
ple reveal the deep “baggage” for each controversial issue. Participants and staff
were exhausted but pleased with the noticeable increase in group members’ level of
interest in the deliberation. The logistics of the changes were daunting, but at the
staff debriefing everyone welcomed the fact that the group now had a “healthier buy-
in on the consensus process.”
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Turning Point Example 5: Demanding an Alternate Script Sometimes partici-
pants do more than express their complaints about process. Their homework results
in an alternative model for the consensus process. I experienced such a proposal. We
were several meetings into the work of developing a fair and equitable public input
process for white pine management.

The plan was to review the existing agency flowchart for white pine planning and
management and insert the citizen participation components. This was not accept-
able to one member. She stated that the group was assembled at great expense be-
cause public involvement was a gaping hole. It required more than tweaking the sta-
tus quo process.

Her recommendation was to start with an empty slate, identify current problems
with public input, and design a process that would make sense from all the con-
stituents’ point of view. There were no objections from the rest of the work group.
We took a break and prepared to follow her recipe.

Turning Point Example 6: An Honest to Goodness “Aha!” Experience Pure,
unadulterated innovation can also occasion a turning point. Maybe this is what we
always hope for: a break in thinking that boosts faith in the collective problem solv-
ing. Unfortunately it is rare. The tensions of controversy, deep distrust, and con-
straints of time tend not to foster the much touted “out of box thinking.” Exercises
for encouraging innovative thinking are often dismissed as needless games that
waste precious time. However, when innovative thinking does occur, it blesses the
consensus process with an enlivening success.

One such example happened in an agricultural valley in the Midwest. A group of
local county officials, state agency representatives, soil and water conservation dis-
trict leaders, and environmental advocates were assembled to create flood control
strategies to keep frequent and destructive flood waters of a nearby river off the farm
field without destroying wild life habitat that is drowning wildlife habitat with high
water levels.

Like many such issues, the serious disagreements about science were at the heart
of the controversy. Whose knowledge claims about the status and needs of the natu-
ral resource should drive “science-based” decision making?

Perhaps the innovation happened as a result of an innovative approach for setting
up the dialogue. A technical and scientific advisory committee (TSAC) was com-
missioned at the point of inception of the work group. The TSAC was to shadow the
work group and provide consensus recommendations regarding scientific assess-
ments and strategies. In order to make sure that every scientific perspective had
equal voice, members of the work group that each represented a unique interest were
invited to appoint their “technical representative” to the TSAC.

According to the interview participants, the team of diverse scientists and techni-
cians made a big difference in constructing shared truths in the controversial inter-
section between the sciences of flood control and wetlands protection. The TSAC
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scientists were assigned to work on major issues regarding sustainable flood and wa-
tershed management. Here, a member of TSAC describes the successful and sur-
prisingly informal approach that the science team used to execute their charge (1):

We weren’t that formally organized. We didn’t have a facilitator in there, so we just did
our own thing. I don’t recall ever getting a list as such [from the work group] or making
a list ourselves. We knew we had enough things that we disagreed on. I don’t recall that
we ever made a list. We just started working on a number of issues. We just started to
deliberate. . . . First we just started talking. It happened fairly quickly. . . .

There was a little bit of arguing or posturing in the first meeting, but at the end of the day
we all went out and drank beer and ate pizza . . . It helped people open up and let their guard
down a little bit. It worked, so we did it. I don’t recommend that people necessarily take up
drinking to accomplish this task. But it worked for us, and it broke down a lot of barriers.

As is clear in this account, the members of the science team were not preoccupied
with being the universal model for environmental deliberation. They did what they
deemed necessary to “open up” and get on with the challenging task at hand. Estab-
lishing human connections was one necessary method. It had helped them to do so
in public.

One of the first agenda items for the TSAC was the most controversial “bounce” issue.
“Bounce” refers to the water level of wetlands, reservoirs, or lakes that are used as tem-
porary storage for floodwaters in order to protect agricultural and residential lands. For
the agricultural and community interests, the bounce needs to be high enough to absorb
all the excess water. For the environmental interests, the bounce should be low enough
to protect the wildlife and habitat. For example, the over-water-nesting waterfowl’s nest
is a half foot above water. If the water bounces over a foot, the birds will be harmed. Ac-
cording to one TSAC member, “A lot of people. . . . including people in our [science and
technical] group, had almost come to the conclusion that you can’t do multiple purpose
flood control and environmental projects. They are simply at odds. You do one and
you’re doing it at the exclusion of the other.

The “bounce” issue was assigned to the scientist designated by the environmental in-
terests. Based on the environmental scientist’s draft, the TSAC members came to a fairly
rapid consensus about the reasonable limits of the bounce level. Their agreement be-
came a linchpin that built the momentum to overall work group agreements. The results
of the deliberation confirm that if interdisciplinary scientists from diverse “beliefs” are
given the opportunity to develop shared “scientific” positions, they can. It pioneered an
effective way for the shared “science” to enter the theater of political decision making.

Phase III: Forcing and Fostering Resolution

Participants report that the final phase of the process is the most memorable and labor-
intensive. The final phase occurs after emerging consensus areas are identified and be-
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fore they are officially approved as binding agreements. The parties with the most at
stake take a leadership role in making sure that something substantive is produced. The
Boundary Spanners and Solution Brokers kick into high gear to assure final agree-
ments that each player “can live with.”

As a facilitator in long, multiple-session processes, I have not been privy to the
real work of Phase III because the primary activity occurs. However, I was gener-
ously introduced to the informal politics of the final phases of consensus building
through my interviews with participants in long-term consensus processes.

During the evenings and breaks members discussed which recommendations to
support and reject. Here one representative recalled the rapid pace and heightened
politics of the final “act” of decision making (1):

The importance of the final voting was not as clear to me as it should have been. When
we realized what was going on, we realized the importance of working together. In a
very short period of time, there was a lot of wheeling and dealing. It would have been
better to know early on about the winning and losing aspects of the process.

Caucusing in like-minded groups seemed to be a predominant activity.
A few members reported that nothing seemed to be out of bounds. One represen-

tative described being pressured to the overall process of winning votes using old
time strong-arming tactics. The account points to the reality that individuals in a col-
laborative process can feel restricted in their freedom to act as individuals or choose
based on conscience. Many ultimately endorse consensus product based on the will
of their organizations. However, there were those who were influenced by the pow-
erful persuasion of their peers in the roundtable. Several representatives used the
backstage to make sure that even the passive players were contacted and encouraged
to act in favor of a consensus agreement.

But Phase III involved other forces. Some representatives worked hard to get the
entire group to “work together.” The following excerpt depicts the lobbying efforts
of those who served as unifying forces (1):

I’ve worn the public relations hat for many years in many settings. I know it is impor-
tant to do stuff before the group gets together . . . I worked hard to develop relationships
with people on the [other side] in off-line conversations. I tried to meet with as many
people as possible prior to the last meeting to work out the “wording” of recommenda-
tions. I was part of assembling a “camouflage group” (a mixture of Greens [environ-
mentalist group representatives} and Browns [representatives of industry]) to create a
consensus, middle-of-the-road voting bloc.

This account illustrates the critical brokering role that some participants play as dis-
cussed in the earlier section on representation styles.

The question of minority reports is an ongoing possibility. In several cases, where
consensus-building participants refused to go along with the group’s agreement, others
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in the group were understandably upset. They talked about the “betrayal” and “viola-
tion of trust” that contributed to a significant setback within a group victory. The fol-
lowing quote illustrates how members felt a sense of betrayal (1):

I would be dishonest if I didn’t admit that I was really disappointed that one person
wouldn’t go along with the agreements. I felt personally betrayed by that. A lot of us had
listened to a lot of speeches by that individual and worked very hard to find ways to com-
promise and include things that would make him comfortable. According to his arguments
at the end, he was not going along because of what wasn’t in the document, than because
of what was in it. I didn’t feel good about that. I have reason to believe that a lot of other
people didn’t feel good about that. I felt like he was grandstanding to some constituency.

An enormous amount of listening and “good faith negotiating” had been enacted
and endured by all for many months. It was understood to be a process of give and
take and to produce something that required compromise. Many expected to sign it
“with a little bit of discomfort.” A member’s dissent was therefore a “betrayal” of
the teamwork. It disrespected the goodwill and expenditure of the others on the
team. The sense of teamwork and team victory is at the heart of the following as-
sessments of the almost-perfect final outcome (1):

On how common will weathers dissent: We had arrived at an agreement but at the end,
one party did not support it. Worse than that, he went to the press with it and blew the
horn that this was a faulty process. Well, ultimately the public was just too damn smart
to buy that and the press had some fun with it for a month or two. . As always is the case,
that kind of tactic basically does not work. There were a few people that tried to ride on
the dissenter’s tail. But the common understandings and common agreements were too
strong to be sabotaged by one person or even a few people.

On pursuing ideals versus collaborating the best we can: Collaboration processes
tend to come out of litigation or the threat of litigation. The collaboration processes are
not set up as visioning processes. We tried to make it into a strategic planning process
and that’s not easy to do.

So one possible starting point is “let’s sit down and come up with the vision for that,
let’s really be strategic about that together, and we’re all out there living together. The
other possible starting point is litigation or conflict negotiation. All the lines are drawn
in the sand, we pretty much know where people stand, we know that who’s coming to
the table is going to be protecting an interest, and we also know, and here’s a really key
point, that they are coming to the table willingly because they know that if they’re not
there, things are going to be done to them.

So here we are in the real world; how often do we really start strategic planning from
scratch in these kinds of public collaboration things? Never. They emerge from the fire.
They are out of a crucible, and what a facilitator is trying to do and hopefully what other
people are trying to do is say, “Fine. We do have that issue alliance and those diverse in-
terests, but let’s seize this opportunity that is presented by us being together and work
out a “hybrid” process. Let’s be creative and strategic.
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The facilitator participates in constructive consensus politics by making sure that
the process belongs to the participants. Shifting the original script is messy profes-
sional obligation. Ultimately, the consensus is as good as its follow-up after partici-
pants leave the table. For that reason, the process should be steered by those who
must live with the outcome. Their sense of process fairness and relevance is the key
standard that matters and should guide facilitators.

The Politics of Public Documentation

A facilitator has a great deal of influence in his or her most invisible and silent role—
writing up what happened. Representing the substance and spirit of the consensus de-
liberation is a subjective process no matter how the live session is recorded. Trans-
lating flip charts, legal pads, scribe minutes, tape recordings, memory, post-it notes,
individual work sheets, and other raw records into findings, conclusions, and recom-
mendations is an important part of process politics. It is an important role for the fa-
cilitator to retain or oversee. Consensus is always fragile. It will unravel like lightning
if participating stakeholders do not a have a common public record of what happened.

The representation of collective will helps determine whether a plan is doomed for
the shelf or becomes a guide for navigating consensus implementation. The political
challenge is to represent all sides fairly and accurately but be concise enough to be
reader-friendly. Even the best consensus decisions can get lost in translation with an
overly lengthy report. On the other hand, a summary may leave out key issues and views
that will therefore have to be rehashed during the implementation. A logger member of
the forest management conflict process summed up the challenge: “I need the results of
our work to be packaged into something I can have in the back of my pick-up!”

In addition to documenting results, a facilitator must make sure they are publicly
accepted. As with parliamentary meeting minutes, it makes political sense for par-
ticipants to review and refine the record of their consensus at every phase of the de-
cision drafting.

The document is the main link between those who represented interest groups at
the table and all the other members of those stakeholder groups. Therefore, consen-
sus implementation is greatly enhanced by a report that enables all future readers to
become insiders in the whats, whys and hows of the negotiated decisions.

THE SPONSORS: THE POLITICS OF LINKING 
CONSENSUS TO MAINSTREAM DECISION MAKING

Project sponsors convene, commission, or otherwise initiate the collaborative process.
They perform the functions described in the earlier section about positioning a mean-
ingful consensus process. They conceive the project, invite the players, and secure the
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funding and resources for process activities. In many projects, they play a significant
role in developing the basic parameters, scope, and a rudimentary script for each con-
sensus process.

Community and organization administrators, officials, managers, and other lead-
ers have a linchpin role in positioning consensus success. If the collective process is
not connected to real world operations in a meaningful way, motivation to partici-
pate is greatly diminished. Sponsors and conveners inhibit or enhance the power of
consensus ventures by how they set up a participative exchange of ideas, urgencies,
power, resources, convictions, opinions, and solutions.

A sponsor of an effective consensus process takes on the role of an organizational
architect. The goal is to design group decision making that answers the question:
“How do you equalize power and voice among the various stakeholders at the table
to promote an authentic dialogue and inclusion among groups with inherently dif-
ferent roles? (10) This question was at the heart of Bauer’s research, Creating a
Level Playing Field. Twenty design teams from New York school districts were
charged to develop “rules of the game” that would make the best shared decision-
making policies for the needs and nuances of their district. The project demonstrated
the role of sponsors as consensus architects who custom build meaningful forums for
multiple-stakeholder decision making:

Instead of looking at the routinized adoption of a standard model (i.e., site-based manage-
ment means devolving decision-making authority over budget, staffing, and curriculum to
a site council made up of the principal, teachers, and perhaps parents), research needs to fo-
cus on how to fit site-based processes into existing school system cultures and the ways to
use this restructuring as a lever for improvement. This depends, in part, on devising ways
to create forums that invite frank, open discourse on issues of importance to the school. (10)

Process sponsors give consensus participants a clear role in changing or influenc-
ing mainstream decisions and patterns. They do so by determining the reasons and
rules for the collaboration game. They set the parameters for roles in the game. They
allocate the support resources to carry it out.

Consensus building can be sponsored in several ways. Some common sponsorship
formats include the following: 1) The leader of a team, department, agency, com-
pany, or organization calls together a consensus process for planning, problem solv-
ing, input, or other group decision-making effort. 2) One or more public entities
commission a project. 3) One or more organizations convene a potential cross-
boundary partnership. 4) A grassroots group initiates a consensus effort.

Leader-directed Process

The most common sponsor of a consensus process is the official leader(s) of a team,
department, function, school, district, company, community, or any other group.
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Commissioned Projects

In several statewide policy-making situations, an official body funds and directs a
group of people to develop consensus solutions to community problems. A rural de-
velopment agency invited key leaders of regional businesses, civic organizations,
vendors, labor unions, educational entities, and all local governments to select key
projects for reviving the economy and form an inter-organizational partnership to
pursue the project.

• A state legislature created a formal senate resolution to commissioned stakehold-
ers of forty organizations to develop recommendations for the state’s forest policy.
They specified the outcomes and began scripting the process. They appointed the
meetings’ managers and assigned the executive branch agencies to implement the
process.

• A state agency sponsored several processes in order to get unified citizen consent
about fish and fisheries management, trail use coordination, and forested land
management.

• A district court directed a state agency for child services to institute a collabora-
tive reform process to correct the major child services deficiencies that brought on
a class action law suit

Convened Projects

Many cross-organization partnerships are convened by a lead organization. The con-
vening organization is prepared to host and support the consensus-building steps for
launching a potential partnership. They assume that participating organizations will
eventually share resources to launch and operate the partnership. In many cases, the
stakeholders who join the consensus building are willing to contribute their time and
other resources to help conduct the consensus decision-making efforts. What
evolves is a “pot luck” model for self-supporting partnership development. Consen-
sus builders share the costs of meeting space, meals, materials, and staff time.

• A school board and superintendent of the district convened meetings to begin a
multiyear initiative to involve the entire “village” in education improvement. The
PTA, community groups, public organizations, employers, and foundations who
agreed to participate offered support and resources to plan and implement shared
strategies for building a “world class school system.”

• A nonprofit housing and counseling organization in a major urban area called to-
gether a network of over one hundred affordable housing support organizations to
expand and strengthen consistent and accessible access to first-time, low income
homebuyers across the state
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• A regional planning agency served as an “initiator” for a controversial effort to es-
tablish procedures for water quality decision making among forty-eight stakeholders
including agricultural, industrial, recreational water users; local and municipal gov-
ernments; federal and state agencies, water providers and the water and sanitation dis-
tricts. Due to past conflicts, all organizations were hesitant to step up as “the spon-
sor.” Even the initiating agency wished not to take on the role because they often were
litigants of the Water Court. A planning group representing a “microcosm” of the
stakeholder system was created to steer the collaborative problem solving.

Grassroots Sponsorships

In some grassroots voluntary collaborations, a group of community leaders sponsor the
process, lead the meetings, and serve as consensus participants. In their self-facilitated
process, the members of the leadership group rotate meeting leadership. They invite
other participants on stage at any time. On an as-needed basis, the group brings in other
people and entities to present information, conduct research, lead meetings, and help
with other meeting leadership and support duties.

• The Quincy Library Group is a famous grassroots group that has met for years to de-
bate and resolve local environmental disputes. They are named after their meeting
place. They chose the library setting to make sure everyone abides by the ground
rules that require listening and never shouting or attacking other participants

• A cadre of nine people representing important environmental interests in a large,
forested watershed of northwestern United States launched a disciplined but flexible
collaborative process that continues to this day. The chronic conflict between envi-
ronmentalists, industry, federal land managers, farmers, ranchers, and community
residents “appeared destined for terminal gridlock” (11) until a core group of people
representing all the groups gathered on the back porch of a key community leader to
begin the initiation of the Applegate Partnership in 1992. They began meeting
weekly and invited everyone to join the dialogue. The cadre named themselves
board members, and that’s where the formal structure ended. Meeting agendas and
leaders were suggested and selected at the beginning of each meeting, and commit-
tees were created as needed by the mission at hand. Restoration, education, forest
products, agriculture, research, and monitoring have been the focus of work groups.

• A group of five rural communities have decided to form an operating alliance to
share municipal and township public services

Regardless of who sponsors the collaborative problem solving, the duties are the
same. The sponsor sets the stage for the collaboration politics by determining the 1)
reason, 2) roles, 3) rules, and 4) resources of the consensus game. If the effort makes
sense to people, they are willing to play the game. I will discuss the political impli-
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cations of these duties in this section but further clues about fulfilling them effec-
tively are relayed in chapter 6.

Determining Reasons: Making a 
Compelling Case for Consensus Engagement

The importance of a meaningful mission applies to any project or endeavor. If you
cannot easily answer why the process is needed, who needs it, and what it should
achieve, it is better not to start. In order to attract stakeholders, there must be some-
thing at stake and a readiness to engage.

Without a concrete link between the “input, through put and output,” (11) stakehold-
ers cannot gauge their own incentives for participation. The diagram in figure 3.6 was
used in one consensus process to help sponsors envision the project from beginning to
end and identify the whats, whys and hows essential to gaining buy-in and getting to a
worthy destination. Even when a dispute, problem, or partnership seems evident or ur-
gent, a process should not be commissioned until there is a meaningful purpose for the
consensus product. If the likely, projected, or promised benefits don’t exceed the cost
of involvement, consensus building will not have the incentives it needs to succeed.

Furthermore, credible purposes need clear champions to see the process through,
receive the results, and assure implementation. Consensus projects were minimally
effective when sponsors failed to clarify the ultimate uses or recipients of a consen-
sus group’s work. Often this happened because the urgency, continuity, and stew-
ardship for a project was lost in the turnover of staff and leadership following an
election, reorganization, buy-out, merger, or other major organizational transition.
The completion and impact of consensus processes cannot be guaranteed, but they
have a better chance of surviving organization changes if specific people or positions
are listed as accountable, authorizing, and responsible parties.

Consensus needs to be integrated into mainstream operations instead of an “at-
tachment” to official decision making and management. For example, at a large min-
ing operation, assets were saved from a slow death when all two hundred managers
became insiders in the improvement effort. The mine and plant was transformed
through a rigorous participatory planning process that identified improvement op-
tions, selected priorities, and lobbied for capital funds from the parent company.

The importance of integrating consensus processes into the fabric of the organi-
zation is echoed by a study of site-based management, Avoiding Disaster While
Sharing Decision Making. Researcher Sorenson warns against superficial empower-
ment (12):

The term empowerment saturates the educational literature and evokes a variety of op-
erational definitions. Sergiovanni (13) stressed that before empowerment can be mean-
ingful, there must be agreement within the organization or a shared covenant.

Consensus Politics: What Really Happens in the Process? 127

05-188 Ch 3.qxd  5/13/05  12:49 PM  Page 127



Figure 3.6. Consensus Sponsorship Touchstones
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A covenant that is the product of consensus among a representative group of school
stakeholders helps define the organization’s collective values, vision, mission, educa-
tional objectives, organizational priorities, and operating principles. This comprehensive
review of the system, beginning with the fundamental issue of purpose, represents a sig-
nificant step in the redefinition of the learning community by its members.

Developing consensus on a shared covenant and reshaping school culture requires
open and honest communication among stakeholders and an honest assessment of orga-
nizational strengths and weaknesses as they relate to the preparation of students.

Once a process is mobilized, sponsors need to monitor it closely. They are the
bridge between the temporary problem-solving process and the leaders of the insti-
tutional systems that must implement the solutions. Serving as an active political
link between the work of consensus builders and future results means staying visi-
ble and vigilant as the consensus builders carry out their charge. Regular visits to
work sessions will encourage and reinforce the important purposes of the problem
solving and its products. Updating key stakeholders that are not at the table will in-
crease the likelihood that they will be prepared to accept and adopt the consensus
plans, recommendations, and other decisions.

The linking role will be augmented by some of the consensus participants.
Throughout the process they will keep their legislators, professional associations,
advocacy groups, and other influential leaders apprised of the consensus develop-
ments. The more all stakeholders know, understand, and approve future directions,
the easier it will be to make visible changes based on the consensus. For example,
the representatives of a large state agency that sponsored an environmental issues
process built receptiveness to eventual recommendations by regularly debriefing
over twenty-five agency managers and legislative stakeholders during a yearlong
process.

Clarifying Roles: Assign Responsibility 
Along with Accountability and Authority

Designating the individual and collective role for consensus builders is another ma-
jor political decision for sponsors. One of the mistaken assumptions about consen-
sual approaches implies democracy at every turn; that everyone makes decisions
about everything. This is not the case. However, it does mean that operating and de-
cision making loops provide all stakeholders with clear, agreed-to mechanisms for
participating in choices that affect them.

Problems arise when role expectations of the group and its leader differ. Nothing
destroys group trust and productivity faster than false ideas about their responsibility,
accountability, and authority. Also, frustration reigns if participants are given heavy
responsibility and accountability for a task without enough authority to conduct the
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duties within their scope of work. Inviting people to serve in a meaningful role is a
matter of respect and common sense. Everyone wants to spend time on activities that
make a difference. Nobody wants his or her time wasted or his or her intelligence as-
saulted. If input is sought, people will provide input knowing that someone will use
it as they see fit.

The same is true in developing site-based management and shared decision mak-
ing for the first time. Rosann Sidener of Dade County Public Schools asserts, “set-
ting up a governance council does not, in and of itself, redistribute power and au-
thority”(14):

Time needs to be devoted to redefining roles so participants understand how the new
roles differ from current ones. Accountability structures should then be put into place
that will reinforce these roles. For example, the principal’s role should shift to a facili-
tator who builds alliances to accomplish goals. The principal’s job descriptions and eval-
uation procedures should focus on demonstrating facilitative behaviors. In addition, staff
at the central office and regional office need to understand changes in their own roles in
relationship to the principal’s role. They should not expect an “on-the-spot decision”
about an issue if the school functions under a shared decision-making model and the
principal needs tome to build consensus (14)

To avoid false expectations and invite targeted participation, sponsors need to de-
cide and communicate what role the group plays in a given decision making process.
Is it a consulting group that asked for input? Is it an advisory group responsible for
decision recommendations? Is it a shared decision-making group that is expected to
make the action choices and implement the plan? Is it an action team assigned to ex-
ecute decisions made by the sponsor? All types of roles are fair game as long as they
are clear upfront.

In determining who will participate in a consensus process, sponsors are advised
to identify players after carefully weighing up the benefits and consequences of in-
volving people at various stages of the decision-making process, decide partici-
pant roles, and communicate them clearly. Remember the super clue from the first
chapter: One way or another, people will participate or weigh in. They always will.
If they are not in on the original planning or decision making, they will participate
with their feet, money, time, complaints, sabotage, inertia, and rebellion. The only
choice that leaders have with respect to participation is when stakeholders partic-
ipate. Leaders can build buy-in before a decision is made or troubleshoot imple-
mentation issues caused buy a lack of stakeholder ownership. There is no way to
avoid stakeholder participation. There is an infinite number of valid delegation ap-
proaches, but I will share two primary strategies for involving system-wide par-
ticipation in decision. In the next section I will overview the common costs and
benefits of 1) telling and selling versus a 2) partnering and involving approach to
delegating consensus process roles:
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Telling and Selling Approach to Decision Making and Implementation

The sponsor or leader takes primary responsibility for formulating the issue, analyz-
ing options, and making decisions. Stakeholders are briefed on the decisions and
plans and delegated implementation roles

Costs:

• Likelihood that key considerations or issues were missed in planning
• High potential for stakeholder unclarity, misunderstanding, conflict, opposition,

and even sabotage
• Time-consuming role of pushing plan and troubleshooting implementation
• Short term changes without sustainable gains
• Need for extensive and ongoing performance checking and controls

Benefits:

• Speed of planning and decision making
• Appreciated in crisis situations or when directions have obvious level of con-

sensus
• Stakeholder appreciation and anticipation for changes in situations where an ob-

vious problem requires resolution and change
• Stakeholder willingness to help minimize implementation issues

Partnering and Involving Approach to Decision Making and Implementation

Stakeholders are involved in every step of the decision-making process—to some
degree they help assess the issue, analyzing options and constructing the ultimate de-
cision. As in any approach, stakeholders are the key players in implementation ac-
tion and alliances.

Costs:

• Need for substantial investment of time and resources to involve stakeholders

Benefits:

• Likelihood of developing a realistic plan
• High level of stakeholder understanding and buy-in
• Stakeholder willingness to work through the hurdles of implementation
• Broad-based desire to succeed and produce results

In either scenario, clarifying roles at the start enhances the results.
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Setting Rules: Providing a Fair and Fruitful Political Forum

Once it is clear why a problem needs solving, who should do it, and what they need
to end up with, the remaining question is how? As mentioned in an earlier chapter,
litigation or parliamentary procedure comes with meticulously prescribed steps for
conducting the process. Consensus engagements have some familiar building
blocks, but each situation needs a unique, custom-crafted process.

Constructing effective consensus process means working closely with the process
facilitator to assuring a fair field of play. Close to 80 percent of a facilitator’s time
goes into translating the intents of the consensus mission into productive and mean-
ingful decision steps, schedule, materials, ground rules, and meeting procedures.
With or without facilitators, sponsors set the political parameters of the process in-
cluding the protocols that constitute a consensus agreement; what science, data, or
background information needs to inform the discussion and the procedures for cre-
ating and adjusting the meeting procedures as dictated by the will of the participants,
sponsors, and process leaders. Chapter 5 and 6 suggest clues for enhancing sponsors’
and facilitators’ duties in engineering and refereeing consensus game rules.

Securing Resources: Ample Time and Support 
to Build Credible Consensus Results

Securing resources is often the most challenging background duty for a sponsor. If
the sponsor’s role can be likened to a parent that endows the consensus project with
authorization and resources, up to now we have talked about conferring authoriza-
tion—developing consensus building reasons, roles ,and rules. Without the other
half of the role—securing resources—the quest for consensus will meet the fate of
other unfounded mandates.

Bauer points to resource allocation as common pitfall of effective shared decision
making in schools (10):

Issues of “insufficient capacity” are often cited as explaining the failure of site-based
management. “Capacity” equates to district support for site teams in terms of providing
authority, training, time, information, and other resources necessary for team operation.
Districts rush to implement site-based management without considering what it takes to
make the transition from traditional decision-making structures (15).

The resources step can be the toughest sponsor duty because it tests the project’s
importance in an organization, community, district, or other system. When organi-
zations put money, staff, and infrastructure support into a project, it is no longer just
a nice idea but an investment with an expectation for a return. The cost-benefit
scrutiny is likely to be intense since most entities have few surplus resources. Some-
one must convince the powers at be that a collaborative problem-solving initiative is
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crucial enough to merit diverting or finding precious organizational resources. Ne-
gotiating, lobbying, budget adjusting, or other “creative financing” activities can be
extremely challenging. However, this political step helps transform a good idea into
an institutional and/or mainstream priority.

CONCLUSION

Meeting sponsors can help reduce the negative image of politics and recover the
essence of an inclusive political process. They do so by positioning a forum that en-
ables people to engage effectively in political work—the front and backstage activ-
ity of sharing ideas, visions, beliefs, opinions, power, and resources. History will
continue to be made by resolves and relationships between human beings exercising
in their public and private roles in unique and varied ways. Politics is the essence of
the democratic political process. It is meticulous and unpredictable, but it is a non-
violent human interaction that beats governance by rebel coups, military takeovers,
war, bloodshed, or judgments by one dictator. Politics should be seen as an act of
waging peace.

If we want to rekindle trust in citizen participation, each public forum must be ut-
terly meaningful. People will participate if they can see that their investment influ-
ences official decisions that affect them. As sponsors and leaders of consensus build-
ing, we are making up for lost time. No one can guarantee the outcomes of political
activity, but failing to plan the input, through input and output steps of consensus de-
cision making is a plan to fail. We need to build trust. We cannot afford further proof
that citizens don’t make a difference. Each meeting, planning session, committee
meeting, or roundtable is an opportunity to build public trust in democracy or de-
stroy it further.

What are clues for setting up, conducting, and engaging in consensus dialogue
that makes a difference? How participants, facilitators, and sponsors leverage the
power of consensus to truly guide strategic choices and directions in schools, or-
ganizations, communities, and society? Many clues have been implied up to now but
will be spelled out in the next three chapters: Sponsorship clues are featured in chap-
ter 4, facilitation clues in chapter 5 and participant clues in chapter 6.
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We must devise a system in which peace is more rewarding than war.

—Margaret Meade

The overall role of a sponsor is to authorize and activate a consensus process to
achieve a needed task. Sponsors can be:

• Superintendents launching a district school improvement or policy process
• Two neighbors initiating a regular block club council
• The vice president calling together a national business meeting for Division X
• The board chair organizing the annual board retreat
• The local churches convening a county forum on crime prevention

Why bother bringing people around the table? Answering this question in detail is
the key political role of a sponsor. Even within a raging conflict, it is not sufficient
to have a general answer such as, “we need to get together to figure out some solu-
tions.” Meaningful processes have a specific answer to the “why bother?” question.
As outlined in chapter 3, a worthy collective effort includes a 1) compelling reason,
2) well-defined participant roles, 3) fundamental rules of engagement, and 4) suffi-
cient resources for getting the job done (see figure 4.0). Without strong sponsorship,
collaborative efforts tend to be doomed from the start. This chapter identifies spe-
cific steps involved with each of the four major duties and discusses clues for opti-
mizing consensus success.

Chapter Four
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FRAME A COMPELLING REASON

Having a clear reason for bringing people together seems too obvious to mention but
a surprising number of meetings and committees are convened with ambiguous in-
tents. Stakeholders will participate actively if there is something important at stake.
A compelling reason includes 1) determining the mission, 2) developing a realistic
task, and 3) clarifying measures for success.
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Determine the Mission

A sponsor initiates the consensus process by spelling out the “whys” of the project:
Why is this consensus project urgent? What is the purpose? Who owns or cares
about the process? The two key points about the importance of answering these fun-
damental questions has been discussed earlier in the pitfalls and politics sections:
First, without a clear or necessary mission, a venture is generally wasteful and ex-
tremely disrespectful of the people involved. Second, consensus needs to be inte-
grated into mainstream operations instead of being mere “attachments” to official
decision making and management. Laura Spencer makes this point plain in her book,
Winning Through Participation (1):

Participation is not just a “ geegaw bolted onto the management machinery by social en-
gineers,” as Sasporito says many firms have done. Nor is it “installed” as if it were a
muffler on a car, as Sashkin says quality circles often are. Thomas McKenna of Midwest
Steel concludes that true participation “is not a program. It is a whole different way of
dealing with people.”

Develop a Realistic Scope of Work

After the mission passes the acid test of relevance, it needs to be translated into de-
tailed “whats” for the task at hand. Most issues are complex and amorphous and
consensus builders have wide-ranging expectations about the scope of the problem
and specificity of the expected solutions. Ambiguity cannot be eliminated but can
and should be reduced as much as possible before starting a consensus journey. To
reduce unnecessary confusion, sponsors need to find a way to define and frame the
“mess of issues” that is being addressed: a) set boundaries for the issue; b) seek ac-
tion solutions versus principles; c) link consensus solutions to ongoing problem
management; d) mobilize the mission with a focus question; and e) set clear per-
formance measures to steer by.

Set Boundaries

The key to consensus success is to define the task as concretely as possible. A
project cannot be all things to all people for all time. Sponsors need to set pa-
rameters about the geography, time frame, audiences, level of solutions, or other
boundaries that will maximizes the chances of developing realistic solutions. The
key to successfully addressing a complex system of issues is to delimit the sys-
tem to a specific time and geography. This was the essence of successful com-
munity development projects initiated by the Institute of Cultural Affairs in vil-
lages, towns, and neighborhoods that were in tough shape. Creating self-reliant,
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self-sustaining, and self-confident communities required adherence to five key
principles (2):

1. Operate within a clearly delimited geography in order to produce visible results
and assure community identity and ownership

2. Deal with all the issues because all community issue are interrelated and must be
tackled simultaneously

3. Involve all the people because a broad-based resolve is the only way to get action
on any plans

4. Address the underlying issues that keep community problems alive. Without ad-
dressing the “elephants in the room,” issues will continuously reappear like dan-
delions

5. Create community symbols and mechanisms to sustain consensus. Keep the com-
mon agreements and commitments alive through writing, events, progress up-
dates and recognition, celebrations, meetings, and other ways to keep the collec-
tive will and momentum alive.

Seek Action versus Principles

One big clue is to seek advice about action rather than principles or concepts. This will
minimize the debilitating tendency to get stuck in fights over ultimate truths that can-
not be resolved. In the Middle East and British Isles those debates have gone on with-
out closure for centuries and millennia. Here are examples that compare and contrast
vague and clear scopes of work. Stating the task in terms of specific action results will
minimize the danger of falling into unproductive philosophical debates and generalities:

Education Example:
Vague Scope: Recommend solutions for increasing student academic achieve-

ment
Clear Scope: Recommend actions and roles for administrators, teachers, par-

ents and students to identify and address the primary barriers in
the short term (6-12 months) and long term (1-3 years)

Company Example:
Vague Scope: Identify union/management responsibilities for improving the

profitability of the mining region
Clear Scope: Projects that will reduce the production costs of mining by x-

percent without affecting safety and quality ranked and phased
over three years

Community Examples:
Vague Scope: Sustainable development directions to steer regional forest man-

agement
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Clear Scope: Steps and practices that public and private forest owners and
managers need to implement in the next 3-5 years in order to re-
duce the rate of forestland fragmentation

Vague Scope: Ways to reduce malnutrition in the province
Clear Scope: Phased tactics for providing each child in a pilot village cluster

with one meal a day

Link Consensus Solutions to Ongoing Problem Management

Avoid the illusion of “a solution to end all problems” or the hope that one meeting,
one set of decisions, or a few priority policies will take care of a problem in one fell
swoop. There are some tactics that have more visible effects than others, but most
complex issues require a system of solutions that is launched and implemented over
a period of time. In fact the power of “process” solutions is that they will address the
dilemma at hand but provide a mechanism for a group of stakeholders to solve prob-
lems continually as they arise.

Each project should be constructed on the premise that one collaborative problem-
solving process is an important but incremental part of ongoing attention to the mess
of issues at hand. Sponsors need to review the history of the debate, lay out the range
of issues that need to be addressed in the future, and delineate a realistic focus for
the consensus task at hand. As the consensus is building, the group can make offi-
cial notes about implications for future decision making and submit concrete rec-
ommendations for the designated aspect of the problem. This eliminates the unreal-
istic expectations to solve all issues for all people and frees participants to attend to
a set of issues in greater depth.

Connecting the short-term activity to the long view is challenging and risky be-
cause public policy, issues, and organization development are moving targets. Local,
state, and national governments are not structured to follow strategies that are longer
than executives’ or elected officials’ terms in office. Each collaboration process is a
unique political opportunity to get the most done while a particular window is open.
I agree with the Solution Broker who said that, “all the stars have to be aligned to
make an impact on the political scene.”

In fact, my metaphor for public decision making is the game of football. There are
a hundred variables that determine how far the ball moves: team strategies, the qual-
ity of the opposing team, referee temperament, weather conditions, individual bio-
rhythms, audience support, etc. On a good day, the ball moves several yards and the
audience cheers. On extraordinary days, when the “stars are aligned” and the team
gains ten to twenty yards, the crowd goes wild. It would be great if every multiple
constituency deliberation could occur on an extraordinary day. It would be wonder-
ful if all the political stars aligned to create, approve, and implement all consensus
recommendations. Given we live in a world that is not set up to follow long-term
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strategies, every project should do the best they can to influence important matters
by targeting a feasible set of short- and long-term agendas to push and pursue.

Set Performance Measures to Steer the Process

The next step to rolling out the compelling reason is answering the question: “How
will you decide when the process is done?” or “how will you measure the success of
the process?” The missions and scope of task may already clarify these questions, but
usually they are not. The expected results may be implied but spelling them out makes
a world of difference. The performance measures translate the mission and tasks into
concrete terms that help the participants and facilitator better fulfill their roles: The di-
verse expectations of stakeholders will be easier to align if the sponsor knows exactly
what types of products the consensus building needs to yield. The facilitator will have
an easier time developing the process road map with well-articulated examples.

Mobilize the Mission with a Focus Question

The focus question summarizes the mission, scope of work, and expected measures. A
focus question will serve as a rudder for keeping the deliberations on course and con-
nect those who develop answers to those who want them. When confusion and chaos
reigns, the focus question can rescue sidetracked conversations, remind people of the
ultimate purposes, or help redirect the process steps. If you can’t explain how an ac-
tivity relates to answering the focus question, you better shift to a method that will. For
example, rather than charging a group to create “recommendations for school district
budget goals, strategies, and priorities,” frame the task with the question “ What are
ways that the school board and superintendent can fulfill its services to students and
parents in the next two years given the two million dollar projected deficit?”

IDENTIFY CLEAR ROLES

Once the compelling reasons for the consensus process have been established, the
next order of sponsorship business is to assemble an effective and inclusive cast of
collaborators. This includes at least three decision steps: 1) Targeting the stakeholder
groups affected by the issue, 2) devising opportunities for broad participation, 3)
inviting the participants, and 4) designating the meeting leaders.

Target Participating Stakeholder Groups

What does a system of stakeholders look like? Assessing and assembling the right group
of “publics” is unique to every situation. The best way to start identifying key consen-
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sus constituencies is through informal, exploratory conversations with known stake-
holders. Ask for suggestions about who needs to be involved in a given consensus-
building project. If consensus is to be developed on a public affairs issue, it should be
announced through various public channels and feedback invited from everyone about
the mix of representatives required to address an issue equitably and holistically. Some
push and pull from the constituencies should be expected and welcome. Sponsors will
be able to discern a consensus about participating groups in the course of responding to
both invited and uninvited stakeholder suggestions about constituencies to include, ex-
clude, emphasize, or de-emphasize.

No generic template exists for targeting stakeholder groups but experience pro-
vides substantive clues. I will pass on some tried and true frameworks for pinpoint-
ing a “whole system” of stakeholders based on 1) geographies or operating func-
tions; 2) degrees of stake in the issue; 3) levels and roles for providing care or
services; 4) sectors, interests, perspectives and beliefs; and 5) other ways.

Identify Stakeholders Based on Geography or Function

Established political or operational territories are often safe ways to cover a “whole
system” of stakeholders for collaborative problem solving. Gather process partici-
pants that represent affected geopolitical units such as communities, counties,
neighborhoods, states, or nations. For example, priorities for county childcare strate-
gies should perhaps be decided by calling together representatives from each city
and township in addition to key providers and experts. When a major city developed
its first mass transit lines, geographic stakeholder representatives were called to help
negotiate and select the designs for the city’s first rail stations; officials and citizens
of all the formal neighborhood groups were invited to participate in the design
process.

In organizations, functions replace geography as a natural unit of representation.
Similarly when organizations develop strategic or operational plans, the heads of
key functions, departments, and areas are invited to make sure all the parts are rep-
resented in organization-wide priorities. School improvement planning in larger
schools brought together representatives of all teaching departments, specialist pro-
grams, support functions, and the administrative team.

Identify Stakeholders Based on Degrees of Stake in the Issue

A “whole system” may be best identified by how deep their stake is in a given mat-
ter and rank constituencies according to the degree to which they are impacted or in-
fluence the problem (see figure 4.1). The core players are those groups whose lives
and livelihoods are deeply tied to the problem and its outcome. The affected stake-
holders are those who are indirectly related to the issue but influence its maintenance
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or resolution. The broadest publics include stakeholders who need to be kept in the
loop in case they have or develop an interest in some aspect of the issue. The
metaphor of the ham and eggs breakfast is a quick way to identify the different de-
grees of “stakes” between various stakeholders:

• The broadest publics are the potatoes, wheat plant, and tomatoes that provide the
side dishes—hash browns, toast, and ketchup. They are related to the issue.

• The affected stakeholders are like the chicken that provided the eggs. They are in-
volved.

• The key players are like the pigs that provided the ham. They are committed.

A waste management agency used this screen to divide their audiences into three
tiers according to the following criteria: Primary stakeholders were those whose in-
put “must drive” agency priorities.” The secondary constituencies were those whose
input needs to “be considered “ in shaping directions. In the third tier were those
publics that needed to be “heard and referred.”

Identify Stakeholders Based on Roles or Levels in Delivery of Care or Service

Another way to assure all stakeholders is by their role in a service delivery system
such as educating children, caring for the mentally ill, or delivering public and com-
mercial services.

Sociologist Joan Tronto has an excellent way to identify service stakeholders in
her book, Moral Boundaries (3). She combines political and moral considerations
into a model based on four types of service or care (see figure 4.2): From the “big
picture people” to the frontlines, the roles include the following:

1. Those who care about people: The policymakers of service and care industries
2. Those who take care of people: The managers of major institutions of service

and care
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Figure 4.2. Assembling whole systems of care
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3. The caregivers: Those providing the direct, hands-on help to people, customers
or clients

4. The care receivers: The clients, patients, students and other who receive care

Here are three examples that use the levels of care model to identify their system of
stakeholders in social service, education, and mass transit problem-solving situations.

The first example is a pilot partnership that sought ways to provide health care and
housing to homeless people with AIDS/HIV, chemical dependency, and/or mental
illness. Those who care about people were the housing and human service agencies
and legislative committees that determine public policies and funding. Those who
take care of people were the county agencies, HMOs, and state housing resources
agencies that formed the backbone of the service delivery system. The Caregivers
were the provider organizations that assisted clients with supportive housing, human
services, and health services. The Care Receivers were represented by organizations
that advocate for people who are HIV/AIDS positive, chemically dependent, men-
tally ill, or homeless (see figure 4.2).

Another example is a school district that hoped to build an authentic community part-
nership to identify, fund, and support a “world class school system” (see table 4.0). The
following stakeholders were invited to the problem-solving table: The school board,
municipal leaders, major employers, and civic organizations (those who care about);
the building principals, special education, and other program administrators, preschool
program coordinators, and community college deans (those who care for); the teachers,
day care providers, preschool staff, youth program staff, coaches, counselors, police,
youth, and parents (care providers); and the present and future students (care receivers).

The third example is a hypothetical one. If a city wanted to improve its bus service
based on broad-based thinking and with maximum support, the participants in col-
laborative problem solving should involve all levels of the service. Policymaker rep-
resentatives from the city council, metropolitan government, and the state’s transit
support division of the transportation agency. The system leaders would be the tran-
sit agency, disabled persons transport, subcontractors, school district bus operation
officials, and subcontractors and other groups that operate transportation systems that
could link with the basic public bus service. The providers would include all of the
above joined by agency schedulers, other staff, drivers, and their labor union repre-
sentatives. The care receivers would consist of the riders, employers, and neighbor-
hood leaders, advocacy groups for people who rely on mass transit such as elders,
low-income residents. and any other groups that use or could use the bus system.

Identify Stakeholders Based on Sectors, Interests, Perspectives, and Beliefs

“Whole systems” can be identified by the continuum of beliefs that surround the is-
sue. This is the most common way to identify stakeholders in a conflict or crisis.
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Identifying stakeholders according to ideology or interest is clearly a very subjective
criterion for selecting stakeholders. No group ever represents all the interests. In re-
ality there are as many belief systems about a given subject as there are people.

Generally the interests and beliefs include stakeholders from three major sectors—
the private, public, and community sectors (see figure 4.3). Controversies such as 
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reproductive rights, school vouchers, welfare reform, airport noise abatement, land use
disputes, or environmental clashes tend to have a similar pattern of stakeholders—two
dominant and polarized interests with various degrees of moderates in between. In such
cases, sponsors do the best they can to identify all major ideologies and interests and
find formal groups that would be invited to represent them. In newer social dilemmas,
the stakeholders may be less clear and require more research to pinpoint. If the issue has
been around awhile, the various stakeholder groups are more obvious and identifiable.
Here are some examples of consensus processes that involved an interest-based cross
section of stakeholders

Identify Stakeholder Groups in Other Ways

I want to underscore that identifying stakeholders depends on the situation. One of
the first steps in collaborative problem solving is to study the scope of the issue and
determine the best ways to identify a microcosm of the “whole system.” It may in-
volve one of the three models described, none of the above, or a hybrid of all three.
Political correctness may be a value but the goal of consensus decision making is to
assemble people that have the interest, passion, and willingness to resolve a problem
that affects all their constituencies

Devise Opportunities for Broad Participation

Once the primary stakeholder groups are targeted, sponsors have three important
calls to make regarding how they can participate in the process. Only a few can come
to the consensus table but more stakeholders can be involved in the process. Here
are some clues for 1) maximizing the direct participation of all constituencies, 2)
identifying the table participants, and 3) inviting players to the consensus venture.

Maximize the Direct Participation of All Constituencies

Collaborative problem solving process gains power and credibility by involving
hundreds of people beyond the tens that sit at the table. Follow-up and implementa-
tion of consensus solutions will be easier if a large base of people understand and
support the solutions.

• Sponsors are advised to construct a participation network that connects the dis-
cussions at the table to a broad group of interested people through multiple mech-
anisms for receiving and disseminating ongoing input and feedback. Through
mailings, surveys, focus groups, public comment periods at official meetings,
process briefings, and other methods, more human intelligence, passion, and in-
genuity can contribute to the search for consensus solutions. A progress mailing or
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news bulletin was a common mechanism for involving those not at or directly rep-
resented at the consensus table. Also, most processes had open meetings with pub-
lic comment opportunities. In controversial deliberations, the meetings were well
attended by . . .

• Observers. Usually, stakeholder groups represented at the table took responsibility
for informing and involving their constituencies on a regular basis. In some cases,
the consensus building had town hall sessions or focus groups built into the
process. Images and examples for expanding the consensus debate and dialogue
are shown in figures 4.4 and 4.5.
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Figure 4.5. Methods for Expanded Constituency Involvement
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Hands-on involvement of the administrator was cited as a key to successful group
decision making in a study on site-based management and site-based decision mak-
ing (SBM/SDM) in Dade County Public Schools comprised of 296 buildings (4):

The superintendent needs to maintain a high profile of commitment to the shared gov-
ernance project. The study school experienced early success as the superintendent
pushed the concept of SBM/SDM and gave it high visibility. He designated a person to
oversee the project and provide support to SBM/SDM schools, sending the message that
it was important to the central office. Successive superintendents professed support for
the program but took actions that moved the district structure toward central control.

This caused participants to feel uneasy, as they perceived that their efforts were being
undermined by lack of support from top echelons of the administration.

The study underscores that people need to be convinced that the administrator “has
good faith in sharing some of the power vested in the position for trust to develop
among those involved.”

Identify the Optimal Number of Participants at the Consensus Table

It matters greatly who shows up at the table. If you were convinced of this before,
hopefully the book has underscored the importance of selecting participants that are
prepared for.the formal and informal work of consensus building. Participants deter-
mine their level and style of engagement but sponsors can select the 1) size and 2) mix
of the groups who will represent the diverse stakeholder groups at the consensus-
building table. Here are some clues and guidelines for determining who will represent
a diverse group of stakeholders at the consensus table.

Group size: I have seen textbooks that recommend eight to fifteen people as an
optimal size for group decision making or team operations. Group dialogue is easier
with a small group but I have encountered very few situations where fewer than
twenty-five people can represent important issue stakeholders. Given the large num-
ber of constituencies with a legitimate stake in any given issue, the number of peo-
ple that should be invited to the table can easily add up to an unmanageable number.
This is not unlike the problem faced by young couples that struggle to strike a bal-
ance between the quota of guests they would like at their wedding and the one they
can afford.

Identifying the right number of individuals to represent the “whole system” of di-
verse stakeholders can be a daunting task for sponsors. The best advice is to do the
best you can to balance inclusion and efficiency. Maximizing inclusiveness in-
creases the chances for a broad-based buy-in on the product. Minimizing the partic-
ipants eases the coordination of the dialogue. There is no one way to assure that the
process includes a microcosm of the affected stakeholders. The correct mix of play-
ers depends entirely on the issue and the intent of the project.
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Group mix: The goal is to surround the consensus table with people representing
a continuum of perspectives, increase the group’s capacity to exert its own balanc-
ing influences, and optimize holistic treatment of issues. It would be nice to invite a
critical mass of Solution Brokers or Boundary Spanners to guarantee consensus in-
novations, but since sponsors cannot control the choices collaborators make regard-
ing their engagement style, the next best thing is to concentrate on a team of diverse
interests.

In assembling stakeholders, the temptation is to exclude stakeholders without di-
rect ties to an issue such as “citizens at large” or groups that are neutral in a contro-
versy. However, this would eliminate a major asset of collaborative problem solv-
ing. One reason collaboration works is because it involves the vocal minority as well
as the silent majority affected by a complex and controversial set of issues. Finding
common ground solutions is significantly improved by balancing the chorus of ex-
treme voices with a steady choir of participants who have a deep stake in building
bridges and no boundaries to defend. The extremes of any population bell curve
never represent the whole, yet they often dominate issue discourse and populate
many collaborative processes. Think of a sixth grade class. Would you conduct class
improvement planning by involving the three bullies and the three shrinking violets?

To balance the voices at the extreme or opposing ends of a public controversy, a
consensus group should include a substantive group of moderate and/or majority
voices of the population affected by the dispute or issue. To make sure the issue con-
siders all the important angles and interests in a large organization, expand mem-
berships beyond the managers. I heard one manager recommend involving people
one level further down than one is comfortable with. A group that overtly represents
the whole community is more likely to transform the diverse, polarized, or limited
positions of a few stakeholders into socially palatable solutions that have broad-
based backing.

One final clue regarding the selection of those people who will hash out the con-
sensus at the table: Invited stakeholder groups choose their representatives carefully.
Truth in advertising is in order. Share an honest job description of the consensus par-
ticipant role with the all the stakeholder groups responsible for nominating repre-
sentatives. The invitation should request stakeholder groups to choose people will-
ing to serve as active advocates for their interests and ambassadors for consensus.
Encourage groups to build a support system that helps their representative stay in
close touch with them.

Invite the Participants

Many collaborative processes have used some form of public invitation and self-
selection to commission an ad hoc group of citizen leaders. In many cases the
sponsor was a public agency that sent invitations and background materials to pro-
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pose the project and request nominations for these citizen leaders. The call usually
goes out to fifty to one hundred stakeholder groups. The host organization chooses
the collaborative process representatives from a list of candidates nominated by in-
terested stakeholder groups.

In the past, process sponsors have looked for representatives with three primary
qualities: They needed (a) good communicators (b) who would actively work toward
collaborative directions, and (c) would represent one of the key interests or “stakes”
involved in the debate. In every case, stakeholder categories such as government, in-
dustry, and consumers were used to enroll a balanced mix of interests in the cast of
the collaboration process. While there was some negotiating over specific candi-
dates, the selection of representatives was relatively harmonious, as reflected in this
participant’s account of the process:

Well, I remember there was some jockeying around in the selection. I can’t recall if there
was much coordination with the environmental groups about whom they wanted. I’m
pretty sure we knew that others were going to be putting in names, and we were putting
in names. Given who we were and how we fit into the environmental community, we
figured we’d get a spot.

In each case there is always some frustrations expressed by stakeholders that feel
that the process was weighted in favor of a particular interest group. In general,
however, the stakeholders were satisfied with the cast of actors selected and assem-
bled. This is especially true if the process set up ways for the larger public to track
the process and offer input from time to time.

As with any project, a good beginning sets the tone for a good process and out-
comes. A letter, project materials, and a launch event symbolize the sealing of a tem-
porary sociopolitical contract between institutions and individuals and recognize
people who will be donating precious time and talents to an important cause.
Whether a participant is a paid or volunteer representative of a stakeholders group,
the problem-solving effort would not be possible without them. Some key ingredi-
ents of the commissioning and orientation events and materials include those fol-
lowing.

Overview of Participant Roles

Review the participants’ job duties and expectations with a special emphasis on the
essential attitudes and approaches for acting collaboratively. Describe the dual re-
sponsibility of serving as advocates for special interest as well as identifying com-
mon ground with some examples of the formal and informal duties that it is likely
to entail. Clue participants in on their time and resources requirements and, if possi-
ble, offer ways to support them and/or get appropriate backing for their duties from
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their stakeholder groups. Require or strongly recommend attendance at all work ses-
sions. Being present is critical. The controversy and consensus thicken in surprising
and significant ways at each meeting. Missing work sessions usually sets the process
back because time is required to accommodate “catch up” by absentees. Represen-
tatives are often allowed to designate one well-briefed alternate who can take their
place in emergencies or nonnegotiable schedule conflicts. (These requirements
should be addressed clearly in the ground rules). Help participants tolerate, under-
stand, and even enjoy the wonders and “bumps” of being part of a complex, high-
stakes pioneering venture

Briefing on the Project

Spend ample time describing and reclarifying the whys, whats, whos, and hows of
the projects. Review the purpose of the process and its relationship to mainstream
dilemmas and decisions as well as the ground rules, guidelines, timelines, and steps
of the joint venture. Having the “knowns” be clear to all is extremely helpful since
the task of finding consensus will involve plenty of “unknowns” and ambiguities.

Background on the Issue

The goal of the background information is to make all the players feel they are issue
insiders. This element of the orientation is the bridge to the rest of the process. Get-
ting on the same page about the state of the issue begins at the introductory session
but, as we have seen, is a critical and intensive first phase to the business of con-
sensus building. The true and the beautiful would be the ability to provide everyone
with the same working knowledge of all the substantive aspects of the subject at
hand—its history, surrounding trends, key political players, and the scientific
knowledge (as agreed to by the process participants). There will always be some de-
gree of hierarchy based on participants’ level of information, but it is good to edu-
cate representatives generously at the start. Process sponsors are encouraged to cus-
tomize the issue background orientation by surveying participants on what they
know or seek to know and/or using their best intuitions about what participants need.

Introduction of the Consensus Builders

Take time to introduce the participants—their unique experiences, backgrounds, and
worldviews. This provides consensus builders a chance to share each stakeholder
group’s “stake” in a given issue. It also offers participants a broad menu of subjects
and angles to pursue informally. Extensive introductions will help jump-start the
process of eliminating simplistic stereotypes, building relationships, and negotiating
resolves.
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Designate the Process Leaders

As soon as possible, the sponsors need to decide what leadership roles will be
needed to manage the consensus project. What leadership team has the trust and ex-
pertise to motivate, facilitate and support the consensus process? The process lead-
ers’ joint charge is to assure a fair, efficient, timely, and productive project.

The three functions that are needed for process leadership include an 1) official
leader, 2) process facilitator and 3) support staff. Depending on budgets, competen-
cies, convenience, etc., projects have handled the process leadership functions in dif-
ferent ways. Sometimes a different person serves each function. In other situations,
one person handled all three functions. Here is a further description of the key func-
tions:

The Official Leader

The official leader is the formal head of the project or its “chief operating officer.”
Chair, convener, or task force leader are some typical titles for this role. Those who
serve tend to be trusted and/or familiar members of the stakeholder community re-
lated to the problem at hand. He or she often has a seat and even a vote at the con-
sensus. They serve as the symbolic leader of the process and provide an ongoing
bridge between the project sponsor and the consensus effort. They work actively
with the facilitator and staff to support the consensus process. Their role can range
from opening and closing meetings to co-facilitating parts of the process.

The Process Facilitator

The facilitator’s primary duty is to manage the meetings and adapt the process to
meet evolving needs, changing circumstances, participant input, or recommenda-
tions of the official leaders. In many situations, the facilitator is brought in after
much of the process had been constructed, casted, and scripted. Once on board, the
facilitator has two tasks. The first is to translate process mandates and expected de-
liverables into a manageable group process. The translation challenge continues
throughout the engagement. Prior to each meeting, the agenda and approach has to
be adjusted to fit the consensus progress as well as anticipated process needs. The
second is to coordinate the live discussions as they unfold.

In commissioned projects, the sponsor usually hires the facilitator with input from
key facilitators. In consensus processes that have multiple sponsors, the parties typ-
ically agree on major outcomes and ground rules and then jointly hire a consultant
to direct the process. In grassroots projects, an external facilitator may be used to
launch the effort or conduct occasional special meetings, but participants take turns
to facilitate ongoing meetings.
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The Support Staff

The support staff is usually members of the sponsor organization(s). They handle the
logistics of hosting meetings as well as technical support for meeting management,
documentation, and materials distribution to participating audiences.

In many cases, the staff of the agency, university, or other government entity con-
nected to the sponsor served in the technical support roles. Again, the more local
processes handle the technical assistance differently. In one scenario, the sponsoring
entities bought or borrowed research support, meeting space, information, project
management, communication, and other administrative functions from local public,
private, and volunteer institutions in the most cost-effective manner possible. In the
volunteer-based processes, the support, just like all the other roles, were carried out
by the individuals that showed up around the partnership table.

CHART THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

The sponsor weighs in on the political process by choosing an overall process strat-
egy for the consensus-building process. The way the game rules are framed makes
an enormous difference in the way it gets played. The sponsor needs to be an active
co-architect of the “due process” that will produce consensus results and connect
them to mainstream governance or operations. Clues for effective design of the rules
of engagement include 1) consulting with a process facilitator as early as possible;
2) building a simple script for the complex work; and 3) framing the process as “cre-
ating” versus “fixing.”

Consult with a Process Facilitator as Early as Possible

At the risk of sounding extremely self-serving, the first clue to effective process is
to work with an experienced consensus process designer at the early stage to trans-
late the urgencies, mandates, mission, and participation requirements of the project
into a realistic group activity. Just like anything, group decision making benefits
from the best technology. Experienced process professionals have hundreds of use-
ful methods and the expertise to know when and how to apply them. Their toolbox
of feasible options to help sponsors make strategic choices are about the best group
methods for the resolving the issue at hand.

Even under the most placid circumstances, facilitating is a challenging job. Keep-
ing the group on track is easier if facilitators are part of constructing a sensible track.
Hiring a facilitator after the meetings and agendas have been set is the equivalent of
asking a chef to prepare dinner three hours prior to a banquet with a set menu and
ingredients or hiring an interior decorator after the furniture, carpet, window dress-
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ings, budget, and deadlines have been selected. A good expert will find a way to
make the parts work, but the end product will not have the full benefit of their pro-
fessional wisdom and expertise.

Build a Simple Script for the Complex Work

Quality time can be orchestrated by increasing the supply of time. The other solu-
tion is to decrease the demands on limited time. A general guideline is to minimize
the steps and requirements of the decision-making process. The subject matter is al-
ready complex. The process should not add extra noise to an already complicated de-
bate. The processes featured in the study of consensus participant experiences were
designed to be logical and simple but still caused many headaches. Simplifying
group decision making is not easy when issues comprise an interrelated web of so-
cial, economic, political, historical, and other factors. No process will ever substitute
for critical thinking and hard work, but we must keep discovering and experiment-
ing with simple but not simplistic constructs that enable participants to wrestle with
intricate and interdisciplinary realities.

Here is one clue to keeping constructs simple but not simplistic. Don’t squeeze
too many agenda items into one meeting and don’t pile on the deliverables. It pays
to consider the wisdom behinds various group dynamics guidelines that recommend
amounts of time needed for a group of a certain size to share ideas, reflect on them,
analyze the situation, and come to conclusions. It is important to heed human limits
to concentration, energy, and creativity. The implication for process designers is to
scrutinize the intent of every planning or problem-solving step and select the activ-
ities that will most enrich the dialogue.

One consensus process, for instance, required the group to agree on five compo-
nents in the first two meetings (definitions, concepts, benefits, goals, and indicators).
Each component was an aspect of creating agreement about the desired state for a
community landscape. Focusing on one component would have enabled the thirty-
one member group to have an in-depth conversation about common values and
“ends” to be sought rather than five brainstorming discussions on facets of a desir-
able landscape.

Frame the Process as “Creating” versus “Fixing”

There are two basic philosophies for addressing a mess of complex issues. One is
to see problems as ills to be cured. The other is to view them as situations people
wish to change. Participants of consensus processes have referred to these ap-
proaches as the “issue-oriented” approach or the “planning approach,” respec-
tively. The best approach always depends on the needs of a given situation. How-
ever, in my experience, the planning approach is more powerful because it puts
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everyone on the same team from the start. Resolving issues one by one encour-
ages faultfinding and sets up an adversarial contest between tactical approaches.
The planning approach directs energy toward things people are for rather than
against. According to professor, scientist, and author Russell Ackoff, this means
creating rather than forecasting the future. It requires addressing problems syn-
ergistically vs. discretely (5):

In a real sense, problems do not exist. They are abstractions from real situations. The
real situations from which they are abstracted are messes. A mess is a system of inter-
acting problems. The solution to a mess is not equal to the sum of the solutions to its
parts. The solution to its parts should be derived from a solution to the whole—not vice
versa. The question of priorities is misleading. All messes should be dealt with simulta-
neously and interactively.

We waste too much time trying to forecast the future. The future depends more on
what we do between now and then than it does on what happened up to now. The thing
to do with the future is not to forecast it, but to create it. The objective of planning
should be to design a desirable future and to invent ways of bringing it about.

The planning approach to consensus decision making involves questing for solu-
tions through a series of agreements about the a) current reality, b) the shared goals,
the c) challenges preventing achievement of the goals, and d) directions for moving
toward the goals together (see figure 4.6). After clarifying the state of the problem
and how it affects each stakeholder, the first step is to agree on a preferred scenario
for the current situation. The shared agreement about future goals and destinations
become the driving standard and criteria for developing and selecting “good solu-
tions.” “Good solutions” are those that can transform the current reality into the
shared vision of the future. Making agreements takes time as people negotiate what
is good for the whole in the midst of diverse views. However, the method puts every-
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one on the same search team. The energy of the group is directed toward addressing
the situation rather than fighting each other.

A handful of consensus participants I interviewed felt that the planning approach
used in their deliberations was a key factor for finding common ground. One partic-
ipant reflected on the importance of a “big picture approach” to resolving issues and
credited the systematic and often meticulous process as one of the reasons why the
group was able to find some areas of agreement (1):

There are two reasons for our transformation. First, many of the members were at
least willing to listen and reflect on what others said. Although it took time, we be-
gan to trust each other and to clearly speak our minds. Second, many of us thought
the facilitation got in the way of our discussions but it seems looking back now that
it was the main reason for the common ground we established when we began talk-
ing to each other rather than shouting past each other. It wasn’t easy as it required a
high tolerance for ambiguity, but it may have allowed us to reach broadly supported
recommendations.

SUPPLY SUFFICIENT RESOURCES

Collaborative processes add new and untapped resources to address problems. How-
ever, as with any worthy investment, it takes riches to gain additional riches. Con-
sensus building is not cheap. In fact, in many past processes, the investment caught
leaders by surprise. Mad dashes were made along the way to secure more resources—
everything from meals and meeting spaces to more scientific experts to shed light on
controversial issues.

Funding the process costs may seem high but not if you count the added values
and resources a consensus effort delivers. If they are a gateway to real progress, they
are worth every penny. Furthermore, sponsor resources leverage a priceless donation
of participant hours, ingenuity, backing, clout, access group resources, political con-
nections, and other inputs that help achieve common dreams. They also avoid po-
tential future costs of sustained conflict, constituency protest, litigation, or other
consequences of unresolved problems.

Many public and private leaders have seen the investment in collaboration pay
off. For example, a decade ago, when the president of a bank within a major national
corporation decided the bank could shift from a cost to a profit center, she made the
risky investment of inviting over 250 branch managers for a national business meet-
ing. She was convinced that getting broad-based strategic buy-in and building work-
ing relationships would be the only way to turn the business around. It worked. In
two to three years, the bank transformed a million dollar deficit into its first million-
dollar profit.
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I will say more about the three primary resources needed to host an effective con-
sensus process. The first is 1) funding for the meeting basics, 2) carving out time for
the effort, and 3) providing logistical support.

Fund the Meeting Basics

Given the weighty task of consensus builders, process design must give adequate
consideration for participant care and comfort. The environment makes a substantial
difference in alertness, motivation, creativity, and general ability to participate. Also,
a quality setting symbolizes respect for the individuals and their task.

Work environment expenditures need to be considered essential costs and not lux-
ury expenses or “frills.” If great things are expected of participatory democracy,
great resources must be invested on the support human beings need to function ef-
fectively. Assuring participant dedication, creativity, and critical thinking requires
basics such as comfortable seating, good view of all the actors, bright rooms, win-
dows, invigorating décor, frequent refreshments, ample water, and frequent breaks
for rest and rejuvenation.

Participant comfort is considered essential to good thinking and productive team-
work at an annual school district planning retreat (6). Investing in retreat space is a
priority. The site is a scenic ranch setting with spacious state-of-art meeting rooms,
large windows, elegant dining, private rooms, plenty of sitting and social spaces, and
inspirational artwork:

On entering the grounds, participants immediately realize they are being given very spe-
cial treatment. The grounds at Gainey are formal, quiet, and elegant. As soon as partic-
ipants get off the school bus, nearly every person pauses briefly to admire the grounds,
the buildings, and the general pastoral atmosphere. Some comment on the honor of at-
tending such an elegant center; a few decry the expense (which is not divulged to the
participants).

Some may consider it overly lavish, but the superintendent considers a respectful en-
vironment as a key to shifting from “finding new ways to bang our head, to looking
for new ways to use our heads” (6).

Meeting environment, personnel, and participant care are the three basics of host-
ing the forum for collaborative problem solving. The meeting environment includes
such things as gathering spaces, equipment, tools, materials, mailings, meals, field
trips, retreat facilities, transportation, and other elements that support the group ac-
tivities. The personnel needs of process include retaining a facilitator, bringing in
subject-matter presenters or hiring special support staff, such as a sign-language in-
terpreter, meeting equipment technicians, or record keepers. Travel reimbursements,
per diems, room and board, recognitions ,and social events are other typical budget

158 Chapter Four

05-188 Ch 4.qxd  5/13/05  1:00 PM  Page 158



items for assuring good participant care. The amount of funds depends on the
process duration, number of participants, facility options, and specific process
needs.

Invest the Necessary Time

Interview participants confirmed that the activities of participation take time. There
are ways to speed up discussion and maintain some degree of depth, but every short-
cut cheats the dialogue to some degree. Unfortunately, time and financial constraints
tend to dictate process schedules and many consensus processes end up with minimal
or inadequate time for in-depth hearing, listening, analysis, negotiation, and closure.

Sorenson’s study of site-based processes in schools highlights the importance of
managing the “precious resources of time”(7):

Participation in site-based management provides great potential for organizational im-
provement. . . . However, such involvement demands large quantities of an educator’s
most precious commodity, time. Extraordinary demands on time create stress, causing
organizational members to be less efficient.

One’s enthusiasm for inclusion in the difficult job of school reform is probably di-
rectly proportional to the time available to the individual. . . . One of the more difficult
resource issues to resolve is the provision of adequate time in which to plan for school
improvement. Some learning communities have begun to address this issue by rear-
ranging the school day, the yearly school calendar, and the provision of release time for
teachers.

In addition to the considerations referring to the limitations of personal time, one must
give careful consideration to the time available to the organization collectively. The
adoption of an overly ambitious implementation schedule, due to the enthusiasm of in-
dividuals, may lead to their disappointment because the system was unable to bring
ideas to fruition quickly enough (7).

Allocating enough time is one concrete way to respect the importance of the ac-
tivity and individual efforts. Process participants wanted more time for collective
front stage activities, but the insider accounts suggest that more time for backstage
activities should be provided on-site as well. The space, duration and orchestration of
meetings should include generous places and times for informal interchange, dis-
tancing, thinking, and diplomacy. Another important consideration is to allot enough
time between meetings to help representatives communicate and sell consensus work
to their constituencies. Additional allocations of on-site time will not substitute for the
informal duties, but they would acknowledge, validate, and support the human home-
work that is essential to producing agreements in a minefield of controversy.

As mentioned in the chapter on consensus politics, negotiating the time frame
for meetings and processes is a critical political task for process sponsors and
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meeting facilitators. Time is money. We don’t have the luxury of endless and ex-
tended time-outs, but we need to apply full-cost accounting to the principles of
participatory decision making. The more controversial the topic, the more time
resolution will take. The more players around the table, the more time is required
to accommodate everybody’s view on each topic.

Outfit the Voyage with Support Services

From facilities to technical support, many of the meeting basics—environment and
personnel—is often an in-kind contribution of the sponsor or partner organizations.
Even when the components are funded, support staff is needed for ongoing coordi-
nation of the meeting environments, personnel, and participants. In addition to co-
ordinating the physical supports, support staff knowledgeable in the subject matter
is critical to documenting results, inviting experts, facilitating small groups, access-
ing background materials, and even briefings about existing agency/organization
services. In the next chapter on facilitator duties, I elaborate on the ways in which
collaborative processes rely on a vast repertoire of staff tasks and talents.

CONCLUSION

Sponsors decide why, how, and when mainstream decision processes need help from
collaborative problem solving. They structure, authorize, and support a forum where
people can actively discuss issues and devise new ways to help hundreds of people
affected or hurt by problematic situation. Some leaders use consensus forums for tar-
geted needs and others have adopted them as mainstream operating mechanisms.
Whatever the frequency, successful group ventures are the likely outcome of in-
volving people intentionally and wisely.
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In order to make participation work, it is essential to have good structure. Clear lim-
its, ground rules, and leadership are important in making an empowering, freedom-
generating process work.

—Rosabeth Moss Kanter
In Laura Spencer’s Winning Through Participation

The overall role of a facilitator is to guide and support collaborative dialogue, problem
solving, planning, and decision making. Using their expertise in various participation
technologies, they custom-make a consensus process that translates the sponsor’s de-
cision-making needs into a group decision-making forum. Achieving successful con-
sensus results demands more than a good facilitator, but collective genius doesn’t just
happen. A fair and engaging deliberation requires a robust structure and referees.

Process facilitation consists of several roles: 1) the official leader, 2) the profes-
sional facilitator, and 2) support staff. Each consensus forum has a different way of
fulfilling the roles. Sometimes professional facilitators play all three roles. In many
cases there is a formal “chair” of a process and a large team of staff to work with the
meeting facilitator. In yet other situations, members of the sponsoring organizations
lead the process on their own. Here are further details about the three roles that steer
and support a successful consensus building effort:

The Official Leader

The official leader’s responsibility is to keep the project on course and ensure that
the process meets the expectations of the sponsors and external audiences. They re-
mind the group of their charge and accountability. If the consensus problem solv-
ing takes place within one organization, the official leader might be the principal,
manager, executive director, department head, or supervisor heading up that organ-
ization. In multiple-entity processes, a leader of the sponsoring or convening or-
ganizations may serve as the public leader of the process. In many commissioned
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consensus task forces, advisory panels, or roundtables, a “chair” is appointed by the
sponsors to fulfill the role of the official leader.

These official leaders tend to be “first among equals.” In addition to being a mem-
ber of the consensus group, they serve as a symbolic and actual leader. In the
processes I have encountered, their job description was usually light on specifics and
heavy with accountability. One stated that the chair’s duty was to “work with staff
and the facilitator to develop meeting agendas, help focus the group discussion and
direction, and serve as the group’s designated media spokesperson on matters related
to its official position.” In another venture, the chair was assigned by the legislature
to “ensure fair and adequate representation among the members; monitor and report
on the progress; ensure recommendations are credible and based on authoritative,
scientific, and factual data and conduct parliamentary procedure with respect to for-
mal recommendations of the consensus group.” In general, the official leader was to
direct both the collaboration process and the interface between the process and ex-
ternal audiences.

The Support Staff

The staff helps do whatever is needed to make sure the participants and process lead-
ers have everything they need for their roles. I alluded to their demanding and di-
verse job in the previous chapter. Most of their duties are backstage and behind the
scenes. Staff members will also make formal presentations if they have responsibil-
ity for service functions related to the issues in the problem solving.

Staff is expected to do just about anything to support the process. They record and
communicate the proceedings for the participants as well as the interested parties
who are not at the table. They set and clear the meeting spaces, produce technical
materials, and make sure the cast and crew have food, water, shelter, and other ba-
sics to keep the process going. One formal job description specified the following:
Staff duties were to “ provide necessary support to assist the group in organizing,
evaluating, and presenting information; assist in securing information and data as re-
quested by the group members; coordinate meeting facility arrangements; promote
identification of points of agreement as well as disagreement; encourage clear com-
munication and discussion and maintain direction and focus.” In another the de-
scription of responsibilities was broad and general. The ground rules charged the
staff assistants to the global task of “administering the process and providing rele-
vant background information.”

The Process Facilitator

As with the official leader, the specific duties of the process facilitator have tended
not to be well defined if at all. This is probably because it is a new profession. The
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assumed job responsibility is to be a neutral, objective third party that leads the
meetings fairly and efficiently. In the few cases where there was a job description,
the facilitator was expected to “ensure all points of view are expressed by the
process members and considered on particular issues and to help the group reach
consensus on all its deliberations.” In another project, the consultants were charged
simply to “mediate the negotiations.”

Many of the collaboration process I have known began with somewhat defined
roles for the chair, facilitator, and support staff but as things moved along, the
boundaries between their responsibilities, authority, and accountability merged,
overlapped, or required a great deal of interpretation. The “crew” of each process
worked together very closely to manage the volatile forum and support the partici-
pants’ ability to meet the high expectations of the sponsors and external audiences.
In this account, a process chair emphasizes the deep reliance on teamwork among
the official leader, facilitator, and support staff (1):

I cannot possibly overemphasize the importance of my support group. Driving over to
[the meeting] we would talk about the process. I would say, “OK guys, shoot at what
I’m about to tell you. Here’s what I’m thinking about the approach for tomorrow’s meet-
ing.” They would come back with things like, “ I don’t think that’s too good of an idea,”
or “You know that may not work the way you think it might because it might elicit this
response.” . . . And then of course after meetings . . . we critiqued each other. Had I not
had that, I would have gone under. I could not have handled [the challenge of managing
the process] in a vacuum. It was beyond any one person intellectually, . . . emotionally,
and spiritually.

I agree wholeheartedly with the statement that these processes “cannot be handled
by any one person in a vacuum.” Teamwork is not an abstract notion in conducting
consensus projects. Successes can be attributed to many people, including the par-
ticipants and process leaders who contribute more than 100 percent of their energy,
insight, and creativity to the task at hand.

I will repeat a conclusion I have stated before: Method matters. Just like any other
process, the quality and substance of the output is heavily influenced by how the in-
put is used and organized to create a final product. For example, the same building
materials such as cement powder, sheet rock, steel beams, workers, trucks, permits,
etc., can produce a wide range of buildings depending on the who and how direct-
ing the drawings, steps, timing, and coordination of the construction process.

Similarly, method matters in putting on a school holiday concert with a group of
two hundred elementary school children, a pianist, and music scores. A great deal
depends on the leadership that combines those components into a show. One year it
can be a semi-chaotic succession of soft-voiced children’s choruses. Another year
the program can be a captivating two-hour pageant of bold singing, movement, and
innovative stage effects presented by beaming little performers.
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My favorite illustration of how process influences content is a Far Side cartoon show-
ing the sheriff of a wild west town reviewing and reprimanding his deputy who proudly
points to a pile of horses, bags, cowboys, guns, and lamps piled in front of the office.
The caption reads: “Hey Charlie, don’t you know you have to organize a posse?”

What does experience reveal about the best way to organize a collaborative
process? As a team, the process leaders 1) plan, 2) preside over and 3) publicly doc-
ument a consensus process (see figure 5.0): In planning, they research to understand
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the situation; design the process; prepare for work sessions, and evaluate and man-
age the process to maximize value for sponsors and stakeholders. Presiding over the
process involves managing productive meetings; developing and enforcing ground
rules; mediating conflict resolution; assuring collegial working relationships and re-
maining neutral and objective. The public recording duty is to document and com-
municate consensus discussion and decisions. This chapter will go into a deeper de-
scription of activities and advice about effective process 1) planning, 2) presiding,
and 3) public documentation.

PLANNING A MEANINGFUL PROCESS

The facilitator is responsible for developing a participation framework that achieves
the precise intents of the sponsor. They devise dialogue methods that strategically
engage the participant’s time, minds, energy and expertise to create common aware-
ness, meaningful analysis, binding agreements, supported actions and working al-
lies. It is an engineering role that involves 1) researching to understand the situation;
2) engineering a fair and empowering process; 3) preparing procedures and tools for
each work sessions, and 4) constantly evaluating and managing the process to max-
imize value for sponsors and stakeholders.

Research to Understand the Situation

The process leaders should know enough about the subject at hand to avoid getting
in the way of the process. The official leader and staff are generally selected due to
their familiarity with the subject of the problem solving. Facilitation should know
enough about the subject to stay ahead or abreast of the information domains rele-
vant to the group inquiry and dialogue.

The facilitator is the designated “neutral outsider,” but it helps to be an informed for-
eigner. If the facilitator knows too much about the underlying conflicts and histories,
they may become more hesitant to probe ambiguous statements that shield sensitive is-
sues from discussion. However, while it is helpful for a facilitator to be distant enough
to ask the clarifying questions, they should be familiar with the basic dimensions, is-
sues, and jargon to avoid getting in the way of the conversation. Participants should
not have to constantly stop and educate the facilitator. Also, in order to provide equal
airtime and avoid skewing the education toward particular views and opinions, a fa-
cilitator should be familiar with the alleged “sides” and “positions” of stakeholders.

Self-education regarding the problem to be solved is an important preparation step
for effective facilitation. Specific activities include reading all process-related materi-
als to prepare for meetings, pursuing additional orientation on the basics of the issues,
and staying abreast of the content in order to understand the group’s discussions.
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Engineer a Fair and Empowering Process

Process design is the most influential aspect of the process leadership. It is also the
primary reason for retaining a professional facilitator. Nobody can guarantee that
consensus will emerge, but facilitators have a broad and deep reservoir of methods
that are most likely to foster group agreements. To use a classic analogy, the horse
may not drink if it is brought to water, but facilitators know the fifty ways of guid-
ing the horse to the stream that maximize its desire and decision to drink. This saves
a great deal of trial and error time on the part of those less familiar with the craft of
facilitation.

Constructing effective consensus process means assuring a fair field of play. Spe-
cific tasks include a) determining the best methods and techniques; b) making sure
the process is easy to understand; c) clarifying what constitutes a consensus agree-
ment, and d) managing science and data proactively. It also means empowering the
players by e) building in the time and mechanisms for the consensus builders’ polit-
ical work (see figure 5.0 for a diagram and summary).

Determine the Best Methods and Techniques

The most influential call a facilitator makes is determining the timing and method to
be used for each step of crafting consensus. As with anything, the secret to design-
ing consensus process is matching the best technology to a given audience and situ-
ation. Making process choices is no different than the judgment calls involved with
any life practices—applying the right club to a golf shot, the appropriate disciplinary
action for student misbehavior, the best information system for an organization, the
correct medication for a diagnosis, the strategic combination for football, the best
combination of alternative routes home during rush hour, or the most influential
marketing tactics to a product or political campaign.

Sponsors can and should rely on facilitators for specific technologies and proce-
dures, but they should know the basic elements of consensus building in order to
evaluate process proposals. In this section, I will not summarize or overview the
abundant collection of consensus methods and techniques in facilitation manuals,
consultant files, and professionals mental archives. However, I will describe what
every sponsor should know about the elements of good process. I hope to familiar-
ize you with the five “basic food groups equivalent” of process design that will en-
able sponsors to work wisely with process facilitators in customizing consensus
technologies to project needs.

We have referred to the five basic results or elements of consensus building sev-
eral times. Whether you are inventing a parent portal for student progress, negotiat-
ing how to reroute a highway through an old neighborhood, developing an intera-
gency emergency alert network, etc., building sustainable consensus outcomes
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Figure 5.1. Elements of a Consenses Process

involves five common sense elements that are part of any good decision-making
process (see figure 5.1):

• Building shared awareness about a situation affecting them
• Producing mutually meaningful analysis to inform decision making
• Making mutually satisfying agreements to resolving issues or work together
• Initiating collective action
• Developing formal or informal working alliances. For each process, the order and

emphasis of each element will vary, but in this section I will describe some guiding
outcomes, activities, and clues for conducting each element as effectively as possible.
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Element 1: Creating Shared Awareness

Consensus building begins by acknowledging the full situation—the complexity of
issues and richness of perspectives that gather around a problem-solving table. With-
out some degree of agreement about the status of the issue or situation, it is difficult
to determine where to go. Whether you are planning a wedding, creating district-
wide education standards, or setting up a women’s business cooperative for a clus-
ter of villages, never assume that stakeholders have a similar understanding of the
scope and dimensions of the topic in question.

The outcome: This step is completed when there is a mutually satisfactory answer
to the question: What is the state of the people, problem, and perspectives? Every
participant sees parts of the whole, so the safest way to define the “state of the is-
sue” is to combine the perspectives. The “right” reality to work from is the one de-
scribed, named, assessed, and labeled jointly. The facilitator’s duty is to provide a
comprehensive framework that allows people to share what they see and develop a
common understanding of all the dimensions of the matter in question.

The Activities: Key components for creating shared awareness include an orienta-
tion to the purpose, process, parameters, and anticipated products of a given con-
sensus venture and to receive a generous amount of information concerning the is-
sues at hand.

The Clues: Due to time constraints and general impatience with “getting on with
it,” the most common propensity is to minimize the time spent on orientation to the
consensus issues and participant perceptions. The tendency is to briefly cover what
many sponsors or crew refer to as the “niceties” such as extended participant intro-
ductions and other steps to get to know the players.

Similarly, there is a propensity to shortchange what I call the “not-so-niceties”—
the airing of diverse perspectives about the issue. Processes tend to jump right into
setting common goals as soon as actors are briefed on the mission and game rules.
As a result of minimizing the soft tactics and hard realities, participants tend not to
get the benefit of hearing and understanding the depth of passion, unique experience,
and full logic that each member brings to the table. The consensus builders’ core be-
liefs must therefore be revealed bit by bit as they discuss and debate specific topics.

Conflicts and tensions arise, in part, because people have determined their
“rights” and “wrongs” or labeled the “good and bad guys” based on limited back-
ground data. As mentioned in the consensus benefits of chapter 2, consensus build-
ing is enhanced by expanding participants’ awareness of the whole picture related as
an issue or task. Natural humility sets in when participants see that their concern is
one piece in a very large and challenging jigsaw puzzle that involves many real per-
sons and real lives.

Only one process I have worked with allowed time for representatives to overview
their background, understanding, and “stake” in the focus problem. The presentations
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cost a day and a half, but participants gained a more intimate understanding of the in-
dividual experiences, logic, and urgencies that gave rise to each of the diverse posi-
tions. The sooner the Solution Brokers, Boundary Spanners, and Team Players know
where people stand, the sooner their minds can go to work on finding common
grounds or alleys for creating unexpected points of intersection.

Element 2: Producing Acceptable Analysis

The analysis step injects the thought, inquiry, innovation, and insight for changing a
problematic state into strategies. The common understanding of an issue developed
in the awareness stage becomes a kind of “table of contents” for probing the issue
further and set the stage for making conclusions, choices, decisions, and other
agreements. Roy Hanson, former Associate Dean of the Humphrey Institute for Pub-
lic Affairs at the University of Minnesota, set the standards for effective analysis
when he said, “I believe analysis matters when it informs, offers alternatives, avoids
the higher idiocy, wears well, and is presented in digestible proportions and in un-
derstandable language.”

The outcome: This step is completed when there is a mutually satisfactory answer
to the question: What needs to be examined or considered before making choices
and recommendations about solutions?

The Clues: Deciding what dimensions of an issue to probe and how to analyze
them is often a controversial decision in itself. Since the time is limited, judgments
must be made about which issues are examined in detail, whose data and research is
introduced into the process, what science will be used for developing the “science-
based” solutions everyone seeks, and when there has been enough analysis to move
onto solutions. Many stakeholder representatives come with an arsenal of back-up
data to support their view of the issues. Collective analysis often starts by making
consensus choices about the information that will drive all other consensus agree-
ments.

If the group does not get a chance to weigh in about how to conduct issue analy-
sis, they will often demand it. This was evident in many of the process turning points
in chapter 3. In several processes the meeting sponsors/leaders’ judgment about
background presentations and briefings was not acceptable to all stakeholders.
Whole sessions were spent democratically targeting the analysis strategy. Partici-
pants listed their preferences, developed criteria for selection, and made collective
choices about further information infusion and deeper analysis.

Limited analysis is an issue but so is the other extreme of over-examination. As in
the awareness element, is easy to fall into the trap of needing “more research” or
“further study.” There is no end to analysis that can be applied. The business ad-
ministration mantra is useful here: There is no such thing as “perfect information.”
Or more accurately, there is not enough money to pay for the most perfect informa-
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tion. Decisions would not be cost effective. All decisions are based on some version
of imperfect information. The key is to create consensus about the point at which
participants feel they have enough information and inquiry to make choices.

The activities: No matter who is doing problem solving, any human or organiza-
tional dilemma or situation needs a unique diagnosis strategy. A rigorous analysis
process is especially critical when it is conducted by a diverse group of people.
Analysis methods can include public hearings, expert testimonials, review of re-
search, trends assessment, SWOT evaluation (identifying strengths, weaknesses, op-
portunities and threats) root cause analysis, issue ranking, vision development, goal
setting, site visits, field trips, historical evolution scans, feasibility analysis, solution
criteria development, cost/benefit studies, “unpacking” controversies, targeted re-
search, developing possible future scenarios, cost/benefit analyses, thinking “out of
the box,” and many other methods for thinking through problems and possibilities.

Element 3: Making Binding Agreements

After careful analysis, consensus builders move to making agreements everyone will
support. This element is perhaps what many people have in mind when they refer to
consensus building. It is the most visible and dramatic step: the culmination of a great
deal of idea sharing, data gathering, digesting, and discussion. In fact, it is usually of-
ten difficult to pinpoint exactly when analysis ends and agreement making begins.

The outcome: This step is completed when the group has answered the question:
What do we need to do and why? The group makes judgments about conclusions, rec-
ommendations, action priorities, strategies, policies, project plans, and other consen-
sus resolutions affected individuals and groups agree to implement and/or support.

The activities: As with analysis, each group decision calls for custom-fitted set of
methods for creating and sealing consensus agreements. Generally, the road to con-
sensus involves some type of bottom-up approach to forming decisions. First partic-
ipants generate suggestions that are examined and formulated into a series of solu-
tion options, a system of strategies and/or draft agreements. Next, the draft decisions
are approved as official consensus choices using various means. Finalizing consen-
sus decisions could mean editing strategies until everyone feels they can support the
product, developing specific action details to implement high-level consensus, rank-
ing and selecting courses of action based on common criteria, choosing options by
secret ballot, a show of hands or hand signals indicating degree of support, and other
voting techniques, etc. Consensus purists frown on voting because they see it as a
divisive method. However, if we truly believe that consensus is an organic formula
to be defined by each group, voting is a valid tactic if participants agree to use it.

The final step is to make the agreement official and show proof of support. As
with all other elements and activities, this has been done in many ways. In several
cases, stakeholders all signed a final document or transmittal letter to the entity that
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commissioned the consensus process. In other situations, stakeholder groups wrote
letters of support. If the consensus produces a new inter-organizational partnership,
stakeholders show their support by investing their staff and resources or electing
members to be part of an ongoing coordination team. In other cases, head nods and
listing consensus builders in the final report formalized agreements. Whatever the
method, it is important to symbolize the collaborative social contracts and agree-
ments for addressing the focus problem.

The Clues: The secret to achieving consensus agreements is the preceding two el-
ements. The common understanding and reasoning essential to consensus agree-
ments is formed in pursuing shared awareness and mutually acceptable analysis.
Common preferences for future directions are shaped continually in the formal and
informal dialogue leading up to final decisions. Shortcuts and impatience with prob-
lem assessment will come back to haunt you in the form of incomplete plans or su-
perficial accords with minimal staying power. Consensus agreements without thor-
ough inquiry are like marriage without substantive courtship or weight loss through
quick-fix diets.

Another make-or-break variable in forming agreements is clear game rules. What-
ever the process is for finalizing and formalizing group consensus, participants must
know it early in the deliberations. This clue is so important that it merits its own sec-
tion coming up. Everyone needs to understand how and when he or she can influ-
ence and steer the decision. There is no faster way to invalidate the collective con-
sensus that by discrediting the fairness of the process. On the other hand, when
decision parameters and steps are explicit and internalized by all, group members
will hold each other accountable for following through and supporting the consen-
sus agreement.

A community school with a wildly successful site-based management and shared
decision making operation, everyone—from kindergartners to school policymak-
ers—uses the same “Fist of Five” (2) process regularly to formalize and finalize con-
sensus decisions (see figure 5.2). When a proposal or draft decision is made, every-
one indicates their support with their hands: A fist means they feel the idea is not
good and want to block it. Putting up one or more fingers indicates various levels of
support. One finger says, “I don’t but won’t block”; two means “I don’t agree, but it
may work”; three means “I’m neutral and may work”; four means “This is a good
idea and will work”; and a full hand signifies a “It’s a great idea, and I’ll be one of
the leaders.”

The Fist to Five indicator provides the opportunity for further discussion. After
the show of support, if 75 percent or more are not in agreement, there is no sufficient
consensus. Those not in agreement suggest what it would take to move to a higher
level of support, and everyone works together to expand the common ground.

I have a vivid example of the benefits of clear decision rules. In one long process, a
group of very diverse stakeholders chose which of twenty possible recommendations
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Figure 5.2. Fist to Five Consensus Support Indicator
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they would endorse jointly. The plan was to use a hidden ballot to assess members’ ap-
proval/disapproval for each recommendation, having them indicate their level of sup-
port using a three-grade scale:

1. Support wholeheartedly
2. Can live with
3. Over my dead body

After the results were tallied, all recommendations passed even though several
had been too centrist for some activist interests. A representative of one such group
was shocked by the outcome and claimed she could not accept the outcome. Another
member of the group spoke on behalf of the consensus group about the need to honor
their agreements about making agreements. “What you are saying,” he pointed out,
“ is as though requesting your money back after the bets have been made, and the
horses have run the race!”

Element 4: Mobilizing Collective Action

To be credible and worthwhile, all consensus decisions need to be linked to action
in the lived world. Hopefully those who commissioned or convened the project have
carefully built follow-up steps into the consensus process. However, this is not al-
ways the case. Specified or not, participants will demand that their expenditure and
work goes somewhere, influences something, and makes a difference.

The outcome: This step is completed when there is a mutually satisfactory answer
to the question: What is the follow-through to assure that the consensus products are
used to solve the problems? The stakeholders establish the actions and roles for re-
connecting the solutions to the original problem. In many cases, all the stakeholders
will have some role or responsibility for implementation. One major benefit of col-
laborative problem solving is not simply sharing ideas but pooling support, power,
and resources to mobilize the consensus solutions.

The activities: Translating agreements to action can vary greatly with every
process. It can range from a short discussion about next steps to a detailed road map
for long and short term agreement implementation. A typical way to link consensus
solutions to implementation is formally publishing and transmitting products to
leaders who will incorporate them into a mainstream decision process in the legis-
lature, city agency, school district, or other existing institution. In such a case, the
consensus builders may retain a monitoring role by receiving regular progress re-
ports and advising the implementation. If the consensus product is the formation of
a multiple-entity partnership, the partner organizations proceed to adopt the new
entity and invest in the shared action plans created as a part of the consensus
process.
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The Clues: Action planning worksheets, methods, software, and techniques are
extremely abundant because every situation has a unique set of requirements and
preferences for the time frames, specificity, format, and measures in a “good” action
plan. The most useful workshops and worksheets are tailored to produce the exact
answers a group needs to get going.

Element 5: Developing Formal or Informal Working Alliances

The final step in consensual decision making is establishing personal or positional
responsibility for follow-through.

The outcomes: The result of this final step is to establish who will lead and assure
implementation. The action needs to be linked to specific people that have clear
leadership responsibilities, accountability, and resources.

The activities: Possible steps within this step include discussion and development
of formal assignments, budget implications, and setting up coordination and com-
munication mechanisms.

Merge the Steps into a Manageable Process

When the best techniques for each step are selected, the facilitator’s process design
duty is to package the pieces into a meaningful and manageable whole. As a start, a
user-friendly schedule is created to show what topics, agenda items, and procedures
will be used at various stages of consensus building. Of course, the final act or acts
of a facilitator are to track the process and be prepared to change it as needed.

Keep the Process Understandable and Sensible at All Times

Every step and exercise of a consensus process must make sense to frontline con-
sensus makers. Participants have a lot on their hands without having to devote extra
time to “figuring out the process.” As suggested in the sponsor’s clues, streamlining
tasks and deliverables is a good start. Another suggestion is to replace jargon with
plain English questions.

Minimize confusion about the process by using a question to define each step of
decision making. Earlier in the study, I discussed how words such as “consensus,”
“collaboration,” and other “plannerese” terms such as “objectives,” “goals,” “strate-
gies,” and “mission” have thousands of perceived meanings and uses. For example,
instead of labeling an agenda item as “goal setting, ” replace or augment it with a
question such as, “what do we want to achieve in addressing the homeless in this city
in the next three to five years”?

Questions are amazing tools for staying on task. Translating purpose to focus ques-
tions forces clarity on the part of process designers. Questions quickly communicate
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the scope, intent, and desired results of each step. They also help order chaos: If the
dialogue strays from preplanned forum procedures or mutates in other unexpected
ways, the stated question on the agenda helps steer the deliberation back on task.

Clarify What Constitutes a Consensus Agreement

Consensus decision making protocols are not universally defined so how do we
know and show that we have made an agreement everyone can live with and sup-
port? How does consensus become official? Traditional processes have clearly de-
fined ways to closure. In parliamentary procedure, a decision is a proposal that has
been motioned, seconded, discussed, and put to a vote. In litigation, the decision is
the jury’s verdict after all the evidence has been heard from each side. In consensus
processes the decision making steps are up to each process.

As indicated in the previous section, clear criteria for making binding public
agreement is a make or break variable in consensus building. I have seen protocols
range from head nods and raised hands to voting on jointly crafted recommendations
by secret ballot. One legislature charged a collaborative problem-solving panel to
come back with “minority and majority recommendations.” They specified the per-
centages of votes required for each category. Again, this smacks of consensus heresy
for some practitioners, but I believe that every group has the right to decide how they
decide.

Consensus decision rules need to be customized and often be very innovative, but
once established, the protocols must be clear, explicit, and logical to all players.
People cannot participate fully if they do not know how they weigh in and influence
the decision at every stage. The facilitator makes sure that the steps to consensus
agreement are understood and enforced.

For example, one year long process followed a three-step process—discussing,
drafting, and deciding—in working through each major set of recommendations:

Step 1: Discussion Information or input is presented, diverse ideas, options, and
views are shared and key areas of conflict and common ground are identified

Step 2: Drafting: The elements of assessment are analyzed and formed into proposed
consensus decisions

Step 3: Decision making: The draft is written up, reviewed, debated some more, re-
fined, and finalized and formalized as shared decisions using signatures, show of
hands, head nods, or other agreed-to ground rules

The meetings had a predictable rhythm. Participants knew when the records would
be published, when to input formally and informally, and how to contribute stake-
holder ideas and suggest consensus proposals.
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Manage Science and Data Proactively

Consensus begins with getting on the same page about the state of the issue at hand.
Using the “best possible science” and “ reliable data” is a big part of identifying that
page. Every process and person wants to help construct a “science-based” collective
agreement. However, each of the multiple stakeholders will have different convictions
about the sciences and scenarios that explain the true condition and needs of the issue.

For sponsors and meeting leaders, determining what background information to
use requires as much thinking and planning as identifying the mix of participating
stakeholders. Selecting the background information that will inform consensus de-
cisions is no detail. Stakeholder efforts to prove that “my research can beat up your
research” should not be a surprise in any problem solving process. The use of data
needs to be carefully planned.

Dueling scientific facts were at the heart of a recent failure to achieve consensus
about all-terrain vehicle (ATV) use on public lands and/or state parks. Environmen-
tal protection stakeholders and ATV users could not agree on how much impact rid-
ers have on the natural resource.

Sorenson’s research into shared decision making in school districts confirms the
need to make sure that participants have the working knowledge needed to be a
meaningful player in decision making (13):

The knowledge and experience required to make quality decisions on some topics that
have been traditionally deferred to administrators is not necessarily possessed by others.
In some site-based systems, teachers are asked to make decisions on budgets, personnel,
and noninstructional issues about which they know very little.

Weiss, Cambone, and Wyeth (4) Interviewed approximately 180 people from 45 high
schools in 15 states and found frustration among some teachers involved in shared de-
cision making was significant. One teacher commented . . . “How can I, who’s never
dealt with school budgets, make intelligent decisions about the budget? . . . So simply
giving teachers an opportunity to vote, that is not the answer.

Making quality decisions on issues such as school finance, auditing, personnel, school
law, and collective bargaining requires the information and training usually possessed
by a specialist. The provision of staff development to enhance the requisite knowledge
of those being asked to make quality decisions is essential.

The challenge is to acknowledge the bias of all information and decide what is the
most perfect version of the imperfect information that should inform consensus de-
cision making. Specific clues for managing the science/data base of problem solv-
ing include the following:

• Balance the input of more and more “objective specific information” with the re-
ality that there is no such thing as objective information. The “truth” to guide de-
cisions needs to be negotiated as best as possible by the consensus players.
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• Work with the group to access necessary experts, technical information, consult-
ants, and presenters which are needed by the process.

• Build in timely, customized, and meaningful methods for jointly selecting and re-
viewing technical documents and educating group members.

I want to recount an innovative method for handling the science that was included
in chapter 3 as a great example of political turning points in consensus process. In a
clash over wetlands protection needs and flood control on agricultural fields, the
process designers acknowledged the core content problem on two levels: They rec-
ognized that (a) the quantity of information that representatives had to master was
too much to achieve. Participants could and should not be required to be scientists
in order to be effective in a public decision-making process. They also understood
that (b) all information is biased. They came up with a very effective mechanism for
negotiating collective scientific “truths.”

Process designers acknowledged the subjectivity of all information but did not let
it get in the way of decision making. Each stakeholder representative was asked to
appoint his or her own ”science ambassador” to a technical advisory group. This
technical advisory group was charged with interpreting the voice of nature or “best
science” regarding issues appearing in the process of developing policy consensus.
The “interfaith” team of scientists produced background papers that were accepted
and used by the policy group to inform critical decisions. The strategy worked and
the consensus outcome was well received (1).

I believe there are many tried and yet-to-be discovered ways to use science to
support holistic consensus decisions. Process managers need to use their imagina-
tions and best know-how to create a science strategy that all ideological camps can
live with.

Build in the Time for the Consensus Builders’ Political Work

Effective consensus processes foster resolve and relationships, not just reports. As
we have seen, the formal and informal politics are instrumental building such re-
solves and relationships. Furthermore, the public conversation involves far more
people and parties than the delegates at the table. All processes should structure time
and vehicles for everyone to be active in the consensus politics.

The consensus forum should be designed to support broad-based dialogue by and
among those who requested the process, those who sponsored it, those who are as-
signed to lead it, those who are directly involved as participants, those who are in-
volved as affected parties of stakeholder groups, and those who are expected to do
something with the results. Some specific clues for building positive political mo-
mentum include the following:
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• Build in unstructured or small group venues into official work sessions. Field trips
or overnight retreats are excellent, work-related opportunities to make contacts,
make alliances, or make sense about the issue at hand.

• Offer representatives (who need it) more assistance with constituency relations.
• Schedule public meetings several weeks apart in order to allow time for represen-

tatives to interact with their constituencies.
• Conduct well-advertised and open meetings, progress bulletins, newsletters, dis-

tribution of meeting minutes, and now, e-mail forums as a way to expand the for-
mal conversation beyond the inner circle of collaborators.

• End each with a joint discussion reviewing the result of the collaboration dialogue
and discussing best ways to communicate the work to those not at the table. Each
meeting should begin with a debriefing on the reactions and feedback of outside
stakeholders.

Prepare Procedures and Tools for Each Work Session and Step

The overall design of the problem-solving process guides the planning of each seg-
ment, but the facilitator develops procedures for each meeting by considering many
other factors including the progress of previous meetings, intervening events, par-
ticipant feedback, available time, and other situational factors. Developing a detailed
road map for each work session is very similar to a teacher’s lesson planning. The
task is to find the best way to cover much material, achieve many learning outcomes,
and deliver a fair forum for idea exchange in a short time. Careful planning and re-
hearsing is critical. A general guideline is that every hour of group work requires
about four hours of preparation. The preparation steps include:

• Analyzing the state of the audience
• Assuring adequate space for interaction and needed stage props for tracking the

discussion
• Preparing a time-lined “lesson plan” for robust dialogue and meaningful closure
• Preparing materials to assist individual and group thinking
• Identifying and rehearsing roles of process leaders, resource people, and participants
• Arranging and setting up the physical environment prior to each session

At some points, all interviewed consensus builders struggled to understand the
steps of the official decision making process. Frustration eased but lingered even af-
ter regular explanations about what steps were ahead, as reflected in this partici-
pant’s candid comments (1):

I felt in the early part of the meetings that we didn’t know where we were going. We
were basically throwing ideas up there on the board and those got filtered down through
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the hourglass into a smaller pile, and then those went through another screen. There was
so much of that happening in the early part of the process . . . . There was no way to un-
derstand it unless you were there. Even when I was there, I didn’t understand it half the
time and asked, “Why are we doing this?” But, after a period of time, it all began to fil-
ter down, nail down, and come to a direction.

There were those who continued to push for clarity and others who entrusted the
process staff, chair, and facilitator with guiding and refereeing. In this quote, a par-
ticipant defends the case for letting the leaders lead (1):

I was vexed at the start that there wasn’t more of a template; that the goals weren’t
clearer . . . that the sheet of paper was so blank. Certainly there was a document to
work from, but I think the process continually begged next things. What have we ac-
complished today? So, what are we going to work on tomorrow? Well, I think behind
the scenes there must have been an outline, but that was not apparent to most of us
day by day. But we seemed to make progress because there was a progression to the
deliberations . . . . So there were these steps—the goals, priority directions, specific
recommendations—but I think that we were basically always guided along meeting
to meeting. That took the place of having a template.

Few participants thought the process was confusing by design. Maybe it was a
technique for breaking people out of old ways of thinking. One member reflected on
his yearlong experience and concluded that there may have been a positive role for
confusion:

The first three-fourths of the process, I was in the dark and said to myself, “The facili-
tator is doing it on purpose to encourage us.” I felt that I never quite understood the
process and that made it more difficult to prepare for each session. In the end, the un-
clearness was actually an asset. It forced spontaneity.”

I wish the facilitators could take credit for such internationality. The truth is that
each day’s decision-making procedures were always the product of meshing planned
steps, audience reactions, professional wisdom, and common sense to identify a
route that might help achieve the best results.

Maximize Process Relevance for Sponsors and Stakeholders

Another critical role for facilitators is maintaining the vitality and relevance of the
consensus effort for the stakeholders. Facilitators need to remain open and eager to
adjust the process, leveraging emerging momentum and internal issues that can help
or hinder the successful completion or implementation of consensus solutions. The
consultant is a temporary helper, but they must live with the results and relationships
after the project is over.

180 Chapter Five

05-188 Ch 5.qxd  5/13/05  1:03 PM  Page 180



As described in chapter 3, many of the successful deliberations included one or more
midcourse corrections triggered by members of the process. Many unified recommen-
dations may not have had majority support without the process modifications requested
by participants. Process managers should prepare to consider and accommodate shifts
in the original process roadmap if needed. Since the decision process impacts human
judgment, participants need to have a significant role in determining how they will col-
lect, analyze, and judge the situation before them. Start with a formal opportunity for
participants to understand and refine the original meeting plan so it makes sense to
them. Schedule midcourse correction points that allow the group to change their process
if necessary. Again, I am not suggesting that the deliberations be constantly up for grabs.
Participants need to develop criteria and protocols for making midcourse changes. Spe-
cific backstage clues for guarding meaningful process include the following:

• Evaluate work sessions through formal mechanisms and information communica-
tion channels.

• Schedule and colead extensive process planning meetings in between consensus
work sessions.

• Compare results with objectives.
• Adjust the process to respond to emerging opportunities and unforeseen events.
• Respond to changing circumstances by adjusting the timing, phasing, or structur-

ing of group sessions.
• Coach process leaders, sponsors, and participants in implementation of consensus

solutions.

PRESIDING AT CONSENSUS SESSIONS

Once the decision path is developed for the full process and a particular work ses-
sion, a facilitator assumes his or her most visible duty—guiding the dialogue at the
table. Specific responsibilities include 1) managing productive meetings; 2) devel-
oping and enforcing ground rules; 3) mediating conflict resolution; 4) assuring col-
legial working relationships, and 5) remaining neutral and objective.

Facilitate Productive Meetings

Leading the meeting is the most visible facilitator duty that entails many invisible
responsibilities. The facilitator referees the public discussion, simultaneously moni-
tors the meeting’s vital signs, and adjusts the procedures or pace in order to deliver
on the session goals.

To minimize bias and imbalanced subjectivity, consensus meetings are primarily lead
by a professional facilitator. The official leader, chair, host, or sponsor representative 
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often opens and closes the meetings. At times, they may preside over sections of the
meeting where participants vote or formalize consensus recommendations. Beyond
those activities, the official leader’s role as a facilitator is limited by the fact that the
leader is often a “voting member” of the consensus process.

Official leaders that serve as facilitators have found it difficult to simultaneously
participate in consensus building. The task of steering, focusing, and refereeing is so
demanding, in many cases, the chair opted to minimize or even refrain from voting
or expressing their opinions front or backstage in order to avoid perceptions about
favoring one interest over another.

The backstage activity of process design continues even in the midst of leading
meetings on front stage. Process changes must be made if the content loses its focus
or clarity; timeframes exceed their planned limits; participation is minimal or un-
balanced; brainstorms slow down to a drizzle; recording space is constrained; unex-
pected events intervene; obvious conflicts need attention; the room is too cold, dark,
or otherwise uncomfortable; people show signs of physical discomfort or any other
factors negatively impacts the collaborative work. Specific components of facilitat-
ing productive meetings include the following:

• Develop meeting agendas that clarify objectives, present clear procedures for
achieving them, identify key focus questions that guide discussion and premeeting
preparation, provide a productive but comfortable timeline, and identify specific
roles for participants, presenters, staff, facilitator, and others.

• Present and get agreement on the agenda and road map for each meeting
• Plan and set up meeting spaces that support effective hearing, seeing, thinking, in-

teraction, and dialogue. Discussion is useless if people cannot track what is being
said and recorded. Specific features of good meeting environments include:

° A good view of the front of the room and other participants

° Comfortable seating that enables long sittings

° Good lighting for reading papers and group graphics

° Windows and natural lighting as claustrophobic spaces constrain thinking

° Décor, plants, color, and other tools that minimize sterility, offer a respectful hu-
man environment, and stimulate whole brain thinking

• Facilitate all meetings.
• Make sure the methodology provides useful process not just process for the sake

of process. Carefully screen any gimmicks, games, and indirect techniques and
choose those that enhance group thinking and communication.

• Provide formal avenues—written and oral—for “reality checking” that invites par-
ticipants to help assess, evaluate, and adjust the proceedings of each meeting and
the process as a whole.

• Prepare multiple approaches to reaching meeting objectives in order to adjust de-
liberations to the unique needs and nuances of a group’s dynamics.
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• Always stay attentive to the state of the participants. Know when it is essential to
stick to the planned procedures, make minor refinements, or shift course in order
to assure a meaningful consensus process.

• Optimize ways to capture information visually during the discussions and deliber-
ations. The latest comments tend to sway perceptions and decisions unless the
whole conversation stays visible to the group.

Develop and Enforce Ground Rules

Facilitators should never assume that the rules of engagement are “common sense.”
Like the rest of the process, they need to be tailored to each consensus setting. In the
next chapter, I share my research on universal ground rules but there is no such
thing. Some rules such as “don’t dominate the conversation” or “listen to others” are
obvious to collaborative practice, but the best practices, protocols, and operating
guidelines for each group should reflect the common cultures, backgrounds, and tra-
ditions of the stakeholders as well as project needs.

In daylong engagements, ground rules focus mainly on discussion parameters.
Processes that last many months or a year need a more extensive code of conduct for
participation at and off the table. The ground rules clarify expectations about official
roles for meeting leaders and members in communicating/relating to constituencies,
media, external stakeholders, and the public. They spell out mechanisms for sub-
mitting input to the process as well as procedures for administering logistics and ex-
penses. Table 5.0 shows the extensive group operations elements in a very long, con-
troversial, and official policy consensus process.

Mediate Conflict Resolution

The essence of problem solving is to work through complexity and conflict. Unlike
traditional conflict resolution processes, the facilitator is not the sole or even the pri-
mary agent for transforming conflict into constructive solutions. As I have stressed
many times, the role of participants and overall consensus method are the primary
agents for delivering consensus results. Debilitating conflicts or food fights over
symptoms and principles shift to a joint inquiry for answers if participants agree to
serve in the dual role of interest advocate and consensus ambassadors and if the pub-
lic forum enables agreements and actions to be based on shared awareness and rig-
orous collective analysis of the issues.

There are varied and appropriate conflict management techniques. Some conflict
resolution methods include the following:

• Interest-based negotiation: Identify desired outcomes and interests and establish
mutually beneficial goals to strive for. Develop criteria for solutions that achieve
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Table 5.0. Sample Ground Rules For A Policy Consensus-Building Forum

Member Input
Roundtable members may submit background information to the Roundtable
process. Materials may be brought to the meetings and provided to members at a
designated table. All material made available at a particular meeting will be listed
in a bibliography attached to the meeting summary. Members can submit material
to the chair for inclusion in meeting packets and/or staff background papers.
Members may be asked to obtain copies for all members. The chair has the dis-
cretion to use or summarize the materials submitted.

Public Input Opportunities
Individuals wishing to address the Roundtable can do so at each Roundtable meet-
ing. The chair has the discretion to determine when during the course of a Round-
table meeting this public input opportunity will be provided, as well as the amount
of time allocated to such input.

Distribution of Materials
The agency will be responsible for distributing all materials to the Roundtable and
alternates, and distribution will occur as soon as practically possible. The Round-
table will not be asked to reach consensus on any items from which relevant ma-
terials were not received at least forty-eight hours in advance of such decision.

Media Relations
Members may express personal opinions to the media on matters or activities re-
lated to the Roundtable’s discussions or agreements. However, the Roundtable
agrees the chair will be the designated spokesperson for the Roundtable on mat-
ters related to its official position.

Post-Report Activities
At the pleasure of the commissioner, the Roundtable may continue to meet after
submitting its report. The Roundtable conveys its interest to the agency and envi-
ronmental oversight group in playing an active role after its report is submitted.

Agreement
The Roundtable agrees to reach decisions through broad agreement. The goal is to
make recommendations all members can live with. Where possible, agreement will
be made by consensus. At the discretion of the chair and facilitator, roll call voting
can be used to arrive at agreement. When roll calling is used to reach agreement, a
Roundtable decision will be identified if no more than one-fourth of the members
dissent. Members and alternate absence will be equivalent to not dissenting. In ar-
ticulating any decisions reached, the Roundtable will hold the value of a group re-
port that is concise, helpful, and represents the areas of agreement and common
ground. Roundtable decisions will also identify minority opinions authored by
holders of those opinions. Any minority opinion counts as a minority opinion. Any
written record of minority opinions will identify the author(s) of those opinions.

05-188 Ch 5.qxd  5/13/05  1:03 PM  Page 184



The chair and facilitator will determine when to table agenda items and/or re-
vise the meeting process; when to keep working on a decision; when to declare a
stalemate and record the result; and when to vote and record the status of the ma-
jor and minority agreement. Meeting summaries and the final report will describe
the process used to arrive at decisions of the Roundtable.

The Roundtable will strive to create agreement in an iterative process. Agree-
ments will be made each step of the way, but prior agreements will be tentative
pending a final package agreement.

Ground Rule Support
Roundtable members agree to abide in good faith by the ground rules identified in
this document. These ground rules may be revisited by the Roundtable as deemed
necessary.

Mission Statement
The mission of the Roundtable will be to advise the commissioner of the Natural
Resources Department how to implement the strategic recommendations identi-
fied in the timber harvesting generic environmental impact statement. It is ex-
pected that the implementation direction identified by the Roundtable will affect a
variety of public and private land managers and other stakeholders.

Product
The major product of the Roundtable will be to develop a written report that iden-
tifies a comprehensive strategy for implementing the impact statement strategic
recommendations. This report will be prepared and submitted to the commissioner
no later than _____________, unless otherwise specified by the commissioner. Once pre-
pared, the report will be broadly distributed to individuals and organizations with
responsibility for or interest in implementing the impact statement recommenda-
tions as suggested in the report.

Membership
All members of the Roundtable are appointed by the commissioner environmental
oversight group. Members are expected to attend all Roundtable meetings and to
keep their alternates current on Roundtable matters. The following individuals have
been appointed to serve on the GEIS implementation Roundtable: (list members)

Resignation of Members
Members may resign from the Roundtable at any time. The commissioner and en-
vironmental oversight group chair may appoint a replacement for the resigning
Roundtable member.

Selection and Use of Alternates
Each member of the Roundtable may designate an alternate to serve in his or her
absence. An alternate may participate in Roundtable discussions and agreements

(continued)
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the common goals, generate alternatives, and choose the best options according to
the agreed-to criteria

• Common ground method: This can be meticulous work, but it solidifies consensus
at a detailed level and increases the likelihood of strong stakeholder support during
the implementation of agreements. Generate individual issues, solutions, etc., using
a brainstorm list or idea cards, connect related inputs, and identify the consensus
embedded in the diverse but connected comments. Do this on at least two levels:

Table 5.0. (continued)

when the appointed member is not present. Roundtable members are expected to
indicate who their alternate will be by the third Roundtable meeting and prior to
their actual participation in Roundtable deliberations. The Roundtable chair has
the authority to limit the participation of specific alternates if it becomes apparent
that their participation is not consistent with the intended use of alternates.

Chair
The commissioner and environmental oversight group chair have appointed
________________ as the chair of the Roundtable. The role of the chair will be to work with
staff and the facilitator to develop meeting agendas and help focus the Round-
table’s discussion and direction.

Vice-Chair
The commissioner and environmental oversight group chair have appointed
________________ as the vice-chair of the Roundtable. The role of the vice-chair will be to
serve as chair of the Roundtable when the chair is not in attendance.

Facilitator
________________ has been assigned to facilitate the Roundtable. The agency is responsible
for retaining the facilitator’s services. The role of the facilitator will be to ensure that
all points of view are expressed by Roundtable members and considered on partic-
ular issues and to help the Roundtable to reach consensus in all its deliberations.

Meetings
All meetings of the Roundtable are open to the public. The chair, facilitator, and
staff will be responsible for arranging Roundtable meetings and establishing meet-
ing agendas. Staff will be responsible for preparing brief summaries of all Round-
table meetings, which will be approved as the official public record of the meet-
ing at the beginning of the subsequent Roundtable meeting. The agency will
circulate notices of upcoming meetings as well as summaries of such meetings to
those individuals wishing to receive such information.

Staff
________________ is responsible for administering the Roundtable. ________________ will assist in
providing relevant background information to the Roundtable for their consideration.
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° Agreement on the issue

° Agreement on the needed solutions
• Monitored dialogue: In the refinement and editing phases, it may be best to walk

through proposed recommendations slowly but surely and invite participants to
flag needed changes, clarifications, and lingering controversies. The facilitator
calls on people who raise their hand, records their feedback, and facilitates a prob-
lem-solving discussion wherever necessary.

• “Unpacking issues:” Conduct in-depth, remedial listening to stakeholder hearts,
minds, and voices. Come back to generating solutions after hearing and reflect-
ing on diverse perceptions at all levels of human consciousness and under-
standing the deep experiences and motivations behind strong and opposing po-
sitions:

° Facts Level Perceptions: Reveal differences in basic information

° Reactions Level Perceptions: Share differences in feelings and gut reactions

° Analysis Level Perceptions: Air differences in making sense about an issue

° Convictions Level Perceptions: Disclose differences in stances on the issue

Cultivate Collegial Working Relations

Fostering healthy and human group dynamics is an important component of leading
productive meetings. When participants are able to take their task seriously without
taking themselves so seriously, minds and hearts are likely to open up for greater in-
sight and innovation. The “chair” or “convener” can do a lot to encourage or dis-
courage collegiality through their role modeling and leadership. As the professional
facilitator, I appreciate working with the official leader to provide a collegial work-
ing environment. Specifically, the official leader can bring people back from breaks
and coach the group through intense and exhausting phases with inspirational re-
minders about the urgencies of the task at hand or humorous interludes that ac-
knowledge everyone’s humanness and effort.

Relationship development is an intentional element of the annual retreat in a Min-
nesota school district (5). It starts with the journey to the site. Everyone, from school
board members to support staff, ride together in a regular school bus provided cour-
tesy of the district. The trip takes almost two hours and is an important first step in
fostering work relationships as described in the case study:

The group is a mix of previous attendees and some new to the retreat, so there is
some “Gainey Grouping” togetherness right from the start. Also, since there is a mix
of staff represented, there are bound to be some in attendance who do not like or get
along well with others. The bus ride, says the superintendent, tends to break down
some of the animosity since they all begin the retreat by facing the same experience
together.

Clues for Facilitators 187
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Professional facilitators optimize working relationships by using their unique per-
sonality, talent, tools, and accumulated knowledge to fulfill the following responsi-
bilities:

• Orchestrating interactive and fair dialogue
• Making sure everyone can hear, see, and track the proceedings
• Using group methods that involve everyone and support diverse learning styles
• Preparing models, stories, and examples that enhance group thinking
• Enabling and supporting participants’ communication and relationships with their

constituencies
• Recognizing and incorporating personal or constituent group events, incidents, and

opportunities that relate to or affect the group process . . . Allowing participants to
bring up process-related news or views during opening introductions always adds in-
teresting clues, inspiration, or urgency to the ongoing consensus inquiry.

• Linking the process to parallel efforts or activities going on in participants’ organ-
izations or constituencies

If the facilitator and official leader set a supportive and human tone for the process,
participants will begin to take the lead in adding honesty, humor, eventfulness and per-
sonal touches that add needed life and quality to the team work process and content.

Remain Neutral and Objective

Being a trustworthy and fair convener of the public forum is a defining qualification
for facilitators. Losing neutrality and objectivity is a severe career setback. Main-
taining neutrality and objectivity is both a front and backstage duty that is constantly
evaluated by the stakeholders of a consensus process.

The field of facilitation does not have licenses or universal certification (yet) so
the rules of “neutrality and objectivity” are interpreted individually. However, the
“Statement of Values and Code of Ethics for Group Facilitators” (6) was recently
drafted and approved by the International Association of Facilitators. It includes a
strong downbeat on commitment to impartial service, attention to conflicts of inter-
est, and maintaining confidentiality of information and other rules for “setting aside
personal opinions in order to support the group’s right to make its own choices” (see
table 5.1). The code synthesizes a two-year discussion that involved the experience
and ethics of hundreds of professionals worldwide.

In addition to abiding by professional values and ethical codes, serving in a neu-
tral and objective way includes the following practices:

• Track the evolving consensus and/or the total picture
• Summarize the emerging group consensus visually and verbally as needed
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Table 5.1. Statement of Values and Code of Ethics for Group Facilitators

Preamble
Facilitators are called upon to fill an impartial role in helping groups become more
effective. We act as process guides to create a balance between participation and
results. We believe that our profession gives us a unique opportunity to make a
positive contribution to individuals, organizations, and society. Our effectiveness
is based on our personal integrity and the trust developed between ourselves and
those with whom we work. Therefore, we recognize the importance of defining
and making known the values and ethical principles that guide our actions.

This Statement of Values and Code of Ethics recognizes the complexity of our
roles, including the full spectrum of personal, professional, and cultural diversity in
our membership and in the field of facilitation. Members of the International Asso-
ciation of Facilitators are committed to using these values and ethics to guide their
professional practice. These principles are expressed in broad statements to guide
ethical practice; they provide a framework and are not intended to dictate conduct
for particular situations. Questions or advice about the application of these values
and ethics may be addressed to the International Association of Facilitators.

Statement of Values
As group facilitators, we believe in the inherent value of the individual and the col-
lective wisdom of the group. We strive to help the group make the best use of the
contributions of each of its members. We set aside our personal opinions and sup-
port the group’s right to make its own choices. We believe that collaborative and
cooperative interaction builds consensus and produces meaningful outcomes. We
value professional collaboration to improve our profession.

Code of Ethics
1. Client Service

We are in service to our clients, using our group facilitation competencies to
add value to their work.

Our clients include the groups we facilitate and those who contract with us
on their behalf. We work closely with our clients to understand their expecta-
tions so that we provide the appropriate service, and that the group produces
the desired outcomes. It is our responsibility to ensure that we are competent
to handle the intervention.

If the group decides it needs to go in a direction other than that originally in-
tended by either the group or its representatives, our role is to help the group
move forward, reconciling the original intent with the emergent direction.

2. Conflict of Interest
We openly acknowledge any potential conflict of interest.

Prior to agreeing to work with our clients, we discuss openly and honestly any
possible conflict of interest, personal bias, prior knowledge of the organization

(continued)
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Table 5.1. (continued)

or any other matter which may be perceived as preventing us from working ef-
fectively with the interests of all group members. We do this so that, together,
we may make an informed decision about proceeding and to prevent misun-
derstanding that could detract from the success or credibility of the clients or
ourselves. We refrain from using our position to secure unfair or inappropriate
privilege, gain, or benefit.

3. Group Autonomy
We respect the culture, rights, and autonomy of the group.

We seek the group’s conscious agreement to the process and their commitment
to participate. We do not impose anything that risks the welfare and dignity of the
participants, the freedom of choice of the group, or the credibility of its work.

4. Processes, Methods, and Tools
We use processes, methods, and tools responsibly.

In dialogue with the group or its representatives, we design processes that
will achieve the group’s goals and select and adapt the most appropriate meth-
ods and tools. We avoid using processes, methods, or tools with which we are
insufficiently skilled or which are poorly matched to the needs of the group.

5. Respect, Safety, Equity, and Trust
We strive to engender an environment of respect and safety where all partici-
pants trust that they can speak freely and where individual boundaries are hon-
ored. We use our skills, knowledge, tools, and wisdom to elicit and honor the
perspectives of all.

We seek to have all relevant stakeholders represented and involved. We pro-
mote equitable relationships among the participants and facilitator and ensure
that all participants have an opportunity to examine and share their thoughts
and feelings. We use a variety of methods to enable the group to access the nat-
ural gifts, talents, and life experiences of each member. We work in ways that
honor the wholeness and self-expression of others, designing sessions that re-
spect different styles of interaction. We understand that any action we take is
an intervention that may affect the process.

6. Stewardship of Process
We practice stewardship of process and impartiality toward content.

While participants bring knowledge and expertise concerning the substance of
their situation, we bring knowledge and expertise concerning the group interac-
tion process. We are vigilant to minimize our influence on group outcomes. When
we have content knowledge not otherwise available to the group and that the
group must have to be effective, we offer it after explaining our change in role.

7. Confidentiality
We maintain confidentiality of information.

We observe confidentiality of all client information. Therefore, we do not
share information about a client within or outside of the client’s organization;
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• Avoid unraveling existing agreements or rehashing old ground by reminding peo-
ple about previously formed areas of consensus

• Arrive well prepared, well rested, and ready to be an attentive, neutral objective,
positive, and energetic meeting coordinator

• Develop rapport with all members while maintaining enough distance in informal
relationships to maintain professional neutrality

PUBLIC DOCUMENTING OF CONSENSUS RESULTS

The third major role of a facilitator is creating an official record of the group dis-
cussion and decisions. A consensus-building session is not complete until the sub-
stance and spirit of the agreement has been articulated to everyone’s satisfaction.
Consensus documentation minimizes possible misconceptions about shared under-
standings and agreements and time spent repeating prior conversations. The process
facilitator takes primary responsibility for recording the discussions and decisions
without skewing the results in favor of one or more players

The written record is the primary mechanism for keeping track of the consensus sta-
tus and actively involving the direct and indirect participants in the problem-solving
process. There is nothing more frustrating than repeating old conversations because
meetings were not recorded and/or reviewed. Therefore, official materials should be
clear enough to be understood by those who were not involved in the discussions at
the table.

The bulk of recording and communicating consensus progress occurs mostly be-
hind the scenes. Writing on the flip chart is often perceived as a primary facilitator
function but it is merely one important detail in documenting group work. Since
much of the dialogue is summarized into phrases on flip chart lists or post-it notes,
facilitators must do more than record. Brainstorming lists and working statements

nor do we report on group content or the individual opinions or behavior of
members of the group without consent.

8. Professional Development
We are responsible for continuous improvement of our facilitation skills and
knowledge.

We continuously learn and grow. We seek opportunities to improve our
knowledge and facilitation skills to better assist groups in their work. We re-
main current in the field of facilitation through our practical group experiences
and ongoing personal development. We offer our skills within a spirit of col-
laboration to develop our professional work practices.
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are often difficult for participants to make sense of later unless they are quickly
translated into sentences and paragraphs. The process leaders and support staff as-
sist by taking detailed notes at the session. They help assure the accuracy and in-
tegrity of the technical/scientific terms and descriptions in the report. The key re-
sponsibilities in fulfilling the documentation duty include the following:

• Record proceedings as thoroughly as possible with the help of sponsors and sup-
port staff

• Translate the raw meeting records into a clear account of discussions and results
of group work

• Develop, draft, and produce a thorough yet reader-friendly final report of consen-
sus session

• Present and review the outcomes of previous work sessions before beginning a
new discussion

• Get buy-in on consensus “minutes” and/or decision reports
• Coach sponsors and participants in communicating process results to all affected

publics

CONCLUSION

The facilitator’s role in collaborative decision making is to initiate or speed up the self-
organizing capacity of civil society. When every human being sees her or himself as a
member of the leadership team, we will have the chance to solve the most complex
problems and the most troubling trends of organizations, communities, and our planet.

NOTES
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Democracy is measured not by its leaders doing extraordinary things but its citizens
doing ordinary things extraordinarily well.

—John Gardner, Common Cause

The overall role of consensus participants is to work with others to develop mutually
beneficial solutions to a situation or dilemma that affects everyone. As has been re-
ported by veteran consensus builders, the preparation and political work that partici-
pants do between and at meetings is a key to achieving adequate or innovative solu-
tions. The way in which a consensus builder engages in their task matters greatly, just
as it does for any other elected, appointed, hired, or voluntary position. When sponsors
and facilitators do their job properly, a representative group of stakeholders can do
theirs. If the mission is as clear, manageable, important, and well-supported, partici-
pants are free to play the consensus game, do the heavy lifting on behalf of their con-
stituencies, and find ways to convert impossible problems into refreshing directions.

The responsibilities of consensus participants are usually described formally but
briefly in the invitation letter or meeting ground rules. In most cases, however, not many
details are given about the duties of the representative. Much is assumed under general
mandates such as “represent the perspectives of a particular stakeholder group in the
discussion and work actively to find mutually agreeable solutions” (10). There are ex-
ceptions of course. I am aware, for example, that when federal mediators came to me-
diate a dispute about use of motorized transportation in federal wilderness areas, they
devoted two days for orienting participants about their role in the mediation process.

Figuring out what it meant to serving as a representative and consensus builder
was challenging. Many participants of consensus processes discovered that they had
signed up for much more than they had imagined when they agreed to be a repre-
sentative for an interest, organization, or constituency at the consensus table. Early
on, they realized the lonely nature of the role. After the hustle and bustle of nomi-
nation, selection, and appointment, fifteen to forty people of all “faiths” are left sit-
ting at the table, introducing themselves as representatives of xyz stakeholder
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groups. It was now their turn to make their brief but demanding job description come
alive.

In theory the task seemed clear. In practice it was vague and uncharted. The re-
sponsibility to represent your own views is difficult enough. When participants are
charged to influence the process on behalf of tens, hundreds, or even millions of peo-
ple, the challenge of advocacy increases manifold. Can you imagine representing an
ambiguous stakeholder group such as the “citizens of the state,” “urban dwellers,”
“the real estate industry,” “district teachers,” or “nonindustrial private landowners?”

Individuals were nominated as official representatives for certain interests be-
cause their worldview aligned with the positions and convictions of a particular con-
stituency. Nevertheless, each advocate was a person with a unique character, history,
and lifetime of experiences with the issue at hand. As participants engaged in the
fast-paced problem-solving conversations, several interview participants indicated
that lines began to blur between personal ideas and group positions. They struggled
with an appropriate way to balance group beliefs with personal beliefs. In the fol-
lowing soliloquy, one representative reflected on the solitary nature of the consen-
sus duty and the dilemma of determining what belief or voice goes with a represen-
tative’s role (1):

On the complexity of the quest: I think it’s always a problem, the question, whom am I
representing? Am I representing myself? Am I representing my organization? What ex-
actly am I representing? And the answer is not simple.

On speaking for all citizens: I feel, however, that when you get on this group, you are
on here as a citizen. You have special sets of connections, you have special knowledge
and background, but what you say in the consensus discussion is your best judgment on
the situation. We already know what the pork butchers or clean water activists think as
an organization. What we would really like to know is what a thoughtful, committed per-
son thinks as a citizen even though they lobby for some group.

On thinking beyond your interest in the issue: It’s not an easy thing to do. . . . People
have to play to their own commitments and to their jobs in certain cases. . . . However,
in future processes, I would strive to get people who are willing to think like citizens
rather than parrot for their particular interests.

As is evident, this representative made a choice about what representation meant:
speaking on behalf of their interest group was only one dimension of their duty. Other
members made opposite choices. They felt their sole duty was to be a mouthpiece for
official stakeholder group beliefs. Most representatives fell somewhere in between.

Using the experiences and observations of many consensus insiders, this chapter
dives deeper into the actual roles and adventures of individual participants in a con-
sensus process. I will describe participants’ formal and informal activities in more de-
tail and include tips for 1) serving effectively as aggressive advocates for their inter-
ests and 2) effective ambassadors for pursuing consensus solutions (see figure 6.0).
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SERVING AS ADVOCATES FOR DIVERSE VIEWS

The major duties for advocating unique interests or beliefs include 1) preparing to
communicate views at meetings, 2) actively voicing views at the consensus table,
and 3) conducting constituency feedback.

Prepare to Represent Unique “Stakes” or Views at Consensus Sessions

For some consensus representatives, advocacy is easier than for others. Narrower or
well-defined positions lend themselves to advocacy more readily than representing
interests of a broader group such as the “neighborhood,” the “parents,” or the “faith
community.” Those “in the know” or those with well-defined agendas enter the con-
sensus process with their views identified. Spokespersons for more amorphous but
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important interests have to work harder to identify the critical views that they hope
to contribute to the dialogue. Specific activities include:

• Clarifying and ranking the key interests and stakes to be pushed and protected
• Talking to experts and veterans to understand the unwritten aspects of an issue

Identifying the interest or “platform” to be represented varied greatly among the
consensus participants and is usually more ambiguous than clear-cut. The consensus
advocate does the best to convey a voice that blends their stakeholder group belief
with a representative’s individual convictions.

The collaborative approach implies that participants advocate aggressively for their
views. Unlike the accommodating or avoiding approaches, participants are encour-
aged to be 100 percent assertive in voicing their perspectives and 100 percent com-
mitted to finding the solutions that maximize benefits for all. If everyone brings their
honest convictions to the table, the consensus building is more likely to avoid diluted
analysis and superficial compromise. Consensus representatives help develop a com-
mon will of the group by making sure that the interests of their constituencies are part
of the substance of the dialogue. If consensus builders are not fully versed in the is-
sues and ideas important to those they represent, they should spend some time famil-
iarizing themselves with matters to their constituency through informal political ac-
tivities such as 1) preparing formal stakeholder positions and 2) talking with
like-minded consensus participants to better communicate perspectives at the table.

Preparing Formal Positions

Some went to great lengths to find extra background information to help them bet-
ter understand the issues being considered at the table. Others took the time to pre-
pare comments, issues, or questions to raise at the upcoming meetings. Usually this
was a solitary activity but those who represented organized stakeholder groups had
more support. They discussed past decisions and upcoming agenda items among
their peers and those who were paid representatives of interest groups had staff iden-
tify materials and platforms that enabled them to present opinions succinctly and
persuasively.

Talk with Like-minded Consensus Participants to Better Communicate Views

Many of the consensus participants I interviewed had examples of ways in which
they lobbied actively to influence the consensus work. Just like in the legislative
process, labor contract negotiation, company business planning, capital allocation,
and other organizational decision process, they reported pulling together like-
minded interest groups to strengthen their voice.
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The collaborative process intensified solidarity within ideological camps. The in-
tervals between official consensus meetings allowed like-minded organizational rep-
resentatives to dialogue together offstage. Carpools and breaks were the most com-
mon venues for caucus meetings. Many traveled alone, but if they shared rides, they
tended to be with colleagues in their ideological camp. Carpooling between like-
minded representatives strengthened the development of special interest positions as
illustrated by this account (1):

On small group huddling between and on the way to meetings: It seemed to me that a
lot of stuff was happening in between the meetings that I didn’t know about. There
seemed to be things happening in the car rides to the meetings. Because you’d see peo-
ple get out of a car after having been riding for two or three hours, they are all smiles
and then suddenly they’re all talking the same way in the meeting. Obviously something
happened on the way to the meeting.

Breaks were another popular time for forging small group consensus. Sometimes
the small groups involved opposing parties, but more often they were huddles be-
tween representatives within one ideological camp. Most interview participants re-
ported participating or observing the special interest gatherings. They felt it was an
important part of the process that should be formalized more in future group
processes (1):

On the importance of “dyad” and “triad” discussion off-line: Providing time for private
discussions helps groups move along. Breaks are critical. If we didn’t have them we
wouldn’t get anywhere. We have public discussions, but at any point in time, you’ll see
the frustration arise over the issues. That’s a sign that there’s been enough general dis-
cussion. The chair has to pick up on that and strategically call a break so people can go
off and do their private dyads or triads and get through the tough pieces that they don’t
want to get through publicly. . . . When they come back together they almost inevitably
go to a vote and things move along.

In addition to huddling in and around consensus-building meetings, representa-
tives also organized ad hoc meetings or conference calls between like-minded or-
ganizations when they perceived that a united front would strengthen a particular po-
sition in the collaboration debates. These occurred in response to major conflicts or
turning points in the process.

Participants generally felt that group networking was inevitable but somewhat sti-
fling to consensus building. When the positions of these “caucuses” were proposed
at the main table, they had a negative effect on the collaborative work. According to
these and other interview participants, well-developed special interest positions
eroded trust by making participants feel that one group was “co-opting” the process
to their advantage or steering the collaborative discussion into unproductive im-
passes over details. After voicing these concerns, former consensus builders knew it
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would be naïve to think that the special interest alliances formed between meetings
could or should be controlled. It is a natural part of any political discourse.

Actively Voice Opinions

A participant has the primary responsibility for playing their constituencies’ stakes
in the consensus deliberation. Specific activities include 1) adding stakeholder in-
put to the dialogue content and 2) keeping an eye on the process fairness and ef-
fectiveness.

Add Stakeholder Input to the Dialogue Content

Participating in the substance of the consensus conversation is perhaps the best un-
derstood participant role. All the dynamics of being active at the table apply to both
the advocacy and ambassadorial influencing. The content of the dialogue will be
covered in the “Participate Fully in Consensus Deliberations” section later in this
chapter.

Keep an Eye on the Process Fairness and Effectiveness

Participants can be strong advocates by influencing the consensus process. People
were encouraged to express themselves on front stage, but participants always of-
fered feedback in their own way, with or without ground rules. It seems to be an
evitable and important part of consensus building. I have several files crammed with
the letters, memos, phone message slips, and e-mail from participants during vari-
ous consensus projects.

The chair, staff, and facilitators must do their best to make sure the informal lobby
influences the process fairly. In many of my meetings, the chair opened the session
by acknowledging the informal feedback and letting the full group in on the key con-
cerns raised in the private conversation. Unlike litigation or arbitration that have a
fixed process, consensus building is customized and the process can change in the
midst of the deliberation. Often the facilitator adjusts the procedures to keep on time.
Sometimes the process must shift because the participants demand it. They ques-
tioned the procedures when they were unclear or seemed unfair. The leaders had to
be prepared to redirect if necessary.

The clue to participants is to keep the opinions and proposals about the consensus
content and process coming. Since process affects the content results, participants
need to stay vigilant and vocal in assuring that the process assures a level playing
field with a strong voice for every stakeholder. In chapter 3, the stories about process
turning points illustrate the many ways in which participants helped increase process
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inclusiveness by insisting on additional information or avoiding superficial deliber-
ation by lobbying to change the method of inquiry.

Conduct Constituency Feedback

The political duty of “carrying water” between interest groups and the consensus
process involves formal and informal activities. A consensus participant needs to
keep the lines of communication open between the affected groups by reporting back
emerging consensus results; soliciting reactions, views, or positions of a stakeholder
group; and preparing written updates in stakeholder mailings or meetings.

Consensus representatives reported communicating back to their stakeholder
groups with varying degrees of frequency and intensity. For many, the feedback with
their boards and constituencies was a major front stage duty as well as a significant
backstage activity. Others interacted with their constituents on an ad hoc basis and
still others did not even do that. They felt they could represent their constituencies
intuitively and informally.

All consensus participants agreed on one thing: Communicating results was a
challenge. It was impossible to appreciate and understand the inner workings of col-
laboration unless “you were there.” Neither the minutes nor the draft working papers
captured the verbal and emotional intensity of the meetings as described by these
two testimonials about conveying messages back and forth (1):

On communicating what really happened: Even the visible aspects of the work were dif-
ficult to communicate to constituencies verbally. We should have had public hearings
and videotaped the sessions in order to describe what really happened.

On knowing how to catch constituent attention: I tried to explain at the board meetings
that took place at a six-hour meeting. There was no way to understand it unless you were
there. . . . I know my board probably didn’t bother to read everything. I brought to the
meeting what I thought was important. . . . I told them that the language was a little
wishy-washy and then showed them where our positions were included and not in-
cluded. I wanted to point out that we at least got part of what we wanted. Generally, they
felt fairly satisfied about the consensus and the something they got out of it.

As these accounts suggest, the reporting went hand in hand with soliciting input for
the next consensus session. According to one player, “I had regular communication
with my constituency, perhaps twice in between meetings to convey the results, got
input for future meetings, and predict the direction the process was going to head. “
Solution brokers went beyond these two connecting roles. They adopted the two-
way messenger strategy. They lobbied for their stakeholder group positions in the
consensus sessions and returned to sell the emerging collaborative agreements to the
stakeholder group. The stressful nature of this approach comes through in this next
section featuring participant stories about performing their ambassadorial duties.
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SERVING AS AMBASSADORS OF CONSENSUS SOLUTIONS

In consensus building participants are expected to do more than contribute their
unique points of view. By agreeing to be “collaborators” they acquire the added role
of serving in the third party peacemaker. As discussed in the first chapter, this is the
fundamental difference between adversarial and consensual problem solving.

Producing “win-win” solutions calls for everyone to act as an ambassador for
common ground directions. According to experienced consensus process partici-
pants, the ambassadorial role consists of five key duties: 1) Absorbing background
information; 2) developing participant relationships; 3) participating in consensus
deliberations; 4) promoting collaborative solutions proactively, and 5) respecting
each other and the collective effort.

Absorb Background Information

Information is a power source. Well-informed participants are more likely to excel
at selling their interests as well as detecting entry points to common ground solu-
tions. Schooling up on one’s own side of the issue was covered in the previous sec-
tion. As ambassadors, consensus participants are also expected to have a working
knowledge of the wide world of views related to the consensus-building task and
topic.

A good process includes time to brief everyone on the essential background in-
formation, but the clue is that participants study up on his or her own as well. The
minimal ambassadorial requirement is to keep up on the issue briefings and meet-
ings and record the state of the “common will” at every stage of the process. The sky
is the limit when it comes to voluntary self-education about the parts, sum of the
parts, and the whole web of complexity related to the consensus quest. Specific ac-
tivities include tracking meeting plans, handouts, minutes, draft conclusions and de-
cisions; mastering the data, information, science, and propaganda of other interests;
and staying open to diverse and ongoing input.

Participants of various consensus processes reported that absorbing and internal-
izing the abundance of information about the subject matter took enormous time and
concentration. Premeeting packets were thick with reading materials. Handouts
piled up. Each presentation and discussion produced volumes of lists or drafts. In ad-
dition to the official process materials, other representatives distributed new infor-
mation (or propaganda) at the back tables on a regular basis. If that was not enough,
representatives were required to “keep an open mind” as they listened to all the
stakeholders’ perceptions about the issue at hand. Every conversation added a new
layer of content to the discourse. Each meeting report was anywhere from five to
twenty pages long. The sheer quantity of deliberation-related data was overwhelm-
ing. Here are some examples:
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• A school district task force charged to recommend millions of dollars of budget
cuts had to master the complicated machinery of a public education enterprise. To
illustrate the complexity, one urban high school principal said a minor part of his
job was to manage relationships with twenty-five unions connected to keeping the
building supported and staffed.

• The members of a timber harvesting consensus group had to familiarize them-
selves with a five-year scientific study that produced fourteen technical documents
totaling four thousand pages and an extensive arsenal of recommendations for
statewide site- and landscape-level forestry practices.

• An interorganizational partnership for providing housing, services, and health care
to a hard-to-serve population of homeless people, required participants to be con-
versant in the working vocabulary and understanding of three systems—afford-
able housing, human services, and health maintenance organizations. It was too
much to do alone. Two days worth of “time-out” was called to have staff teach a
“Housing 101, Supportive Services 101, and HMO 101” to overview the rudi-
mentary history, policies, practices, and financing mechanisms of each universe.

We ask a lot from consensus builders. The problem solving is difficult even for vet-
erans with extensive experience in the subject matter.

The information overload distorts a level playing field. Consensus representa-
tives that were paid staff or represented organizations with deep pockets had tech-
nical staff and in-house knowledge to assist them. Those members who had less ex-
perience with the subject or were volunteer representatives of less structured
constituencies such as “the parents,” “local landowners,” or “homeless HIV/AIDS
patients” battled an enormous learning curve while trying to simultaneously partic-
ipate in the fast-moving dialogue. Here is one participant in a forest management
problem-solving process describing the tendency for setting up a power hierarchy
based on access to information:

On the unfair gaps in keeping on top of information: For volunteer citizens to participate
in forums where industry pays representatives to participate is not a fair situation. . . These
kinds of activities should be set up so that the volunteers are paid for their time. . . and are
provided with some technical or professional resources. I can think of technical papers that
we could write if we had some technical staff support. . . . I can frame the questions but
don’t have the good technical support. A person representing the industry or other organ-
ized interest can go out and get staff to write a so-called analysis. Even though it’s mostly
garbage, it comes across as authoritative and effective at the table—it’s got graphs, it’s got
the whole works. We don’t have the ability to do that.

Participants did as best as they could individually to stay in top of the issue. Those
with the knowledge base had more power to present and persuade. Those without it
burned the midnight oil to keep up with the conversation.
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On a positive note, participants reported that some teamwork emerged in navigat-
ing the complex details of consensus development: In situations where the issue at
hand required very technical or scientific knowledge, those at the less-resourced end
of the information hierarchy took on the role of a jury. They listened carefully to the
dialogue and formed their opinions based on the players that were most informative
or compelling. They relied heavily on other members or staff to construct draft
agreements for the full group to refine in subsequent discussions. In this excerpt, a
member acknowledges how those with less background knowledge relied on the
“wordsmithers” to help their analysis and move the agenda along (1):

We had what I call the “wordsmithers.” They can sit down, draft stuff, and think about
it. I’m not very good at it. However, after I see what they have drafted, I can see and un-
derstand where we’ve gone and where we are going. I’ll raise hell about it if I don’t like
it, but I’m not very good at sitting down and picking it apart. We had some very good
“semi-moderates” who could work out details. Then the government people came in.
They were good at wordsmithing and writing up agreements also. But we didn’t just let
them determine the decision. If we didn’t like the direction we were going, one side or
the other would shove them and say, “Wait a minute. We don’t like this!”

Thus, necessary codependencies formed to support the give and take process in the
consensus building discourse.

Develop Participant Relationships

All the veteran participants agreed on the importance of good working relationships.
Getting to know the personal background, experiences, and motivations of other par-
ticipants was the single most important mechanism for understanding the issues more
fully. Encountering other participants “up-front and personal” and cultivating connec-
tions proactively shifted attention away from opposing others to exploring ideas jointly.

The consensus participant interviews revealed that everyone engaged in the de-
velopment of relationships to some degree. Those who chose a less intense repre-
sentation approach limited the relationship building to informal opportunities during
the meeting. However, surprisingly many went out of their way to outreach between
meetings. Participants 1) used informal time during meetings and some even 2) cul-
tivated relationships with other stakeholders between meetings.

Use Informal time During Meetings to Discuss Agenda

Most participants talked about the “off-line” interactions with other representatives as
one of the more rewarding aspects of the process. This occurred during meal times,
breaks, field trips, carpools, and evenings between two-day meetings. Some explained
that this was the one time they could hear each other’s unabridged worldviews. The in-
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terchange often involved nonwork topics, and many reported finding personal con-
nections and making friends with people from all interest groups. Establishing per-
sonal relationships enabled participants to stay open to opposing views at the table.
One participant felt that “putting a face to an organization makes it hard to criticize,
especially when it is a very nice person.” The value of the informal exchange is re-
flected in these specific comments about the value of offstage mingling (1):

On how lowering one guard leads to gaining real understanding: Once, twice, or thrice,
there were moments when participants would see something they had never realized before;
moments when they said, “Boy! I never saw something like that.” . . . . The large majority
of the times that took place, not during a formal session, but during a breakout, during the
evening, or during lunch hour or dinner; when folks could talk more one-on-one and let
their guard down and not be viewed by other members of a similar group as a traitor. I saw
some of that going on, and I thought, “Hey, I don’t care if this goes on officially, unoffi-
cially, in class, or outside of class (so to speak), as long as it’s happening!”

On meal gatherings, trust, and learning: Whenever you break bread with people, you
increase trust. Eating and drinking together is a critical part of the process. We could
have been more successful if there were even more time for informal discussions. Most
learning takes place in nonformal settings.

On the benefits of informal ties for increasing teamwork: The informal tie was most im-
portant. Being isolated together for two days and staying over a night was a key aspect
in being able to work with people of differing views.

On the value of speaking “off the record”: The opportunity to exchange information out-
side the formal meetings was the main thing that promoted the group members’ ability
to work with those holding different views. The coffee breaks enabled productive min-
gling, and overnight trips provided useful interaction between stakeholders—people
who were not “speaking on the record.”

On the link between social activities and consensus progress: Most of the understand-
ing took place in social settings away from the process itself—the van rides on the field
trips and postmeeting socials. The effort to mix van participants helped deepen working
relationships.

Many participants suggested that future processes increase opportunities to allow
participants to get to know each other as people. As one said, “I don’t care how much
you know, until I know how much you care.” Field trips received high marks as ven-
ues for getting acquainted with each other and getting up to speed on more personal
perspectives on issues surrounding the consensus dialogue. They were described as
less awkward than purely social events, such as receptions and other official cele-
brations. The field trips were task-oriented. They offered many work-related but in-
formal opportunities for collaborators to exchange ideas in person and, according to
one participant, “time to complete sentences and conversations.”
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The power of building human relationships is one of the more well-advertised and
minimally applied ingredient in group work. Senator George Mitchell of the United
States Congress understands and acknowledges this power. According to a source close
to the peace talks in Ireland, informal dialogue was an official part for his formula for
engendering respect at the tense negotiations. He asked that members focus their lunch
conversations on their own lives, families, and other personal topics and refrain from
discussing the peace-building issues directly. Many observers and participants credit the
lunch interludes for increasing trust and openness during the official peace talks.

Cultivate Connections with Other Members

In addition to the free-form conversations in and around the meetings, a handful of
members in each process went out of their way to see other members between meet-
ings. They were convinced that relationships are key to searching for solutions that
have buy-in. Several participants told stories about making an appointment to visit
another consensus process member with a very different view of the issues includ-
ing this scenario (1):

On deepening understanding during self-initiated visits with others: The prep for the
meetings provided an opportunity to talk to people you normally don’t get a chance to
talk to. I went to see one member who was not someone I would normally talk to for a
variety of reasons. I went to see him, sat in his office, and we talked about some up-
coming issue. I came away from there with at least some acknowledgment from him that
he understood where I was coming from. There was that kind of opportunity at the mar-
gins to have those talks. And I think that helped move people toward a sense that, “Yes!
We have to do something.”

Another participant shifted her opinion of another stakeholder after a personal learn-
ing moment that occurred informally (1):

On seeing another side of a person in an informal exchange: I had a chance to talk ex-
tensively with one forester. This fellow took me out in his pick-up truck and he showed
me how he lays out roads. He explained how you have to be careful going over the
streams. You don’t want to run the roads too straight for too long because it’s dangerous
for the wolf. Did you know that? I sure didn’t. You put a curve in the road so the wolf
can hear you coming. Just that little fact from talking to a person I could trust, I under-
stood that consulting foresters aren’t all bad. I could see the other side of the issue, and
the good things that were being done by good people.

This was one of many stories about how self-initiated, one-on-one encounters shat-
tered stereotypes about opponents. They fostered understanding about the deep
causes and circumstances behind the positions of players in the consensus debate.
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Participate Fully in Consensus Deliberations

The responsibility of interest advocacy and consensus ambassadorship is most in-
tense at the table. The table has become a symbol for working things out together.
How often do you hear people saying things like, “both sides need to come to the
table with their ideas,” “let’s sit down and work through our differences,” or “every-
thing has to be on the table if we want to find solutions.”

As we have seen, the table is not the sole place where consensus is conceived and
nurtured, but it is the forum for translating informal discussion into formal public
decisions. Consensus meetings are the culmination for all related discussion around
the table. They are the places where the findings, conclusions, and recommendations
of many people are acknowledged, argued, and formulated into the official will of
the group. As one anonymous leader said, “democracy is the counting, not the vot-
ing.” Specific responsibilities of serving at the table include keeping up with the
content of the discussion, staying open to diverse and massive input, and making
judgments about the cumulative results and decisions of the group

As a facilitator, this front stage activity is familiar and intense, but the participants
shoulder the primary burden of identifying common ground within the diversity.
Veterans of past processes agreed that meetings were a full contact sport. Hands-on
participation influenced discussions. Meetings were eventful and draining for all in-
volved, including the meeting leaders.

In many postmeeting evaluations, participants acknowledged the struggle of stay-
ing alert and active in the content of the discourse. One member confessed that the
“long hours spent in formal discussions often made me tired and irritable and caused
knee-jerk reactions.” Another participant quoted earlier in the book assessed that the
most powerful players were those that could endure the long hours of sitting, listen-
ing, debating, questioning, proposing, and coconstructing.

Keeping up with the discussion is indeed challenging. Some discussions are a
free-form exchange of reflections and comments prompted by questions from the
chair or facilitator. Other sessions are more structured. Either way, the task of lis-
tening to viewpoints and gauging the best time for jumping into the fast-paced con-
versation is not easy. Even though the facilitator kept track of raised hands and allo-
cated speaking turns as democratically as possible, participants expressed frustration
with the timing. More often than not, when their turn came around, the conversation
had shifted to a new focus.

Equal airtime for everyone’s content was a constant battle. In many sessions, af-
ter the group identified and sorted areas of common ground, little time was left for
what some participants called the “negotiation” on substantive issues. At times there
was a perception that the “other sides” were overloading the discussion with too
many “irrelevant views.” On a more diplomatic note, a participant observed the
same phenomenon this way: “Everyone has a chance to present their views. Some
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do it too often and repeatedly.” The implied advice for future participants of contro-
versial dialogue is to expect impatience in hearing and rehearing from not-so-like-
minded participants. The secret to success is simply to hang in there.

Promote Collaborative Solutions

Some participants went above and beyond the call of duty in being behind-the
scenes-ambassadors to promote solution options or proposals. They engaged in ad-
vocacy with a different intent. Instead of pushing a particular view, they worked be-
hind the scenes to help search for common ground. They took the initiative to sell
the work of the collaboration to their constituencies, broker solutions between di-
verse players, and promote the credibility of collaborative agreements. Many insid-
ers of past processes were convinced that this behind-the-scenes activity made a
huge difference in devising good recommendations, achieving buy-in, and building
the political capital required to translate consensus into mainstream decisions,
funded mandates, and other implementation support.

Specific ambassadorial activities involved 1) “selling” emerging consensus pro-
posals and drafts back to stakeholder groups, 2) suggesting, sounding out, or float-
ing consensus proposals with several other process participants known to have di-
verse and even opposing views, and 3) promoting the logic, benefits, and credibility
of collaborative agreements to key external audiences.

Sell Collaborative Reults Back to “Home” Constituencies

In the previous section I relayed the tough duty of taking consensus conclusions
back to their constituencies. Some participants felt that reporting was their main
function, but many admitted that consensus building is hard to describe in written
or oral reports. Therefore, participants chose not only to communicate but also sell
consensus progress to their stakeholder groups. They took on a two-way salesper-
son role. They worked hard to reconcile the collective results with their interest
group’s original positions. Those who chose to take on this challenge of lobbying
for the newly constructed consensus faced the likelihood of being accused of “sell-
ing out.”

One person confessed to the conundrum of participating freely in the collabora-
tive dialogue while “understanding very well where my folks wanted to be.” This
representative explained how she had to “get to know what my constituencies’ hot
buttons are, have a pretty good idea of what they would agree to, what would take
some selling, and where there wasn’t much chance of selling-it-back-home.” Jug-
gling their loyalty from their interest group to the collaboration process and vice
versa was intense and even risky. Here is how two consensus participants described
the challenge of being two-way salespersons (1):
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On the trickiness of cutting some slack and facing the tough questions: Walking the fine
line between losing credibility and figuring out a way to give your interest and meet
other people’s interest at the same time is tricky. Ultimately that became almost a down-
fall for some; they can lose credibility with their own constituents. I learned going on
into the process that when you have these kinds of groups working on contentious is-
sues, and they’re representing a segment of society, it’s pretty important for the whole
group to give each other some slack. You have to be able to ask the tough questions and
make the tough statements that represent the viewpoint of the people you are represent-
ing. If you put it under the table, it’s going to come out sometime. It’s better to grapple
with it up front. Sometimes you have to get your constituents together in a side meeting,
help them redevelop their confidence in you, and help the whole process.

On the fears and hardships of enabling your own people to see the common good: There
were tumultuous times on stakeholder group boards when it came down to the end.
When people had to cast their vote and say, “I’m in favor of this final report,” it was hell.
It took a lot of leadership ability to be able to go back into one’s group saying, “You guys
need to take this bad medicine because if you don’t take this bad medicine now, you’re
going to get poison next time and you’re going to die.” So the reality is that members
have to be able to go back to their groups and do that and be really good at it. Some
members publicly admitted that they had failed in their efforts to go back into their con-
stituencies and make the case for what it is that was agreed to by the entire consensus
group. One told me he was just unable to do that; he just couldn’t do it. He didn’t say
why he couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t do it.

Consensus participants were aware of the different choices that representatives made
regarding this salesperson role. Here one member reflects on the salesperson duties
and speculates about the reasons why many representatives opted not to do them (1):

I actively informed my constituencies about the progress made in the collaboration dis-
cussion including the criticisms others had of our interest group. I also described what
misconceptions our group had about other groups. . . . It was difficult to bring my con-
stituents along. I noticed that some members of the collaboration group retreated be-
tween meetings. Possibly they were discouraged because their group’s evidence was
misrepresented at the table. Or they just plain believed their point of view was right.

As hinted in this account, some representatives did not have the time, incentive, or
emotional capacity to campaign actively on behalf of evolving consensus and con-
troversies. These stories confirm that consensus success relies heavily on participant
willingness to invest intellectual and emotional energy, brokering new ways of
thinking, doing, and believing.

Suggest Proposals That Everyone Can Support

In the final phases of the successful consensus processes, the tough got going when
the going got tough. Members of many different stakeholder groups took a leadership
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role in helping the group arrive at acceptable and realistic agreements. One represen-
tative defined brokering as “looking for things we could all agree to and include
something for everyone. He felt every member must be able to go back to their own
group and say ‘I got this for you.’’” Another described the brokering task as deal-
making and picking battles to create mutually acceptable solutions (1):

On creating win-win situations by focusing on the war not battles: Trying to create “win-
win” situations is important. Sometimes you have to make some deals. “Win-win”
means being able to see the whole war and not just see the battles. If you can get some
wins toward battles you’re going to fight in the future, and create some understanding
or agreement, that’s something that you can take back to your group. You can make your
group feel good because it is something of interest to them.

The Solution Broker section of chapter 3 recalled further adventures of consensus
players that made it a point to engineer win-win solutions formally and informally.

Convince External Parties of Process Credibility

At least a third of the participants in consensus processes I have known considered
themselves experienced practitioners in public or political dialogue. They were usually
thinking ahead and reported being in constant contact with school board members,
lawmakers, opinion leaders, and other key community stakeholders who would be im-
portant players in implementing the consensus recommendations once they were iden-
tified. In communicating to key people they hoped to increase the chances of broad
community support for the products of the process. Often, these consensus participants
remained active after the formal process in order to assure follow-up. In one state, sev-
eral members of a policy consensus group helped herd the proposals through the leg-
islative process. In the following excerpt, one participant analyzes the powerful role
that backstage attitudes and actions played in scoring group victories (1):

On keeping the process the best alternative for all stakeholders: There’s been a number
of consensus groups since ours, and I don’t see any of them achieving anywhere near
the success. . . . And the question is why? With us there was no debate. They passed the
entire document, literally lock, stock, and barrel. With other [processes], a small group
of legislators, who—because of an end run by members of the collaboration process—
have basically gutted the document that the group produced . . . Our process faired well
because we stuck together. It didn’t mean that we didn’t talk to legislators during the
process and try to convince people of our position. It did mean that the work that we did
together was important enough to keep doing.

No matter what we did on the outside, we kept working together inside. I mean it’s
fascinating. It’s so fundamental. And why is it? You know that thing about BATNA (Best
Alternatives To Negotiated Agreement). . . . Something in our process kept the interest
of those who were being paid to represent their groups at the table. I believe it was be-
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cause, at every point, they saw that it was better to stay than to do an end run on the
process. That is the crux of sticking with a consensus activity.

The sponsors of the process are officially responsible for linking the ad hoc effort to
official decision making. However, the political power of consensus building mush-
rooms when all participants actively promote the collective process and products to
the powers-at-be.

Respect Individual and Collective Efforts

The facilitator has the responsibility for keeping the dialogue civil and productive,
but the journey will be ten times more effective if everyone self-regulates according
to the operational ground rules. At the heart of most codes of conduct is the notion
of respect. Process participants advise that building “win-win” bridges over complex
conflict takes 1) respect for others in the group and 2) respect for the collective
process.

Respect for the Process

“Everyone must negotiate in good faith” is a commonly used phrase to describe the
need to respect the process. “You have to listen and be patient” was another way in-
terview participants summarized the core activity of being respectful. There was no
uncertainty about this point. Points of view must have an opportunity to be ex-
pressed and heard genuinely. Participants should be given a chance to reflect on the
realities of respectful interchange early in the process.

Respect is a tough principle to practice. Most consensus-builders confessed to the
frustration of staying open-minded while receiving endless inputs of all kinds: com-
ments, background information, field trips, ad hoc conversations, venting, outbursts,
repeating speeches, and multiple drafts of working agreements. Many admitted to
losing their patience. Even the best of the Boundary Spanners talked about the rig-
ors of continuing to pay attention and give people the benefit of the doubt meeting
after meeting.

Respect for Each Other

Respect for each other meant avoiding all naiveté about differences. Participants
agreed that before focusing on common ground, it is essential to provide time to
share and acknowledge unique and diverse perspectives. In the rush to get to simi-
larities, it is easy to gloss over the difference. As one participant observed, “You can
get people that think alike together. That’s easy and that’s not what we are talking
about. What we are talking about is bringing people that don’t think alike together.”
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The earlier that participants face the deep diversity in beliefs and the grayness of
“truth,” the better. Hopefully many will see that there are no obvious heroes or vil-
lains and decide to get out of the conversion business. Once that reality is understood
and accepted, the problem-solvers face the task of finding what makes “common
sense” within a confusing mix of deeply-held “rights” and “wrongs.”

Frank debate is another component of respecting others. Many players felt that a
good process must address underlying conflict boldly and openly. If that is not done,
issues will fester and reappear at a future phase or venue of the ongoing conflict.

Straight talk is easier requested than realized. The briefing needs to invite partic-
ipants to be as assertive as possible. Open disagreement often goes against deep-
seated social norms about politeness. It is surprising how hard it is to shake off the
influence of life-long messages such as the advice, “If you can’t say something nice,
don’t say anything at all.” Consensus building invites individuals to be ready and
willing to be more aggressive than they may be used to. The meeting methods and
facilitation will do their best to encourage formal discussion about deep and undis-
cussable issues, but individuals can make the final difference. Once problems are
surfaced, people need to work hard to make sure that the inquiry addresses the un-
derlying controversies.

UNIVERSAL GROUND RULES

Consensus builders determine their own right way to collaborate. A universal con-
sensus code of ethics may someday be needed and available but for now, we have
an honor system in effect. In the absence of a participant code of ethics, I will con-
clude this chapter by sharing possible elements of universal ground rules—a set of
Golden Ground Rules for consensus building (2). It offers another set of clues for
participants, facilitators, and process sponsors:

The Golden Ground Rules of Participation identify essential elements of effective
teamwork that were common to fifty different “codes of conduct” from various or-
ganizations and applications around the world. A decade ago, I gathered sets of rules,
group norms and team standards used by real groups, companies, public sector set-
tings, nonprofits and recreational clubs, facilitators, trainers, group work consult-
ants, and community researchers.

Ten major principles for succeeding in collaborative work emerged from the re-
search. I call these the Golden Ground Rules because they represent worldwide wis-
dom and grassroots convictions about what it takes to build common awareness,
analysis, agreements, action, and alliances. The two overarching themes reinforce
the duties of consensus ambassadorship—help unite the group and help mobilize so-
lutions. Five common elements and further sub-elements emerged within each of the
theme as shown in table 6.0.
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Table 6.0. The Golden Ground Rules

The Golden Ground Rules represent the ten common elements for effective meet-
ings and teamwork drawn from fifty different “codes of conduct” of organizations
from around the world.

A. Help UNITE the group

1. Require MUTUAL RESPECT
• Accept all input. Respect equality of all ideas and be fair in providing time

for everyone’s right to speak.
• Maintain privacy. Allow each person their personal space through appropri-

ate confidentiality, distance, and sensitivity.
• Honor humanness. Relate to others as fellow human beings who strive and

struggle to live effectively in a challenging world.
2. Realize INTERDEPENDENCE

• Acknowledge interdependence. Recognize and accept the reality that indi-
vidual survival and success is dependent on collective well-being. Coopera-
tion is in our self-interest. (6)

• Appreciate diversity. Understand diversity as the raw material of society and
welcome varied experiences, talents, and perspectives as assets to creating a
strong whole. (9)

• Bias for synergy. Go beyond minimal cooperation. Seek collective efforts that
produce results that are greater than the sum of the parts. (6)

• Collegial Relationships. Relate to peers with courtesy and support. (13)
3. Keep an OPEN MIND

• Spirit of inquiry. Stay alert, be curious, pursue analytical contemplation, and
seek collective discovery. (13)

• Possibility thinking. Maintain hope and faith in an open future and belief in
the ability to accomplish the impossible. (6)

• Receptiveness to change. Recognize the inevitability of constant change and
embrace new ideas. (4)

• Ability to let go. Review, affirm, and learn from the past but don’t be bur-
dened by it. (5)

• Take a chance. Be willing to take some risks and go where no one has been
before. (5)

• Accept group outcomes. Believe in unlimited solutions and ability of the
group to find the “right” one. (3)

4. Contribute THOUGHTFUL EXCHANGE
• Active listening. Listen to all participants actively, patiently, and with empa-

thy. (8)
• Proactive disclosure. Contribute your knowledge, questions, feelings, in-

sights, and convictions openly, confidently, clearly, and honestly (12)

(continued)
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Table 6.0. (continued)

• Ongoing exchange. Keep lines of communications always open and operat-
ing. (3)

• Encourage sharing. Actively seek other’s ideas. (7)
• Give and receive feedback. Assure that positive contributions are acknowledged,

and negative participation is redirected in a sensitive and timely manner. (11)
• Avoid hurt. Be sensitive to people. Address the issues without attacking, sar-

casm, blaming, judgment, and personal criticism. (8)
• Process observation. Be aware of group progress and actively improve group

interaction. (5)
• Clear language. Use words, materials, style, and body language that is

clear—say what you mean and mean what you say. (6)
• Channel information. Assure that all relevant information is surfaced and

flowing between the group and all related stakeholders. (12)
• Mutual support. Actively assist the group, think together, and implement the

task. (13)
5. Seek COMMON GROUND

• Seek win-win agreements. Actively seek mutually beneficial solutions and be
willing to bend and compromise. (17)

• Explore disagreements. Tolerate disagreements and strive for ways to “fight
with dignity” and bridge differences with integrity. (7)

• Proactive critique. Provide alternatives and synthesis. Don’t sit back and crit-
icize and complain about others’ input. (3)

• Uncover underlying interests. Suspend assumptions and negotiate based on
understanding. Seek fulfillment of each stakeholder’s deep, human interests
and needs. (5)

• Enlightened self-interest. Commit to a system-wide view as a way to benefit
individual interests. (7)

• Bridge factions. Serve as a gatekeeper to actively facilitate cooperation be-
tween levels, functions, and all stakeholder groups (4)

• Search for truth. Focus on the substance of the decision rather than person-
alities, favoritism, assumptions, and administrative procedures. (14)

• Shared power. Build strong decisions through mutual influence and shared
power. (5)

B. Help MOBILIZE solutions

6. Strive for RESULTS
• Seek outcomes. Focus attention and energy on achieving the desired com-

mon future, success, or end product. (7)
• Plan for action. Interactively develop action strategies that enable everyone

to assure follow-through of the group mission. (5)
• Mutual benefits. Assure group decisions, plans, and actions that deliver

shared rewards and benefits for all. (5)
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• Maximize ownership. Define standards and outcomes that are desired, un-
derstood, and accepted by all stakeholders. (10)

• Progress evaluation. Relentlessly track and test group progress against origi-
nal mission and standards (4)

7. Share RESPONSIBILITY
• Individual commitment. Accept responsibility to help implement the con-

sensus. (22)
• Clarified accountability. Ensure collective success by establishing clear and

shared accountability for results. (4)
• Delegated roles. Enable everyone to contribute equitably to the common ef-

fort through various roles that are clear, acknowledged, and optimize mem-
ber talents. (11)

• Shared leadership. Attend to the big picture and group process and take re-
sponsibility for the welfare of the whole venture. (12)

• Personal effort. Contribute to high quality through hard work, timeliness,
confident communication, thoughtfulness, and good judgment. (22)

• Model behavior. Practice the mission, code of conduct, or philosophy, which
the group aspires to. (3)

• Personal mastery. Optimize and support individual development in the midst
of the collective effort. (3)

• Care for yourself. Do things that are good for your mind, body, and soul in
order to sustain your ability to participate effectively. (5)

8. Choose EFFECTIVE PROCESS
• Status review. Build in regular “check-in” points to orient, clarify, and sum-

marize group work for everyone. (6)
• Shared information. Empower everyone to make informed decisions by shar-

ing all the relevant facts, status, and knowledge about the task at hand. (8)
• Appropriate analysis. Avoid jumping to conclusions. Don’t skip steps for

considering multiple perspectives, verifying facts, and fostering innovation
before making final choices. (6)

• Effective process. Carefully choose the most timely and effective method for
assuring focused group work which everyone honors and follows. (10)

• Play by the rules. Accept that effective participation takes time and disci-
pline. Show up on time and follow agreed-to norms and protocols. (7)

• Designated leadership. Choose process facilitators carefully and respect their
leadership. (6)

9. Help ORDER CHAOS
• Expect chaos. Get comfortable with ambiguity and help order chaos. Be

ready to encounter the fears, fascinations, challenges, and dynamism of a
collective effort. (9)

• Face tough situations. Be willing to embrace conflict, wrestle with complex-
ity, and encounter endless problem-solving duties .(6)

(continued)
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CONCLUSION

The participants are the magic to collaborative problem solving. According to Au-
thor Starhawk (3), they practice magic by envisioning what they want to create,
clearing the obstacles in their way, and then directing energy through that vision.

NOTES

1. Hanson, M. (2001). Constructing sustainability policy through collaboration: A multi-
site case study of decision-making processes that seek sustainable solutions for statewide
forests or local watershed development. St. Paul, MN: University of St.Thomas.

2. Hanson. M. (1996). Golden ground rules: A leader’s guide. Minneapolis, MN: Meeting
Needs.

3. Starhawk. (1987). Truth or dare: Encounters with power, authority, and mystery. San
Francisco: Harper and Row.
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Table 6.0. (continued)

• Perspire and persist. Be clear about the ultimate secret to success—sweat
equity and not giving up. (2)

• Learner mentality. Understand that living is learning. Adopt a “no failures”
approach. Evaluate and affirm setbacks and use every experience as a
means for constant improvement. (4)

• Roles flexibility. Be patient and poised to adapt with the changing needs of
the group effort. Be prepared to assume various roles. (5)

10. Employ HUMAN SPIRIT
• Mix business with pleasure. Insist that people enjoy the journey to the

destination—laugh, be aware of wonder, and maintain a sense of humor.
(11)

• Positive attitude. Maintain and enliven group productivity by fostering a
motivating vision, unifying story, and team spirit. (10)

• Deep human relations. Have the courage and respect to address the deep
human needs, fears, concerns, anxieties, and longings that underlie surface
tensions and conflicts. Support individual potential and empowerment. (6)

• Life balance. Stay true to the task but take time to break, rest, and replen-
ish energies .(4)

• User-friendly culture. Make everyone feel welcome and maintain a com-
fortable environment. (4)

Note: Numbers in parentheses show how many Golden Ground Rules from fifty
“codes of conduct” around the world included the listed element.

The Golden Ground Rules represent the ten common elements for effective
meetings and teamwork drawn from fifty different “codes of conduct” of organiza-
tions from around the world.
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215

One crucial quality of creativity is an ability to hold fast to confusion until confu-
sion becomes clear.

—Anonymous

If creativity is the capacity to create new capacities, constructing a consensus-building
project is nothing but sheer creativity. There is no other way to address the serious and
ambiguous issues we face today. No process substitutes for critical thinking and hard
work. This book shared the experiences and clues of consensus veterans, but the main
message is the permission to create new ways to make binding public agreements and
work together.

I recall a problem-formulation course in business school where we identified “cre-
ative processes.” I raised my hand to add one to the list—setting up complex proj-
ects or orchestrating problem-solving processes. It did not make the list. According
to the professor, it failed to meet criteria five—“the creative activity is not tightly
proceduralized but rather uses heuristic strategies, insight, association, abstraction,
and adaptive revision to pursue its goal.” At the time I did not argue but, twenty
years later, I beg to differ. Consensus building meets the criteria; designing and im-
plementing an effective consensus process requires multiple players to navigate in a
terrain of very few constants and hundreds of variables.

Devising effective forums for solving complex problems collaboratively means
finding creative ways to augment and supplement official decision-making processes,
practices, and protocols. Project sponsors, meeting leaders, and consensus participants
embrace existing structures as stepping-stones and apply generous doses of creativity
to pioneer collaborative ways to achieve meaningful analysis, agreement, and action.
Here is one agency commissioner’s recipe for creative problem solving:

Yes there are rules, but we all operate in regulated society and come face to face with
some kind of rule almost every minute of our waking lives. Rules exist for a reason—
simply to define the acceptable limits of behavior. We wouldn’t think of playing tennis

Epigraph
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on a court without lines or driving on a freeway without speed limits. The rules in state
government are no really no different . . . . I regard them not as constraints but as the
white lines on the tennis court. As long as I operate within those lines, avoiding even the
casual foot fault, I can be as creative or as flexible as I choose to be (8).

Every person can be a pressure point for creating new forms of public discourse
and social engagement. However, those in formal positions of leadership have a
unique role in accelerating collaborative problem solving. Large-scale change will
happen if pilot demonstrations succeed and show the way. Societal patterns can be
changed one meeting, one project, and one dispute at a time. According to the theo-
ries of tipping point and critical mass, a growing number of pioneering efforts can
catalyze a societal sea change. You have seen it in small scale in your own neigh-
borhood. One household sets up a fetching three-pot flower arrangement in front of
their front door. In a few weeks, several other neighbors customize the idea in front
of their own houses. Within the summer, it becomes a fad around the neighborhood.

My hope is that more and more leaders will adopt a collaborative option to ad-
dress organizational dilemmas, develop community, break out of conflict, and move
beyond simply surviving our problems. By unlocking the human capacity to build
new capacity, workplaces, cities, governments, schools, associations, partnerships,
and nations, we can not only survive but discover ways to thrive and flourish as a
human community.

216 Epigraph
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