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• Remember that you’re working with humans — despite all the experience, 
planning, and preparation in the world, something unexpected will 
inevitably happen, so be flexible! 

• Relationship and trust always trumps expertise. 

• Truly embrace the resistance you encounter, as it provides insight to the 
hurdles you must jump to create the change you are seeking. 

• Don't plan agendas around time, or topics, but around desired outcomes. 

• Be present. Listen (don't assume). Encourage full participation.  
Encourage the group to give fair attention and consideration to the “no" 
votes in the group. 

• Take an improv class. 

• The best advice I ever received was to be myself and use my strengths. 
That would mean I am always working with confidence, because I know 
my strengths! The people in the room can pick up on a lack of confidence 
and this can then result in anxiety in the group and less trust in the 
facilitator. 

• Have a plan about managing the process, and always listen to the wisdom 
of the group in order to make the process better. Listen and adapt. 

• LESS IS MORE!  
•  Develop your draft presentation and then go back through with an ax              

and CUT it down!  
•  Never talk for more than 5-10 minutes at a time without taking breaks to 

engage the audience w/questions, activities, etc. 
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• Mix things up. Don't sit too long, listen too long, or have too long a group 
discussion. Constantly be mixing up how people are interacting with the 
material and each other. 

• It's good, fast or cheap - pick two!  
— This advice is credited to Francis Hartmann, University of Calgary. 

• It is ok to cut off someone's comments if they are talking too long and 
taking too much floor space — just be as tactful as you can. 

• When I was a new and hopeful facilitator / trainer, one of my absolute best 
grad school professors told me: When developing your lesson plan for 
training, figure out the nugget that, above all else, you wish to have your 
participants absorb that day — and start your session with that. 
Acknowledge that you as facilitator are part of the 'system' of that class 
and need to be fluid, flexible and responsive in that system. 

• The best advice I've received regarding facilitation or consultation is 
suspend judgment. I use these two little words in other aspects of my 
professional and private life. 

• As Charcot is said to have told Freud: a client will forgive a mistake of 
technique, but never a mistake of the heart. I take that to mean that in our 
facilitation we can recover from mistakes in process or technique, but 
likely not from a mistake of the heart. 
— credited to Nelli Noakes (who heard it from Sam Kaner)  

• Do not worry about having all the answers. Guide the group to find the 
answers themselves. 

• Listen to what is NOT being said. 

• Stay true to your heart, and trust the process. 

• The facilitator is the Guardian of the Process.  
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• Allow participants to express divergent ideas and finally drive towards 
convergent thinking. 

• Don't be attached to the outcome or give in to the temptation to tell clients 
what you think they should do. Create space and guidance to help clients 
have conversations that are different than the conversations they have 
been having — and do it in a way they can continue to do, after you leave. 

• Good facilitators are self-aware and work on their own "issues." They don't 
seek to get their emotional needs met by their clients. Don't look to your 
clients to affirm you, to feed your ego, to tell you how terrific you are. Do 
what is right for the client and what will help them achieve their goals. 
Even if you make yourself unpopular in the short run. 

• Avoid fatal plops by acknowledging every comment. 

• Go slow to go fast. 

• You need to connect before you dive into the content. 

• We are not here to hurt any individual, group or the organization (credited 
to Kathie Dannemiller.) I observed her facilitate a group in which one 
member started attacking another part of the organization. Taught me the 
courage to confront and protect honesty and trust building. 

• I think the best advice I have ever received is that the client owns both the 
problem and the solution. Basic, basic, basic, and such a good reminder 
given my own (counterproductive) desire to fix everyone else's problems. 

• Never lose "contact" with a participant, or everything else will be 
jeopardized. So always keep track of hands raised and make sure they 
feel heard and acknowledged. 

• Relax and be yourself. 
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• The best advice I've gotten on facilitating or consulting is to be sure to 
confirm my understanding of what my clients, colleagues, and associates 
tell me. 

• If the team leader is going to receive negative feedback in an upcoming 
meeting, be sure you have met with that leader to prepare him /her for 
receiving difficult-to-hear feedback. This implies many points to cover, 
such as:  
• how to work with it inside him/herself;  
• how to not interrupt or explain;  
• how to assess the value of the feedback to him/herself;  
• how to see the feedback in a larger context of group dynamics and 

people's projections onto a leader;  
• how to respond with active listening; 
• and more. 

• High quality listening is key to assuring your client feels heard, recognized 
and understood. Action-oriented feedback will keep clients coming back. 

• Start with a check-in so that everyone has a chance to speak. This 
encourages more participation. I have found this works like magic, even 
with the most introverted of participants. 

• Everyone’s ideas carry equal weight, not just ideas that come from the 
person in the room with the highest title. 

• Advice I always try to remember: Get concerned and look inward when I 
start to care more about finding a solution than the parties do. 

• Ask open-ended questions and be open to hearing answers that surprise 
you — what people have to contribute and what they learn from sessions 
are often not what I expect, and can add value I never imagined. 

• Meet people where THEY are. 
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• When facilitating a meeting, plan to spend twice the length of the meeting 
on preparation before the meeting. If you're going to have a dozen busy 
professionals in a meeting for an hour, spending two hours of your own 
time in the days leading up to the meeting is entirely worthwhile. This is an 
important reminder, especially for those of us who don't facilitate full-time, 
to treat facilitation as a serious commitment. 

• Remember how you MAY be perceived by others ... not just how you think 
you are presenting yourself. 

• When possible - have SEPARATE roles for facilitator and scribe. Easier 
said than done, but wonderful when possible. 

• Stay present, trust the process, get out of the way. 

• Don't work harder than your client. 

• Dance in the moment. Meaning: truly listen to your client and suspend 
judgment of where the conversation "needs" to go. 

• Treat consulting (or facilitation) as a mindfulness practice. (This advice 
changed my perspective entirely.) 

• Listening is one of the most essential tools you have / use in facilitation. 

• Listen. Tune in to participants with your whole head and heart, to be able 
to tailor a process to what's most helpful for that group at that time. 
Flexibility, attunement — these build trust. 

• Listen carefully and try to understand exactly what is needed. This will 
lead to better understanding of the situation / problem / needs / etc. and 
will help you in empathizing with the client / user / customer to better 
address their needs / concerns / problems / etc. 

• Learn to listen. 
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• Listen; hear. 

• Listen and ask lots of questions! 

• Listen. Listen. Listen. 

• Listen, listen, listen; don't just say something, BE there ~ vibrantly, 
tangibly, with full rapport and presence. 

• Listen, listen, listen - and without editing what you hear. And, use humor 
when the going gets tough! 

• As part of a management training class I took, I took a short self-
assessment to see how good a listener I was as a manager. I found a 
number of areas where I could improve, which I'm actively doing now. 
Listening is a big part of facilitation and consulting — and is an important 
skill as a people manager and team leader too. 

• You need to listen and figure out ways to help/enable participants to do 
the best thinking. 

• Set the scene that everyone is equal even if there is management in the 
room. Take power out the discussion. 

• Be clear who the client really is. 

• Don't rush for a decision, and maintain neutrality. 

• Get out of your own way so you can access your true power and play with 
the energy in the room. Stop trying to force things onto your group and 
begin to observe what naturally emerges. This way you allow the group to 
create their own content and lead the path toward their own learning. They 
should feel as if they did everything themselves. 

• Look at the people in the room when you’re speaking. 
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• The best advice I got regarding facilitation and consulting was in grad 
school (Sonoma State) and said by Saul Eisen.  

Basically Saul said that to be a good consultant / facilitator (and I would 
add, trainer), one needs to leave their own stuff (baggage) at the door. It 
was very transparent when on my first client gig (in grad school), the 
parallel processes / issues that played out within the consulting team and 
echoed issues within the organization. 

By being really clear about what I bring to the table in terms of 
stereotypes, judgments, and filters I am then able to leave them at the 
door and focus on the clients’ issue. Often personal insight can add to the 
understanding of those present, but not always.... 

I still heed this advice on a daily basis!!! Thank you Saul Eisen!!! 

• Notice how you, as the facilitator or consultant, are showing up in the 
room. Be aware of how the work is impacting you. 

• Design a process with a balance of structure and openness — and then 
trust it. 

• Be sure that your client and you are both very clear on what the client’s 
expectations are regarding exactly what they want to achieve and what 
they expect for deliverables. 

• Be the Weight Watchers of consulting rather than the doctor that tells 
someone they need to lose weight. 

• When receiving feedback, first thank the person for the feedback. Then 
respond with a willingness to carefully consider the feedback. 

• It’s about them, not about you. 

• It’s not about YOU. 

• Keep your ego out of the room. 
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• Act as a conduit of something much bigger. This isn’t about you – you are 
here to be of service. 

• Know your participants! 

• Apply your intelligence to asking good questions. 

• The "groan zone" is inevitable....keep working through it! 

• Work the "groan zone" - don’t rush it! 

• If you are going to work on others first work on yourself. 

• Open mindedness, listening ears, willingness to learn and flexibility are 
crucial to facilitate collective decision-making. 

• Show up. Be present (fully). Tell the truth. Don't be attached to the 
outcome. 

• Smile more. 

• Ask: "did I miss anything?" 

• Be respectful, be supportive. 

• Facilitation is a discovery process for the facilitator and the participants. 
The process is synonymous to sailing a boat in the open sea. The waters 
may be smooth or rough at different times. The facilitator reflects on the 
state of the waters and pulls out different methods, tools and approaches 
for different situations presented by the participants. There are many 
discoveries to be made in the scenario when both the facilitator and the 
participants remain open, positive and have trust in the facilitator. 

• Leaders are always fighting the last battle they lost. Understand what they 
experienced and it will help you understand what is driving their behavior. 
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• Your attention as the facilitator is a very powerful force. When you pay 
attention to someone, everyone else in the room also pays attention to 
that person. People who over-participate or participate in unconstructive 
ways feed on the energy from that attention. If you shift your attention 
away from that person to another part of the room, very often that subtle 
action will by itself encourage the person to wrap up their comments and 
open up space for other participants. 

There’s an element to it that’s manipulative, and when I’m working with a 
team or other group that works together over time, I prefer to encourage 
the group to reflect on these dynamics themselves. But when I’m 
facilitating a public meeting where many participants do not know each 
other and will not be working together again, this tool helps keep the 
“usual suspects” from dominating the conversation. 

• Share bad news first. (Which could also be interpreted as "no surprises.") 

• The best advice I ever received came after I was asked to facilitate a 
meeting of potential new employees from an outsource and admitted to 
my manager that I was terrified at the prospect. He said, "Facilitating won't 
kill you; but if it does, I won't ask you to do it again!" 

• Don't try to force an organization's culture to be other than it is. 

• Carefully think through your desired takeaway, then use the Facilitator’s 
Guide to Participatory Decision-Making to determine the exercises / 
structure that will help you attain your goal. 

• 1) Always avoid contracting from a 'bent over position’ (credited to Peter 
Block) and 2) Don’t rely on the client’s self-diagnosis of the presenting 
problem. 

• Curiosity is the cure for a judgmental mind. While this isn’t necessarily 
advice about facilitation or consulting, it does help me stay grounded 
during difficult conversations. 
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• When I imagine the participants coming into the meeting or workshop 
room on the first day is: how will or does it feel to be each one of them? 
Where are they in their own path and priorities and what might be their 
interest or lack of to be together in this room? Imagining what these could 
possibly be helps me remember that some people will not want to be in 
this room and these are the ones to win over with the process. And of 
course, probably the most important advice is to simply, openly and 
honestly enjoy the process of discovering all this as it unfolds, together 
with the participants and just welcome it. 

• Always look for the gift in the s**t sandwich. 

Specifically, when a participant throws a wrench into your smoothly 
facilitated group process by speaking an unspeakable, taking the group 
“off agenda”, or challenging what had seemed to be shaping up into a 
lovely consensus, breathe through your panic, accept the momentary 
group discomfort, and look for the opportunity this is presenting to you and 
the group. Perhaps there is an elephant in the room that needs 
introduction; an assumption that needs questioning; danger of group think. 
Perhaps there is a specific obstacle to shared understanding that needs to 
be identified and addressed. 

Be curious and trust that there is a gift that you and the group can find. 

For me, this awareness and POV has turned innumerable group process 
moments of “OH NO!” into “Oh, YES!!!” for me. 

• What would happen if you asked powerful, open-ended questions? 

• Write down every comment during a brainstorm — without emotion! 

• Don't spend your valuable time reading e-mails with offers that you'll never 
get. 

• Meet the client where they are, not where you are or where you think they 
should be. 
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• You don’t have to have all the answers when you’re facilitating. But you do 
need to name what you see happening in the room, bring the group’s 
attention to it, and help guide the group to finding an answer together. 
Together you share that responsibility. You’re the shepherd. 

• Take the task seriously, but don't take yourself too seriously. 

• I had the opportunity to attend Sam Kaner’s facilitation training for three 
days in Addis Ababa. I don’t have enough words to express my feeling 
and emotional attachment with this course. I attended the training 
expecting to strengthen my facilitation skill by learning some tips and 
tricks. However what I got from the training is a set of life changing 
lessons. I have applied the lessons not only to my professional life also to 
my personal life. Specially to have good discussion with my kids. I have 7 
and 5 year old kids. It was very difficult to have communication in turns 
with them, but stacking, paraphrasing and suspend judgment helped me a 
lot to have a very good communication with my family and also to be a 
good facilitator in my professional life. 

I have learnt so many useful things from Sam Kaner. One of my best 
advice from Sam was “being conscious”. I am conscious of what I am 
doing which I think helped me a lot to remember and apply all my lessons. 

• You will have many personality types in every group. You’ll need to have a 
clear structure / agenda, provide a safe space (in terms of group norms), 
make plenty of time for meaning-making and sufficient time for next steps 
for the action folks. I have found this formulation extremely helpful over the 
years of designing and leading meetings. 

• Never stop learning, listening, and leaning in! 

• Best advice I’ve had is very easy to say, but I’ve found it difficult to 
consistently implement: “Ooom, Pah, Pah . . . “ 

• God did not put all the fruit on one branch. 
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• The Great Creator and the First Human Being were walking one day, 
trying to figure out where to put the spirit of compassion. The First Human 
Being said, "how about we hide it in the cave beneath the mountain?" The 
Great Creator said, "No. Future Human Beings will find it there. We should 
place it way up high on top of the mountain." The First Human Being said, 
"No. Human Beings will climb the mountain one day and find it for sure. 
Let's sink it in the river." The Great Creator said, "No. They will swim and 
find it. That's not a good place either." So the Great Creator and the First 
Human Being were stuck. Then the Great Creator said to the First Human 
Being, "I know! Let's put it inside your heart, First Human Being. It's dark 
in there and filled with blood. Your children will never know how to look 
when they go searching." That's the "best" facilitation advice I gotten. 
(Credited to Rick Bartow, Native Artist.) 

• The setting, including the setup of the room, and with a particular focus on 
my state of consciousness. How I bring myself to the ‘facilitation’ or 
dialogue sets the direction for everything else. For example, if I am feeling 
upset with a person or situation and don’t address it, but bring it into the 
facilitation, it will have a significant effect on the group and the process. 
Mid 1990’s, in a course called “Spiritual Aspects of Mediating: Integrating 
Body, Mind & Spirit”, Barbara Ashley Phillips taught methods to check into 
/ shift my internal state and address anything there. This has been the 
most influential course over my career for disputes or facilitation. 

• The facilitator always should consider both the stated outcomes and the 
experiential outcomes. Stated outcomes would be, for example, 'decide on 
a program for fund raising'. Experiential outcomes deal with how people 
interact with each other, and what the take away feelings of the session 
would be. For example: 'energized, hopeful for the future' as an 
experiential outcome would guide the facilitator in including personal story 
telling with a focus on a positive topic. I learned this from ICA of Canada 
when I took a class from them on the Focused Conversation. 

 



Community At Work 
 

THE BEST ADVICE YOU EVER RECEVIED  
ON FACILITATION AND CONSULTING 

	  
PROVIDED BY OUR Community At Work COLLEAGUES 

	  

1 Tubbs Street   •   San Francisco, CA 94107   •   (415) 282-9876   •   (415) 282-9878 fax 
 

• The facilitator is a guide for a group’s journey, and like any guide the 
facilitator should know the territory, the territory of the distance to be 
traveled, of the culture of the group, of the environment and finally of the 
human heart, yours and theirs. 

“Remember, the map is not the territory.” 

This advice I received from my first and greatest facilitator-mentor: Terry 
Roberts. May he rest in peace but I channel him every time I stand before 
a group. 

• When there’s a problem with people, people are likely not the real 
problem. The problem is in the system/process…or lack thereof. 

• I learned this from colleagues 25 years ago. They encouraged us as 
facilitators to come up with a “no matter what”. Which translated in to “no 
matter what” others do or don’t do, this is how I can feel good about what I 
did in service of the group. It was great advice! You could do the most 
thorough needs assessment, design the most brilliant agenda - and then 
people show up :-( I pass that along to the folks I teach, along with what I 
like to call the “Gumby Approach”, borrowing from a quote by Michael 
McGriff, “Blessed are the flexible, for they shall not be bent out of shape”. 
 


