What is a Facilitator?
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Select someone to fill the role of facilitator. This is a person who guides the discussion. Everyone in the group agrees to allow the person to facilitate. The person who is selected needs to take this responsibility seriously. This is an important step. Otherwise, the conversation may roam aimlessly if (as usually happens) people are reluctant to step forward to keep the discussion on track.

Most of us don’t like to be seen as pushy, or rude, or know-it-alls. So, often no one steps forward to consistently guide the discussion. Or, on the other hand, a person might try to run the discussion, sometimes to meet his or her own interests. When this occurs, some participants tend to hesitate to offer their thoughts and opinions, while others may engage in a subtle (or not so subtle) power struggle with the more dominant individual. As a result, issues of power and control or fear of rejection assume greater importance than the community issues the group thinks it is talking about.

Make no mistake, matters of power and control and the like, are always present to some degree. However, having someone who functions as a facilitator and is clearly recognized as fulfilling this role will decrease the influence that these matters will have on the discussion.

So, What Should the Facilitator Do?
To “facilitate” means to “make easy.” So, the facilitator needs to act in a way that makes it easy for all members to understand and participate in the discussion, while keeping it on track. The facilitator will offer more direction than his or her own ideas on the matters being discussed.

Key actions the facilitator will take are:

· keeping the group on track by gently reminding them of the subject at hand and bringing the discussion back to the topic;

· guiding the group through the steps of the group activities;

· keeping an eye on the time;

· periodically summarizing the main points that are being made;

· recognizing signs of emerging agreement and calling these to the groups’ attention;

· playing “traffic cop,” recognizing whose “turn” it is to speak and giving them the green light to do so;

· drawing out more quiet members by specifically inviting their thoughts and waiting patiently for a reply;

· monitoring the emotional climate of the group and acknowledging when a particular topic is difficult to discuss or when it creates excitement, etc.;

· noting when a topic seems to have been adequately discussed and moving to a decision (if needed), a new topic, or an end to the discussion.

Obviously, there are other actions the facilitator can take, but if the facilitator attends to these basic ones, the conversation will be productive.

In most cases, the facilitator will not be trained to perform this role. So, when selecting the facilitator, you might need to talk for a minute or so about your expectations for how the conversation should be guided and the importance of being patient with one another, remembering that many of us are just learning how to do all this.
Those who perform this function for the group will gain more experience and confidence. As long as they understand the importance of facilitating and strive to expand their ability, they will grow into the role and learn numerous techniques to be more effective.
