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Definition: a group decision-making process in which all present must agree before action is taken

Main reasons to use consensus as a decision-making method:
1. High quali ty decisions
2. Builds high connection among members
3. More effective implementation

Basic Pr inciples
Cooperation is the basis (we all get more of what we want when we cooperate)

·  Consensus is for people who are trying to work together
·  People must commit to honestly trying to cooperate with each other
·  Not a process for determining whose ideas are best, rather, you are searching together for the 

best solution for the group
·  Problem-solving orientation: “The decision is in this room—your job is to find it”
·  Encourages li fting everyone up to their highest potential, instead of knocking down your 

opponents
·  Skill s necessary for consensus are also necessary for good relationships

Consensus seeks to synthesize the wisdom of the group
·  Unity (different from unanimous vote or everyone’s first choice)
·  Sense of the meeting—essence is something you can support or are willi ng to let go forward, i 

can live with it
·  “Everyone has a piece of the truth”
·  Value all kinds of input (rational, emotional, kinesthetic, etc.)
·  Consensus is a questioning process, more than an affirming process
·  Goal is to thrash out an issue until a good solution is found, rather than to make everyone feel 

good by all agreeing
·  Share, question, and learn from each other’s experience and thinking
·  Higher quali ty decisions, more creative solutions

Remember the spirit and process of the system are even more important than the structures
Meetings should be fulfilling—if they’re not, then ask why, and change it!

What Helps It Work Well
·  common purpose
·  li stening
·  openness to ideas, feelings and experiences of others--> transformative experience, give & take
·  trust (some degree)
·  willi ngness to let go of some of your personal attachments in the best interest of the group
·  focus on issues, not personaliti es—common ownership of ideas

focus on interests, not positions, avoid agree/disagree
find the reasons behind the positions

·  commitment
·  time—enough to work in depth; patience  (but if strong common purpose may decide quickly)
·  preparation: agenda planning, facililit ator prep, bringing materials, etc.
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How an I tem Moves through the Meeting, aka The Flow of the Consensus Process
1. Presentation by presenter, introduction to issue

Why are we talking about this, why does it matter
History of the issue (including previous meetings)
Goal for this item at this particular meeting (report, decision, committee gather input, etc.)
Issue or proposal?

2. Clarify the issue and context
3. Discussion

Bring out a diversity of ideas, concerns, and perspectives
Look at possible solutions and the problems with those solutions
Note agreements and disagreements and the underlying reasons for them—discuss those 

underlying reasons
Synthesize proposed ideas/solutions or come up with new ideas in the supportive atmosphere

of the meeting
4. Decision

Evaluate the different ideas until one idea seems right for the group
Make sure there are no loose ends, including clarity of implementation
Check that everyone truly consents to the decision

Re-state the decision for the notetaker

Structure
Agreement

·  basic alignment with direction—sense of the meeting
·  consensus is not the same thing as 100% unanimous vote in majority rule
·  how much agreement is enough is something each group needs to decide for itself, but it’s

good to be explicit (may vary by item as well as by group)
Standing Aside

Personal disagreement with group direction, based on:
·  personal values or conscience
·  disagreement with group direction, different opinion, think it’s a bad idea, or high risk
·  personal impact or need, e.g. “ I can’ t afford this” or “ I’d have to move out”
·  intuition, not in alignment

Name in minutes and reason
Not in lead implementation role, but still bound by decision
How many is too many?  More than 1-2?

The more you allow, the more it’s li ke voting; go too far and you lose the extra 
effectiveness of consensus action.

Blocking
·  not about you personally, never based on personal preference or trying to get your way
·  don’ t do prematurely, integrate your concerns into discussion early on
·  only do if proposal is disastrous for group, then responsible for stopping (but can’ t prevent 

group from risking)
·  appropriate blocks are most likely to arise from different interpretations of a group value, or 2 

group values coming into conflict with each other

Timing
Group time is precious, so reserve it for things that are either highly interactive or far more eff icient to
do live in person together than any other way.  If something only involves a few people, let them talk
outside the meeting.  Use quick aff irmations to avoid repetition, such as: “ditto,” “ twinkling,” “ so-and-
so speaks my mind.”



: 2 5. ,1 *� : ,7+�%/ 2 &. 6�	� &2 1 &( 51 6
Assume good-faith intentions.
Listen closely.
Listen for the truth in each person’s expression.
Reflect back the feelings and main points.
Look for what needs are underneath the concern.
Act as an ally of the person with the concern, while still holding the needs of the rest of the group.
Remember that differing opinions are a resource.  What can you learn from these different opinions?
Seek common ground.  What part of the proposal can everyone agree to?
Ask questions:

·  How do you see this idea?
·  What are you worried might happen?
·  How will t hat follow from this decision?
·  Could we monitor that problem?
·  What parts of the proposal do you support?

Analyze what the origin of the difficulty is.  Problems might arise from:
·  Genuine content disagreement
·  Process issues
·  Interpersonal conflicts
·  Structural challenges

Engage the people with concerns in solving the problem.  Ask them what would work for them that
would also meet others’ needs.

Reflective Listening Guidelines
This is a key skill t o use during conflict resolution.  In your reflections, seek to:

1. Keep your attention focused on the other person (don’ t go into your own story)
2. Be non-judgmental
3. Listen with compassion
4. Seek the essence of what the other person is trying to convey

Remember the 5 basic principles of facilitation:
1. You are the servant of the group, the steward of the process
2. Plan ahead and work outside the meeting
3. Help each person feel heard
4. Work with all of what’s in the room
5. Listen for common ground and reflect it back to the group, as often as necessary

Options, if a concern is unresolved and time is finished:
1. Lay it over to a future meeting
2. Send it to committee, with the person blocking included
3. Talk during a break or outside the meeting— “coffee”
4. Mediation (if interpersonal conflict)
5. If correct block, lay down the item
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