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 Introduction to Group Sessions for Leaders

A Guide to Good Facilitation 
Adapted with permission from: Facilitating Meetings: A guide for Community Planning Groups, Academy for Educational Development Center for Community-Based health Strategies 
Good facilitators possess a variety of qualities and skills. Some of the qualities spring from such innate personality traits as being able to recognize one’s own biases while remaining neutral, enjoying interaction with diverse groups, and inspiring trust. Although some people possess a natural talent for facilitation, most develop the skills through experience and with guidance from experienced facilitators. Skills include: 

Making everyone feel comfortable and valued 

Encouraging participation and idea exchange 

Preventing and managing conflict 

Listening and observing 

Make everyone feel comfortable and valued: 
Most people will not participate fully in a meeting unless they feel comfortable with other members and believe their opinions will be heard. You, with members’ support, must create an environment in which members value the potential contributions of those with different perspectives. 

• Use body language: You send messages with your movements as well as your voice, so be aware of what your body language is saying. By using body language to show warmth and acceptance, you encourage others to relax and respond in kind. 

• Welcome participants: Take a few moments to welcome participants. Full participation is vital, for each person brings a different perspective that can contribute to the group’s success 

• Introduce participants and yourself: Introductions help participants feel welcome and remind them who their team members are. Introductions also give you an opportunity to clarify your role as facilitator. Ask everyone to say a few words, even if only, “My name is ….”. Once people have heard their voices in a large group, they feel more inclined to speak up again later. If you have limited time or numerous attendees, find ways to ensure that introductions are brief. 

• Consider an icebreaker: You may ask people to share their favorite ice cream flavor, their first pet’s name, or anything else light and personal but non-threatening as they introduce themselves. 

• Thank participants: By thanking participants, you validate and legitimize their comments and contributions. 
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Encourage participation and an active exchange of ideas: 
Some members are outspoken and energetic. Others are quiet and reserved. As facilitator, you should balance these extremes so that everyone has an equal opportunity to participate. 

Encourage silent members: If members are silent or disengaged, catch their eye or ask them (or even an individual) to share their experience. 

Use open-ended questions: Ask questions people can’t answer with a yes or no. Questions beginning with when, what, or how usually encourage members to provide detailed answers, which can spark additional ideas from other members. 

Consult the group: When a participant addresses a question to you, prompt participation from others by consulting the group. This is also an effective technique for shifting the focus of discussion from one member to the whole group. 

Use visual aids: Most people process information better if they see it, so write it on newsprint, an overhead, handouts, etc. 

Be careful when using “why?”: “Why” can imply judgment and cause some participants to become defensive. Instead of saying “why,” say, 

“What are some of the reasons …?” 
Prevent and manage conflict: 
One of the best ways to deal with conflict is to prevent it, but some conflict is inevitable and even helpful to the process. Use it to develop options the group would not have considered otherwise. 

Use team-building activities: Help members get to know each other better. 

Set ground rules: Members’ agreement on these makes your job easier when conflict arises. Basic ground rules may be that the group will hear all views and no one will make personal attacks. 

Search for agreement: Drawing attention to points that participants agree upon helps create an atmosphere of positive collaboration and forward momentum. 

Agree to disagree: Although you would like to resolve all conflicts, you may not be able to. Urge the group to treat each other with respect even when they disagree. 

Listen and observe: 
Throughout a meeting keep your eyes and ears open and stay attuned to the group. Pay attention not only to the group as a whole but also to individuals. 

Listen actively: Apply the basic skills of one-on-one conversation. Truly listen before speaking. 

Scan the room: While maintaining eye contact with the speaker, note how other members are responding to that person. 

