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TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE FACILITATION

Prepare yourself

· Gain as much understanding about the group you are facilitating in advance of the session as is possible (numbers, work done to-date, issues and concerns).

· Think through the issues or problems that may arise in the facilitated session and plan how you will respond.  

Fine-tune your skills

· The key skills for facilitation are listening, synthesizing discussion and identifying ways to move the discussion or learning forward.

Define your role

· Make sure participants understand that your role as a facilitator is to assist the group to identify key issues and challenges and develop strategies to respond to these issues.  You will keep them on track and ensure that the workshop objectives are met, but the expertise and the answers to theirs issues and concerns rests with the participants themselves.

· You must trust that the group you are facilitating will take responsibility for their own learning and problem-solving.  Your role is to provide a structure or support for doing this.  

Organize

· As a facilitator you must have a very clear understanding of what needs to be accomplished by the end of the session and the means you will use the guide the group to this end.  

Remain open

· Be flexible.  Plan your process in advance, but be ready to change or adapt to meet the needs of the group.

Keep it simple

· Don’t make the process to complex.  You do not want the process to get in the way of learning and discussion.  The larger the group, the simpler the process and the tools used should be.

· Don’t try to cram too much activity into the time you have.  Allow time for meaningful discussion.  Often the sharing of ideas and discussion has the most value for participants.  

Start off on the right foot

· Ensure that all participants have a common understanding of the purpose and intended results of the session.  

· An introductory exercise is always advisable as it breaks the ice and allows you to develop rapport with the group.

Build trust

· For effective facilitation the group must trust you.  For trust to develop you must be genuine in your interest and desire to make the facilitated session beneficial for participants.  

Strike a balance

· There is a balance to strike between giving people time to express themselves and keeping the process on track.  

Stay neutral

· Ask questions.  As a neutral party you can help a group think through issues by simply asking questions.

· If conflict emerges, identify the issue that is at the center of the conflict.  Acknowledge that there is conflict and emotion.  

· In heated discussions or conflicts, make sure that participants continue to show respect for one another.  Keep discussions focused on the issues rather than letting things get personal.  

Make them laugh

· Humor is important.  It is a non-threatening way for participants in a group to see issues or acknowledge problems.  

Write it down

· Particularly for participants in an existing program, the notes made during the session may be useful for further work and discussion.  Choosing a participant to record group work may prove helpful.

· Before discarding any flip chars, ask the group if they would like to have notes written up and sent to them about the workshop.  

Get feedback

· Ask for evaluative feedback.  Learn from your experience.  

· Watch group vibes and body language.

· If people seem bored or inattentive, you may have to speed up the pace of the meeting.  If people seem tense because of unvoiced disagreements, you may have to bring concerns out into the open.  

Ask open-ended questions

· Effective, open-ended questing will provide participants with the opportunity to share their experience and knowledge with the group, and helps to get necessary feedback.  

Set and follow ground rules

· Developing ground rules with the group and sticking to them helps to create an environment in which everyone feels comfortable participating.  

Encourage participation

· Involve everyone in the meeting.  This includes drawing out the quiet participants and controlling the domineering ones.

Stick to the agenda

· Groups have a tendency to wander far from the original agenda, sometimes without knowing it.  When you hear the discussion wandering off, bring it to the group’s attention.

Check back with the group

· Be careful about deciding where the meeting should go.  Check back after each major part of the process to see if there are questions and that everyone understands and agrees with decisions that were made.

Be self-aware

· Take a break to calm down if you feel nervous or are losing control.  Watch that you’re not repeating yourself, saying “ah” between each word, or speaking too fast.  Watch your voice and physical mannerisms.  (Are you standing too close to people so they feel intimidated, are you making eye contact so people are engaged?)  Your behavior will have an effect on the way participants feel.

Summarize results and needed follow-ups

· Before ending the meeting, summarize the key decisions that were made and what else happened.  Be sure also to summarize the follow-up actions that were agreed to and need to take place.  Remind people how much good work was done and how effective the meeting was.  Refer back to the objectives or outcomes to show how much you accomplished.

Thank the participants

· Take a minute to thank people who prepared things for the meeting e.g. the people who set up the room, brought food and refreshments, or did any work towards making the meeting happen.  Thank all of the participants for their input and energy and for making the meeting a success.

EFFECTIVE FACILITATION – THINGS TO AVOID

Don’t memorize a script.

· Even with a well-prepared agenda and key points you must make, you need to be flexible and natural.  If people sense that you are repeating memorized lines, they will feel like they are being talked down to and won’t respond freely.

Don’t talk to the flipchart, blackboard or walls – they can’t talk back!

· Always wait until you have stopped writing and are facing the group to talk.

Don’t be defensive

· If you are attacked or criticized, take a “mental step” backwards before responding.  Once you become defensive, you risk losing the group’s respect and trust, and might cause people to feel they can’t be honest with you.

Don’t fidget

· Hold onto a marker, chalk, or the back of a chair.  Don’t play with the change in your pocket!
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