Exercise Facilitator Tips

Facilitation Roles
The dictionary defines facilitate as "to free from difficulties or obstacles; make easier, aid, assist." That is the role of the facilitator - to design and manage a process that helps a group accomplish its work while minimizing problems within the group. 

· Facilitating a meeting is different from leading a monthly organizational meeting using parliamentary procedure. 
· Clarifying your role is very important. 
· The facilitator is a neutral guide who takes an active role in guiding the process while adhering to principles of effective facilitation. 
· Such a neutral person is usually someone from outside the group and may show no vested interest in the outcome. 
· A good facilitator guides the process. 
From the beginning of the meeting it is important to establish a solid foundation for the way the group members will work together. Participants need to know what is going to happen, feel they are in a safe environment, and trust others in order to fully participate in the meeting. They need to accept the role of the facilitator, agree to and follow ground rules, and be engaged actively in the work of the group. 

Principles of Effective Facilitation
The facilitator and group members share responsibility for progressing toward the goals of the group. Key principles of quality facilitation include: 
· believing that groups can make good decisions, 
· ensuring participation, convening people as a neutral guide, 
· using effective processes, 
· utilizing diversity and wisdom, 
· working together with trust, 
· progressing toward goals; and 
· learning from experiences. 

Vision
Facilitating the development of a shared vision is important in all groups. Individual goals and desires must be woven into a common focus for the group. Everyone in the group should know what the group intends to accomplish. What will success look like? At the beginning of a meeting everyone should understand and share in the vision of what the group expects to accomplish at this meeting. 

Ground Rules for Facilitators 

A safe, friendly meeting environment can help leaders achieve the planned meeting goals and objectives. Establishing ground rules that respect individual rights and responsibilities builds trust among participants and can lead to a successful meeting experience. It is frustrating and unproductive to participants and facilitator alike when opinions are not respected, persons are criticized, and many views are not expressed. 

For Group Members: 

· One person speaks at a time. 

· All will share ideas in order. 

· Questions may be asked to clarify ideas. 

· No one may criticize another. 

· Ideas may be reviewed to look for themes. 

· Feelings may be expressed. They are not to be sloughed off or denied. 

· Discussions are about positions, not personalities.

For Facilitator: 

· Make sure participants are physically comfortable. 

· Share meeting ground rules with participants. 

· Communicate with everyone at his/her level. 

· Act as the neutral person - refrain from giving a personal opinion. 

· Maintain a positive group atmosphere. 

· Allow thinking time. 

· Avoid: 

· lengthy comments 

· giving verbal rewards for good answers 

· asking leading questions,
· asking loaded questions, 
Helping a Group Stay on Track
The tendency for a group to wander and drift is a normal part of the process. If the group wanders too much, however, the tasks do not get accomplished and some group members may lose interest in the process. One important role of a facilitator is helping the group stay on track with the agenda. 

Levels of intervention for facilitators range from doing nothing to forcefully directing the group. As a group wanders it is important to decide how gently or forcefully to intervene in the group process. Facilitators will be supportive, persuasive, and directive as necessary to effectively manage group interaction. 

Group Dynamics
Understanding group dynamics is important for facilitators. Group dynamics often drive the group process and affect the work of the group. Dysfunctional dynamics can hinder the ability of the group to do its work, and the best efforts of a facilitator can be wiped out by such behavior. 

Facilitating Conflict Situations
As a facilitator, your role is to help provide a safe environment where disagreement and conflict can surface and be put to use as a positive and creative force. Establishing ground rules and clarifying the expectations of the members at the beginning of the group process is one of the most important things a facilitator can do. It provides participants a clear sense of the boundaries of the group. 
Problem Meeting Behaviors
Facilitators can learn to recognize and handle common problem meeting behaviors. These behaviors may include the long-winded dominator, the side conversationalist, or the quiet participant. These behaviors are considered to be problematic because they distract from the agenda and disrupt the attention of the group. 

It can be helpful for a facilitator to think about why someone is expressing a problematic meeting behavior. For example, the long-winded dominator may be overly prepared to speak on a point, or the quiet participant may be waiting to be asked to contribute. Understanding the "why" of behavior is helpful as a facilitator considers "what to do." 

Becoming comfortable with responses to negative group behaviors is an important skill of facilitators. For example, the facilitator may visit with the long-winded member during a break or after the meeting and ask the person to be more concise or to allow other members to speak. 
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