Meeting Facilitation Skills

“A facilitator is someone who uses some level of intuitive or explicit knowledge of group process to help a group achieve what it wants or needs to do to get where it wants to go,” explained Izzy Gesell, MS Ed and Certified Speaking Professional. 
So, to start the Meeting Facilitation Skills session, Gesell first facilitated discussion about what attendees hoped to learn. Responses included learning how clarify agreements made in meetings; keeping meetings on track; helping meeting participants stay open minded to new ideas, and how facilitators can remain neutral.
Neutrality, Gesell confirmed, is key to facilitation. “That’s how facilitation differs from training and running a meeting, in that you stay neutral as much as possible to the outcome and focus almost completely on the process.” It’s also one of the greatest challenges of the job, he said. The trick is, “to step out of ego and desire to drive the meeting” to let the group make its own decisions. Nearly every recommendation Gesell made in the session involved soliciting feedback from meeting participants rather than making assumptions or assertions.

An agenda is an important tool to keep meetings on track and Gesell recommends sending the agenda to meeting participants ahead of time to solicit feedback and suggestions for additions or changes.
Gesell’s agendas sometimes include times—five minutes on this topic, ten minutes on that—and he sometimes includes a few minutes at the beginning of the agenda for the social niceties that help connect people before the work starts. But he cautioned against adhering too strictly to these limits. Gesell instead enlists someone to be the “drummer” or timekeeper. At each agenda item, he’ll ask the drummer to notify him when they have two minutes of discussion left, at which point he will ask if the group wants more time on the topic.
Gesell also enlists a meeting “scribe.” This person does not take notes on the meeting but rather on people’s “action comments,” said Gesell. Whenever anyone volunteers for a task, the scribe writes that down along with a time when the task will be completed. At the end of the meeting, the scribe reads out the commitments, and sends copies of the list to meeting participants.

Attendees had questions for Gesell about some of the things that can throw meeting agendas off, such as off-topic discussions and meeting dominators. A technique Gesell described for the former is “the parking lot”—an ongoing list of topics that might be of interest for a later meeting. Every time an off-topic matter comes up in a meeting, it can be noted in the “parking lot” for later review. 

Meeting dominators—people who talk too often or too long—need to be acknowledged and gently reined in. Gesell suggested the phrase, “That makes a lot of sense, let me see what some other people think about that.” Another option is to talk privately with the person before or after the meeting. “Say something like, ‘You have a lot to offer the group and I’m having some difficulty managing the agenda and trying to hear you out all the time,’” Gesell said. Listen to the response while trying to stay focused on that person’s point of view. For example, he said, you might mention that you sense the person is frustrated and try to learn more about that.
This sort of discussion might benefit from what Gesell called “Second or third level questions and answers.” If someone says, “I like it,” Gesell will pursue more information by asking “What did you like about it?” If the response to that is, “It was fun,” he’ll ask, “What made it fun?” In this way, he said, he gets information he can really work with. 
Similarly, he advocates “appreciative inquiry” that focuses on the positive. For example, he might approach planning for a new project by saying, “Last time we had this kind of project or goal, our objectives were met and it was successful. What made it successful? Let’s look at what works and recreate it rather than looking for what’s broken and fixing that.”
While Gesell fielded many questions and comments during the session, he had attendees do only one exercise related to positive versus negative communication. In the “Yes, and…” exercise, one attendee at each table started by making a comment. Person two repeated the comment and added to it by saying, “Yes, and…” Person three repeated person two’s comment and add to that by saying “Yes, and…” and so on around the table.
Attendees found the exercise challenging. “It’s so automatic to say ‘Yes, but…,’” one attendee said, to general assent from others. “’Yes, and…’ is just not a habit.”

To demonstrate of the negative power of “Yes, but…,” Gesell then had attendees repeat the exercise using that phrase instead. 
Afterwards, attendees commented on the different tone and results. “It kind of escalated,” said one. “People’s tones got a little snottier, a little more combative.”
And, said another, “The more ‘buts’ you got, the further removed you got from the issues you started with.”

“I got defensive,” added a third.

“As emotions go up, logic goes down,” said Gesell. “’Yes, but…’ causes emotions to go up. With ‘yes, and…’ it’s easy to build a group story.
“It’s collaborative,” an attendee agreed. 
“‘Yes, and…’ versus ‘yes, but…’ is a powerful way to get people to deal with issues in a way that doesn’t separate them from one another,” Gesell said. “You could discuss this before the meeting and if the group agrees, make this the culture.”

And if negative energy does start creeping into a meeting anyway, Gesell had a couple of suggestions. One is simply getting people up and moving for a minute to get their blood flowing. Another is breaking up patterns—having people change seats, for example. And a third is addressing the issue directly. “As much as you can be truthful, go to truth,” he recommended. “You can say, ‘I’m feeling that all the energy got sucked out of this meeting. What happened?’” Then, if necessary, have the drummer factor in a few minutes in the agenda to discuss how the meeting might be veering off-course. “When in doubt, tell the truth,” Gesell reiterated.
Gesell had a few more practical tools to offer the group, including using gap analysis flip charts, with one chart listing “Where we are now” and the other listing “Where do we want to be.” The gap between those can then be identified. “Sometimes you find out that where you want to be is not realistic,” he said.
Another way to chart goals is called the “Fishbone,” and it looks like a fishbone with an arrow pointing to the goal or situation, with the “bones” listing the causes. 
And, for getting people to work together, Gesell suggested “What I need and what I offer,” in which each meeting participant tells the others what he or she needs (i.e. “I need help managing data from our surveys”) and can offer (“I’ve taken coaching classes and can share some insight.”) People learn more about each other with this exercise, said Gesell, and discover each others’ “subterranean skills.”

When Gesell asked attendees what they would take away from the meeting, he received varied responses. A couple of people mentioned “Yes, but…” and one attendee said, “I’m going to take it a step further. I’m going to make people throw a dollar into a jar every time they say ‘but.’” 
Another attendee was struck by how “addressing the process and using your own feelings gets you back to mission every time.” And, said another, “I like the idea of summarizing the meeting and making a call to action.”
“So many of these things seem so simple and they all make sense. What gets in the way of doing them more frequently?” a participant wondered.

“People,” Gesell said, to laughter. “It would be so easy without people.”

In closing, Gesell quoted from the Tao Te Ching: “Of the best leader, when the job is done, the people say, ‘We did it ourselves.’”

