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SYSTEM…A system is defi ned as “a set of elements or com-
ponents that work together in relationships for the overall good 
and objectives (or vision) of the whole.”  Th us, the focus of all 
systems elements (i.e., departments, processes and people) in 
an organization should be the relationships with each other 
that assist attainment of an organization-wide shared vision 
and values of customer satisfaction (within today’s complex and 
changing environment).

FACILITATION OVERVIEW   
A highly eff ective facilitator needs more than facilitating 
techniques and tools.  Proper preparation is critical to facili-
tating a group’s desired success.  A positive attitude working 
harmoniously with a refi ned and experienced skill set positions 
the facilitator to enter the system (whatever kind of group it is) 
and facilitate successfully.  Like a maestro conductor entering 
a stage full of musicians; you know something good is about to 
happen.  

Preparation is life long; a life which lives enthusiasm and pas-
sion for others success as their foundation core value system.  
Th e master level facilitator seeks self-learning as their personal 
outcome from each day’s facilitating experience.  Continuous 
practice in the use of techniques and tools become a life long 
pursuit of excellence. Living enthusiasm and passion but lacking 
the skill of knowing “when” and “how” to interject the appro-
priate technique or tool will assuredly guarantee the facilitator’s 
failure.  In contrast, to be competent in the Skill Set but lacking 
of the Attitude, failure again, is the result. 

Th e two key questions the authors ask every day are:

1.  Did I do my best today?
2.  What one thing can I do to improve my eff ectiveness?

A skilful use of various techniques and tools is compulsory 
to facilitating any group of people.  Th ey could be discussion 
groups, project teams, large and small group meetings, train-
ings, strategic planning eff orts and any form that requires a fa-
cilitator to move a group forward.  Within these various forms, 
the need will arise to resolve confl ict, come to agreements, re-
solve issues or develop ideas and solutions, develop leadership, 
communicate, educate, create and innovate, build trust, coach, 
etc.  However, before addressing the issues, the facilitator must 
create a safe environment, one in which people feel comfortable 
and free to express their thoughts and ideas.  Th e group then 
takes ownership of the content and desired outcomes.  Freedom 
to express will launch the creative and innovative juices and 

bubble up an explosion of rich ideas and solutions.  Th e master 
level facilitator subtlety interjects the techniques/tools “when 
needed” to keep the group on track for achieving their desired 
outcomes.  

Th e group works the content, the facilitator works the process-
es, and together they achieve the outcomes.

THE ABC’s OF SYSTEMS THINKING: 
THE METHODOLOGY
Systems Th inking is based on 50+ years of Scientifi c Research, 
starting with the Society for General Systems Research in 1954 
with four Nobel Prize winners.  Th ey searched for the common 
characteristics of life on earth and the unity of Science for Liv-
ing (Human) Systems.  Th e results of that research have been 
interpreted and translated by the Haines Centre for Strategic 
Management into practical and simple tools you can apply in 
your life.  For further information on Systems Th inking, visit 
http://www.hainescentre.com/haines1.htm for free white 
papers.  Choose Becoming a Strategic Th inker, Strategic and 
Systems Th inking and Th e Winning Formula to learn more.

Th e core application of Systems Th inking is our Strategic Th ink-
ing ABC’s Template as the best, most holistic and integrated 
organizing framework here on earth.  In this paper, we apply it 
to Group Facilitation.

Th e ABCs of Strategic and Systems Th inking emphasize how 
elegantly its simple fi ve phases are in practice.  Th ey come with 
their own fi ve Strategic Th inking questions.

Five Strategic Th inking Questions in Sequence:

1.  Phase A: Where do we want to be?  What are our desired   
outcomes?
2.  Phase B:  How will we know when we get there?  How do we 
measure?
3.  Phase C:  Where are we today?  Our current state of 
existence?
4.  Phase D:  How do we get there?  How do we close the gap 
from Phase C to Phase A?
5.  Phase E:  Ongoing—What will/may change in your 
environment in the future?
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MASTER FACILITATOR
Everyone thinks facilitation is easy - until they try it.  

A master facilitator is a rarity - and worth their weight in gold.

Enthusiasm + Passion = Energy
(Th e fuel igniting and sustaining the facilitating system)

Attitudes:  Enthusiasm and passion
Skill Set:  Techniques and Tools
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Systems Th inking focuses on relationships, multiple 
outcomes, holism and boundaries, the environment, 
the larger system, and feedback.

THE ABC’s OF FACILITATING ANY SYSTEM
To overlay the ABC’s of Systems Th inking onto the 
facilitating system gives a realistic perspective on the 
natural way that all the facilitating elements are at play.  

ELEMENTS WITHIN FACILITATION OF ANY 
LIVING SYSTEM
PHASE E: The Environment—Th e context in which the 
facilitation session takes place—both inside the fi rm 
and in the outside environment. 

PHASE A:  Desired Outcomes—Th e desired result – the 
goals of the facilitation process.

PHASE B: Feedback /Goals—Th is is just the desired 
outcomes of Phase A, but in specifi c and measurable 
form so you can answer concretely whether or not you 
achieved these desired outcomes.

Free fl owing information and dialogue between the people, 
each other, and the facilitator is key.

PHASE C:  Current State Today—Th is is the set of issues, chal-
lenges, problems that exist today for the human system/event 
needing some facilitation—along with the SWOT assessment 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Th reats).  Th e facilitator 
and the participants are those joining the session as well.

•  Participants And Leader—Th ose in the session-
   they are responsible for achieving the desired outcomes, not
   the facilitator.

•  Facilitator—One who moves people through processes
   within designed structures to achieve their desired outcomes.

PHASE D: The Iceberg Theory Of Change— Th e Actual Meet-
ing - Th e inner workings of the system/event or session.  It is 
composed of three elements:

#1: Content—Th is is the agenda, topics, a set of strategies and 
actions, the discussions to be facilitated—the 13% of the iceberg 
that is visible to all participants.  It includes the participants, 
leader and facilitator.

#2: Processes—Th e facilitator and people in the session go 
through the process of talking and dialoging with each other 
along with the facilitator using the appropriate techniques/
tools/interventions as necessary to achieve the desired out-
comes.

#3—Infrastructures—Th e materials, guidelines, ground rules, 
mindsets, the room itself, and the context within which to work 
the session — and the part of the infrastructure that is hardest 
to change is your culture and it’s history.

#2 and 3 are the parts of the iceberg below the waterline that are 
the hardest to see and change.

FACILITATOR ATTITUDE
Th e master level facilitator has asked and answered questions 
about “self ”, such as, “Why do I facilitate?  How does facilitat-
ing play into my life’s mission statement?  What are the outcome 
benefi ts to me when facilitating others?”  Answers are chiseled 
into heart, mind, body, and soul.  Th ese answers articulate the 
facilitator’s creed.  A creed reassures and reinforces the facilita-
tor’s energy level for when the “going gets tough.”  (Note: see 
the Facilitator’s Creed in the Pearls of Wisdom book available at 
www.systemsthinkingpress.com

With clarity of focus, the consummate professional prepares for 
the facilitating task at hand.  Preparation requires reviewing a 
mental reminder of the attitudes and behaviors critical to a suc-
cessful facilitation.  

A Master Level Facilitator:

•  Is unbiased, fl exible and patient.
•  Is passionate and enthusiastic and generates energy into 
    the session
•  Exudes confi dence - Builds group member’s confi dence.
•  Is genuinely interested in each group member’s contribution 
•  Trusts self - instincts to do the “right thing.”
•  Is articulate and organized in thought and actions.
•  Understands how systems thinking applies to the 
    facilitating system.
•  Knows about the group before the session begins.
•  Remains who they are; uses relevant stories, and examples 
    that directly relate to the work.
•  Works the processes/structures to enable the group to 
    work the content.
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•  Involves every group member in the process. 
•  Has visually appealing handouts and colorful 
wall charts. 
•  Follows up discussions with processing or 
learning and next steps.
•  Is available to talk/debrief with participants 
during break times and before/aft er the session.

FACILITATIOR SKILLS:
•  Igniting group energy.
•  Group processing models – innovative brain-
storming, creative problem solving, decision-
making, and confl ict resolution.
•  Active listening and giving constructive feed-
back.
•  Sequencing questions that move the group 
from surface considerations into the deeper 
implications of any topic.
•  Group processing – debriefi ng for relevance to 
reality and practical use.
•  Resolving the group’s multiple issues and 
diverse perspectives.
•  Remaining neutral during group settings 
regarding content and values.
•  Applying specifi c technique and tool methods that match the 
group’s needs and tasks at hand.
•  Adapting to changing situations.
•  Evoking group participation and creativity.
•  Meeting time management and logistics skills.
•  Pro-actively intervening with individuals and issues in a ma-
ture and confi dent manner.
•  Linear and systems thinking.

A facilitator’s attitude and behavior refl ect the resulting group’s 
attitude and behavior.  Th e group looks to the facilitator for 
direction, reassurance, instruction, coaching and to be treated 
with respect. Th erefore, a facilitator must check in on “self ” to 
be sure the ideal “self ” is facilitating.

STEPS IN FACILITATON:
STEP #1—Plan-To-Plan (Prework/Environmental Scan):  Th is is 
the helicopter view of the session.  It includes all the usual scout-
ing, entry, and contracting and good consultant/facilitator learns 
in Consulting 101.  For further reading about this, see Pearls of 
Wisdom (I and II).  It requires a key success factor —being clear 
on the needed infrastructures for the session.

Survey the session’s location and room before the meeting.  En-
sure there is adequate lighting, parking spaces, elevators, wheel-
chair ramps, etc.  Notify the participants ahead of the session if 
there are things they need to be aware of  to make access more 
available.  Confi rm the break necessities— rest rooms, water 
fountains, snacks, beverages, etc.

Ensure that all supplies and handout materials are accessible when 
needed.  Check to see that the computer, digital projector, and 

sound system are correctly operating, the PowerPoint is loaded 
and ready to go.  Th e room/table set up and temperature are cor-
rect.

THE ACTUAL SESSION: FROM START TO FINISH
STEP #2: Clarify The Desired Outcomes—Phase A:  Where do we 
want to be?

Th e session’s actual opening plays heavily on the group’s attitude 
and attention.  Stage all the agenda items for success.  Opening, 
welcoming, logistics, introductions, icebreaker, group “wants/
needs”, working agreements and ground rules all are necessary 
conditioning for the group to become comfortable and willing to 
begin the process.  When we begin by setting the stage for success, 
it will usually happen.

A successful facilitation only happens when fi rst; the facilitator, 
and the leader/sponsor of the session completely understand 
the expected/desired outcomes for the session.  Meeting with 
the group’s leader in advance of Step #1 to clarify the outcomes 
is critical to achieving successful group facilitation.  As Stephen 
Covey would say, “Begin with the end in mind.” 

Th e leader and participants are responsible for the content and the 
facilitator is responsible for the processes and structures working 
harmoniously together towards their clearly defi ned shared and 
desired outcomes.  Metaphorically, the systems thinking facilitator 
frequently pulls up for a helicopter view of the happenings—to 
view the outcomes and if the group is on track to achieve them. 

Some Results Might Include:

•  Individual Goals
•  Interpersonal Relationship Goals
•  Team Results
•  Cross-Functional Teamwork
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THREE SESSION PARTS
Th ere are three parts to any session.  Th e fi rst and third ones are 
oft en underplayed by the facilitator and participants alike.

1.  Beginning: Focus on the opening and tone/feeling of the meet-
ing, and the building of the session culture or norms of behavior.  
Doing this well can “engineer success up front” for the meet-
ing; especially clarifying the goals, desired outcomes, roles, and 
procedures for the meeting.  Question: Does your agenda include 
desired outcomes?

2.  Middle: Th e topics and information are covered.  Th is is the 
agenda and actual content discussions and decisions on the topics 
leading to achievement of the desired shared outcomes.

3.  End: Th e closing, debrief, the desired outcomes, next steps, 
and celebration so people end the meeting on a positive, results 
oriented fashion while getting feedback (Phase B) and a debrief to 
improve the next meeting.

THE ICEBERG REVISITED
During all sessions, events, and meetings there are three realities 
of life that we have discussed earlier—Content-Process-Struc-
ture.  Paying close attention to all three is key for a facilitation 
to be successful.  Hopefully the infrastructure is set before the 
meeting as it is actually one of the biggest determinants of success 
or preventing failure.

However, the group and meeting processes are the key to a suc-
cessful session.  Th ese include:

•  Group dynamics/Information sharing
•  Change and Rollercoaster Stages
•  Procedures and Processes
•  Relationship Building/Feelings
•  Focusing and Energizing/Involvement
•  Handling Confl ict/Power Control
•  Gaining closure/To Do Lists/Decisions, etc.

Facilitating is actually a core competency within leadership.  
Leadership is the art of moving people in the direction that you 
would like them to go.  In facilitation, it is their desired outcomes, 
not yours!  Th e group celebrates the accomplishment and the 
facilitator celebrates the joy in their success.  People are inspired 
to follow those facilitators who achieve this level of mastery, and 
in time with many successes, the facilitator becomes legendary.

•  Organization/Strategic Plan Link
•  Contracted Goals for the Session 

STEP #3: Monitor The Feedback Gauges: 
Phase B:  How will we know when we get there?

Sometimes referred to as “the breakfast of champions,” feedback 
plays the role that instrument gauges play for a person when driv-
ing a car.  Without the speedometer, fuel gauge, oil gauge, etc. a 
traveler may not arrive at the desired outcome.  A master level fa-
cilitator is constantly checking the readings on all the elements to 
ensure that the group will arrive at the desired outcome.  Highly 
refi ned sensitivity and intuition stimulate the facilitator’s feedback 
gauges.   Knowing the positive/negative eff ect that a technique or 
tool is producing is critical.  Abnormal behavior/attitude inci-
dences require immediate check-in for clarifi cation.  Environmen-
tal infl uences, external to the group, can drastically change the 
group’s mission.  Periodically checking with the group’s sponsor 
is necessary to confi rm the pursued outcome is still valid.  Failure 
can be, successfully arriving at the desired outcome and learning 
it is now obsolete.  Feedback directs the facilitator’s actions.

Th e three summary agenda topics at the meeting’s end:
•  Debriefi ng the meeting/learnings
•  Meeting results/measure of success
•  Th oughts, feelings, and relationships

STEP #4: Phase C: Where are we today?

Th is is where the participants develop the assessments (SWOT), 
needed if not done as Prework.  Data-based decision making is 
key to any successful outcomes.

STEP #5: The Meeting Process—Phase D: how do we get there?

Th is is the throughput, where the mixing of facilitator, leader, par-
ticipants, and processes congeal to achieve the desired outcomes.  
Much like when the orchestra conductor (facilitator) lift s his/her 
baton and the orchestra (people) ready their instruments to begin 
playing their parts by reading the music (process) thus creating  
harmoniously beautiful outcomes (at least in the ideal).

Unlike the orchestra performing a public concert, the group has 
not rehearsed.   Rehearsal is the equivalent of the process the 
facilitator conducts.  Oft en a discourse develops.  It is off  key and 
opposing positions drive the group into chaos.  Th e dissonance 
builds, crescendo like, into loud noise and the group hits an 
impasse and struggles to fi nd clarity and direction.  Th e facilitator 
resolves the dissonance with various techniques and tools/inter-
ventions enabling the group to come together; to fi nd positive 
energy and clarity.  Th e process continues each time an off -topic 
discussion thwarts the group’s eff orts; the facilitator introduces the 
correct technique or tool for the group to employ and remove the 
impasse.  Th e group again, moves closer to the desired outcomes.

Th is session may be guided by you, the facilitator, but don’t ever 
forget that the session is led by an executive or leader.  It is his or 
her session—not yours!  
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