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Facilitation

Skills

CDRA
This reading explores the art of facilitation as essentially a process of leadership. A model of facilitation practice is offered which encompasses skills and an orientation for fairly advanced level of facilitation when working with groups and organisations.
Facilitators have to achieve a balance of qualities similar to those that a leader should strive for. Experience has shown that, generally speaking, organisations can be divided into six types based on the kind of culture which they embody. The essence of real leadership is to assist the organisation in the creation of new, appropriate cultures.

The six cultural types are divided into three groups of two each. Each group is described in terms of polarities, and the essence of leadership towards cultural change is to find a creative meeting place between the polarities, because none of the poles are complete or effective in themselves.

Cultural types
Manifestation

Archetype

Group 1
Task/People


Male/Female

Group 2 
Vision/Opportunity

Ideal/Reality

Group 3
Expert/Experience

Future/Past

Qualities of cultural types
Group 1 

Task

The "task" polarity is characterised by the following qualities:

Short‑term orientation; highly operational; efficient; focused; sees people as costs; uses military language; sees environment as hostile; dynamic; thrusting; aggressive; has no concept of development.

Weaknesses: Reactive, not proactive; has no time to think; is brittle and non‑developmental.

People

The "people" polarity is characterised by the following qualities: Open; trusting; team emphasis; growth; development; nurturing; long‑term policies; emphasis on the whole human being; harmony; learning climate; listening attitude.

Weaknesses: Listen but don't do; a bit slow; too comfortable; not really alert.

When these polarities are brought together, as when woman and man meet, new life can be born. (Adapted from a talk by Mario van Boeschoten of Transform, England.)

Group 2

Vision 

The "vision" polarity is characterised by the following:

Mission statement; values; intentions; clarity of purpose; role; long‑term orientation; imagination; meaning; quality; motivation. Weaknesses: Often has a top‑down approach which leads to frustration or cynicism at lower levels), can become susceptible to illusions.

Opportunities: 

The "opportunities" polarity is characterised by: 

Movement; quickness; ambition; continually on the lookout; high level of skills, but individual; out on your own; flexible; speedy.

Weaknesses: As open to sudden disaster as to sudden success.

Group 3

Expert 

The "expert" polarity is characterised by the following: The latest is the best; will tell everyone what to do; have enormous authority; high level of intelligence, but compartmentalised; choices not based on morality, but on cleverness, what's new, gimmicks. Weaknesses: Dispersed, all over the place, can become unrealistic. Not based on morality.

Experience

The "experience" polarity is characterised by the following:

Guidelines from the past; makes decisions according to experience in manuals; hierarchical; solid; reliable.

Weaknesses: Slow moving, outdated.

A balance between these polarities must be found for success.

Qualities of leadership
What does all this mean on an individual level for the leader or facilitator? Let's transpose the nouns we have used so far into verbs for action.

Noun



Verb

Task



Confronting

People



Supporting

Vision



Giving meaning

Opportunities


Mobilising

Expert



Focusing

Experience


Grounding

We need to find balance, the mid‑point between the six cultures (each one incomplete in itself) in order to assist in generating new and viable organisational forms to meet new and changing circumstances. We need to be both confronting and supporting, and know when each is appropriate. We need to help provide vision and meaning for the activities of an initiative and for its staff, but balance this with mobilising them into using the opportunities. We need to help the organisation focus its activities and ground them in achievable aims and objectives. Other ways of seeing the polarities which need to be balanced are:

Female/Male

Yin/Yang

Soft/Hard

Support/Confront

Overview/Focus

For leaders and facilitators, the picture of the hawk is an appropriate one, a balance which needs to be nurtured in order to do the good. The hawk glides high in the sky, calm, relaxed; everything is seen from its high vantage point; the overview is all‑encompassing and diffuse. But within the overall, generalised picture with its shades and textures and patterns, the tiny individual mouse is suddenly seen. The ability to focus becomes keen, and the hawk will swoop down, accurately and efficiently, to isolate one tiny element within a vast perspective.

Facilitation

"The wise leader's ability does not rest on techniques, gimmicks or set exercises. The method of awareness‑of‑process applies to all people and all situations. The leader's personal state of consciousness creates a climate of openness. Centre and ground give the leader stability, flexibility, and endurance. Because the leader sees clearly, the leader can shed light on others."

Facilitation skills involve the gathering of accurate information about how people are relating to each other and the materials presented, and intervening to clarify the dynamics of the situation. Effective facilitation involves several elements:

1. 
A holistic orientation to oneself and others

2. 
Observation skills for gathering information

3. 
Intervention skills for clarifying interaction

4. 
Self‑development

A model of facilitation

Soft skills

Observation:

Noticing a range of verbal, non‑verbal cues of self and others, noticing group themes, patterns, images; noticing incongruence in communication 

Intervention:

Formulating tentative guesses about meaning of behaviours that are observed without interpretation; simply changing to a response to a person or group without giving direct feedback.

Hard skills

Observation:

Pinpointing specific behaviour; interpreting meaning and consequences of behaviour; judging likely outcomes of repeated patterns 

Intervention: 

Confrontation of specific behaviour, suggestions or advocacy for change; teaching a specific skill; stopping self from a biased intervention.
(adapted from Facilitation skills from start to finish by Elaine Yarbrough)
Holistic orientation

A holistic orientation means working with the two forces mentioned in the training model; yin and yang, soft and hard. A soft orientation is an open, aware, receptive stance, increasing open‑mindedness, and flexibility. It enhances the consultant's ability to perceive people and events in a systematic way, seeing how all the pieces and patterns fit together, it requires a tolerance for ambiguity. For example, while watching a team‑ building session, you may notice the group members joke a lot and compliment each other. So you could surmise they are a supportive group. However, by waiting, remaining "soft", and being open to a wide range of information, you may also notice that each round of joviality is preceded by strong criticism. The group interaction could have more to do with relieving stress of struggles for control and influence than with affection and support, as the initial interaction may have suggested. This could lead to a different intervention.

A hard orientation is important for sorting out, categorising, and judging information — narrowing and defining the meanings of behaviour. In the example above, you might describe the behaviour to the group, label it as a release of tension, and suggest ways in which a group could handle their conflict more productively.

"The leader can act as a warrior or as a healer. As a warrior, the leader acts with power and decision. That is the Yang or masculine aspect of leadership. Most of the time, however, the leader acts as a healer and is in an open, receptive, and nourishing state. That is the feminine or Yin aspect of leadership. This mixture of doing and being, of warrior and healer, is both productive and potent." (Heider, p.55)

Both orientations can be recognised by physiological, perceptual and psychological indicators (Friedman, 1978). These indicators are helpful in two ways: 1) By noticing your own mind/body state, you can know which orientation you are in, and 2) you can alter your orientation by changing these indicators. For example, a consultant may be making a number of interventions which "bounce off" the group or even irritate them. This is probably because the person is in a hard orientation at an inappropriate time. Instead, he/she should shift to a soft focus and wait for a fuller, more accurate sense of what is happening in the interaction. Then his/her interventions will be more effective.

"... the wise leader who loses the sense of immediacy becomes quiet and lets all effort go until a sense of clarity and consciousness returns" (Heider, p. 75)

The physiological characteristics of a soft state include a relaxed, centred body, low blood pressure, heart rate, and blood flow to the muscles. Breathing is slow, even and deep. Eyes have a quality of softness rather than a quality of tenseness and staring. In contrast, hard listening is characterised by higher blood pressure, increased heart rate, shallow breathing, and contracted muscles. The body is ready for action and there is a quickness of response.
Perceptually, soft listening is non‑judgmental and non‑focused. It includes a heightened sensitivity to a diverse set of stimuli, such as voice tones, gestures, facial expressions, posture, the way the group is arranged in the room; and involves hearing another's entire message, rather than quickly jumping to conclusions about its meaning. On the other hand, hard listening is focused. There is selectivity in perceiving communication messages and a quickness to respond and to offer solutions.

Psychologically, when practitioners are listening softly, they are interested in interpersonal needs of safety, security, and closeness. In order to listen and perceive others' needs accurately, consultants must be in a low state of interpersonal need themselves, making few demands on those to whom they are listening. In other words, soft listening is accepting and tolerant of where clients are, rather than pushing them to be or do something else. In contrast, hard listening is related to interpersonal needs of power and control. That is, when consultants are coming from a hard orientation they are directing participants to move in a certain way and are interested in efficiency, structure, and precision. Responses that emerge from hard listening are often prescriptive and sometimes judgmental.
As described, soft and hard orientations influence consultants' awareness, which, in turn, directs the interventions they make. Holistic facilitation includes an ability to use and sequence soft and hard orientations appropriately.

Observation skills

As the facilitation model indicates, observation skills involve the gathering of information (the diagnosis) about what is happening in a situation and can be done from a hard or soft perspective. Soft observation comes from a meditative stance (described above) and involves noticing a range of behaviour (verbal and non‑verbal), noticing group patterns (what occurs in cycles), and developing images and metaphors for the group. Soft observation has less to do with observing a specific dimension of group interaction (power and control, for example) than it does seeing the large picture, the ebb and flow of interaction, getting the feel of the group. It is like losing oneself in the dark without trying to analyse immediately what is going on.

Using metaphor is a central means of soft observation. Metaphor comes from right‑brain thinking and is quite helpful in getting the full picture of the group process and in feeding back information to a group in a fun, supportive way. For example, clients at a radio station could not understand the tension they felt, especially when individuals were perceived as highly competent. When asked what the station reminded them of, they replied: "The front office is like an army camp, and the production offices like Disneyland." From these images, we then could ask who plays the role of sergeant and how does he interact with Disney characters like Goofy and Donald Duck. How are their roles supportive of each other? In conflict? Are there ways to change some interactions that would allow the front office to have more fun and the back to be more responsible? What image would encompass all our tasks and help us be more cooperative?
When the consultant or group comes up with an image that really fits the culture of the group, the metaphor will expand. People will use the image spontaneously and use it to explain their interaction, especially the most hidden part. Reference to the image will usually continue until a new one emerges, at which time the consultant can tell a major change has taken place.
Metaphor is powerful partially because it bypasses left‑brain rationality and rationalisations. Clients less often argue with an image (if it fits) than with logical explanations of what is happening. They often become playful and humorous, qualities that give distance to the pain often being experienced. With the distance comes the ability to create workable solutions.

Hard observation skills, on the other hand, use more of the rational, sensing mind. They require a consultant to focus on specific behaviours that may be indicative of key aspects of the group. If the consultant is trying to understand the culture of a group or organisation, for example, he/she would want to focus specifically on the artefacts of the culture: jokes, environment, written materials of the organisation, issues that are quickly denied (see Schein, 1985). If the consultant is trying to understand the way conflict is handled, he/she would want to be able to tell clients specific behaviours they do to escalate conflict. Effective hard observation necessitates an understanding of the theoretical dimensions of whatever phenomena you are observing ‑ key elements in group interaction, organisational behaviour, interpersonal communication, group culture ‑ and the behaviours that typically indicate those elements.

Practitioners weak in facilitation skills have not developed their observation skills. They intervene and give feedback to clients, but either cannot do so from a metaphoric perspective when needed or cannot say the specific behaviours they have noticed that lead them to the conclusions they have drawn. In effect, clients are at the mercy of the consultant's interpretation: they can accept it and thus become dependent on the consultant or can reject it and thus are no further along in improving their work.

Intervention skills

These skills can also be viewed from a "soft" and "hard" perspective. Soft ones involve formulating tentative guesses about the meaning of behaviour, reflecting behaviours that are observed without interpretation, indicating to clients the function of their behaviour (e.g. when a meeting is run in a certain way, little participation occurs), or simply changing a response to a person or group without giving direct feedback. The latter could be acting in a collaborative way in contracting with a client when he/she is accustomed to behaving unilaterally. Soft interventions involve waiting longer than usual to intervene, for instance, in a team‑building session; trusting that people can and will reach their own conclusions about productive behaviour; and providing a structure for people to arrive at their own answers.

Harsh interventions are a warning that the leader may be un-centred or have an emotional attachment to whatever is happening. A special awareness is called for. Even if harsh interventions succeed brilliantly, there is no cause for celebration. There has been injury. Someone's process has been violated. Later on, the person whose process has been violated may well become less open and more defensive. There will be a deeper resistance and possibly resentment. While they may do what you tell them to do at the time, they will cringe inwardly, grow confused and plot revenge. That is why your victory is actually a failure. (Heider, P. 6)

Hard intervention skills involve confrontation of specific behaviour; suggestions for advocacy for change; teaching a specific skill; indicating that you as consultant will not continue if certain behaviours persist. Hard intervention also may involve consultants indicating they are concerned or worried about certain dynamics and that dire consequences may occur if something is not changed.

To judge the kinds of intervention needed, practitioners need an understanding of the phase of development of the client and at what point they are being asked to intervene. They also need to be aware of their level of development in terms of their soft and hard sides, their feminine and masculine, in order to make interventions congruent.

Trainer self‑development

In the final analysis, consultants themselves are the best or worst tools they have. We are the ones doing the perceiving and intervening, and with greater self‑development we can choose and implement more styles, interact effectively with more kinds of people, and be more adaptable to change.

What is the self‑developed trainer? Fundamentally, that person is aware and accepting of a wide range of feelings, thoughts, and behaviours. The parts of self which consultants accept in themselves are the parts they can deal with openly and non‑judgmentally in others. Similarly, the parts of themselves they deny or condemn are the ones that will be ignored or judged in others. For example, if you are uncomfortable with anger, you cannot remain centred and aware when that feeling arises in others.

A couple of images are helpful in expanding a vision of the self. One is the self as a community of people, all of whom are different and who need to be enfranchised (empowered) for them to contribute their best efforts. Another image is that of an orchestra: to play a beautiful, rich, harmonious concert you must have all the members of your orchestra present and practised; they all need to know the score. None can be judged better than others (a good conductor does not favour the violins and hate the flutes); depending on the musical piece, the piano or the horns may be more pronounced; and the conductor is in charge. His/her goal is the effective execution of the piece; and so he/she can use any or all of the orchestra to accomplish that end.

To prepare your community or orchestra you can begin noticing what emotions are not typically part of your everyday life and work on developing recognition and acceptance of those feelings. A specific exercise is to ask "who am I not?" and to generate a list of characteristics you would strongly reject. They may be deviousness, unfairness, laziness, even creativity or other positives. The assumption is that whatever is denied is actually a part of you and that by denying these traits you make it harder to contact the positive dimensions in each characteristic. For example, deviousness is closely allied to creativity or getting what you want. When you censor any hint of deviousness, you also give away a great deal of potential creativity. "Laziness" could be closely allied with taking time out for yourself and "doing nothing" in order to replenish your energy. If you keep labelling that part of you "lazy" you also cannot take time alone. The challenge is to accept the trait and transform it into a positive use, in much the same way as you would transform the energy of a group. (see Yarbrough, 1983, 1985)

Clearly the assumption is Jungian in that at the heart of every negative quality is a positive dimension. The goal of self‑development ("individuation" in Jung's terms; "actualisation" in Maslow's) is to re‑own as many human qualities as possible. Then you have a full community of resources internally to use whenever needed. When working with police, you may need your "tough customer" or your baton. When with the ladies' club, your "southern belle" or your flute. When you need to know the covert issues in an organisation, you may need your town gossip. You can work with a large array of people and situations when there are many dimensions of the self.

The consequences of self‑development are fairly clear. Physically, you have more energy and are more relaxed than when you try to live up to many prescriptions or "shoulds" for behaviour. Reich (1949) and Lowen (1976) believe that bodies take on the characteristics of disowned parts of the personality. Reich gave the name of "muscular armour" to those groups of muscles people keep in chronic tension as not to feel unwanted dimensions of their experience.

Tenseness, in turn, lessens the ability to sense feelings and listen openly to others, making effective observation difficult. Greater self‑integration also encourages congruent communication (consistent verbal and non‑verbal messages); increased choices and flexibility of communication styles, and positive regard for others.

This view of self as multi‑faceted, in process, is contrasted to the perspective of self as something to be developed. Consultants who operate on the second perspective must be on top of everything that comes up in order to be in control. In turn, control means that new thoughts, feelings, and people will be threatening, will tend to throw trainers off guard, and, therefore, will be suppressed. Thus, the integration cycle is reversed: the body is tightened to suppress response; perceptions of self and others are made more rigid ‑ only safe, familiar feelings and behaviours in self and others are attended to; others are ignored or disdained; communication is increasingly incongruent since the disowned parties leak through the non‑verbal channels in contradiction to the verbal communication; honest, open communication becomes more difficult since those qualities are based on acceptance of self and others, and on and on.

Self‑development, then, is a basis for effective observation and intervention skills. Consultants cannot simply buy these skills like tape recordings to insert in themselves. Instead, they must understand and have developed the consciousness that is congruent with the skills.

"Beginners acquire new theories and techniques until their minds are cluttered with options. Advanced students forget their many options. They allow the theories and techniques that they have learned to recede into the background. Learn to unclutter your mind. Learn to simplify your work. As you rely less and less on knowing just what to do, your work will become more direct and more powerful. You will discover that the quality of your consciousness is more potent than any technique or theory or interpretation. Learn how fruitful the blocked group or individual suddenly becomes when you give up trying to do just the right thing." (Heider, p.95)
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