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How Organizations Make Decisions

 The boss decides

 Voting (majority rules)

 Consensus (participatory decision 
making)
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Consensus Defined
 From the Latin word meaning “shared thought”

 Does not mean complete agreement

 Does mean extensive support
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About Change…
We cannot change 
our past.  We cannot 
change the fact that 
people will act in a 
certain way.  We 
cannot change the 
inevitable.  The only 
thing we can do is 
play the one string 
we have control 
over, and that is our 
attitude.



Consensus Especially Important for…
 Contentious, divisive issues

 Significant decisions

 Decisions adversely impacting one or more 
stakeholder groups
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STEPS TO CONSENSUS
1. Assess the level of trust present
2. Anticipate and prepare well
3. Share information
4. Facilitate open discussion
5. Summarize periodically
6. Evaluate progress
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Getting Started:
A Great Facilitator

 Never states an opinion or take sides
 Protects the participants and their ideas
 Keeps the discussion moving
 Makes sure participants understand their role; you 

might be the president, but you are
still the facilitator of the discussion
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Setting Ground Rules
 Everyone Participates
 No speeches; no soapboxes
 Silence implies agreement
 No side conversations
 Turn off cell phones, etc.
 Agree to disagree, without 

being disagreeable



Step 1:  Assess the Level of Trust
Trust is the foundation of consensus
 How well do your Board members know each other?  
 Do the Board members share common goals for the 

association?
 Do Board members see themselves as working 

toward the common good or as representatives of 
specific constituencies? 



Step 2: Anticipate & Prepare
 Questions

 Concerns

 Positions

 Past history



Knowledge-based decision making

Informed participants 
What is known about the issue?
What are potential implications or impact?
How do members feel 
(is there any available research)?
Are there any ethical 

implications?



Step 3: Share Information

Develop a common understanding of the 
issue

Provide background/data for informed 
decision making

Share with entire Board



Step 4: Facilitate Open Discussion
 Everyone feels comfortable expressing 

ideas and opinions (and does so)
 Disagreement is healthy
 Separate ideas from personalities
 Encourage respect for strong           

opinions
 Be open to compromise
 Consider a “work session” preceding a 

formal Board meeting
 Appoint a scribe and timekeeper if 

necessary



Problem Solving Steps
Write out the problem statement
Agree on success criteria
Brainstorm possible solutions
Combine similar ideas
 If list is large, straw poll to narrow it
Evaluate final list against criteria
Select the best choice
Determine level of support
Fine-tune to increase support



Gradients of Agreement Scale

Endorsement:  I like it
Endorsement with minor contention:         

Basically I like it
Agreement with reservations:                                 

I can live with it
Abstain:  I have no opinion



5/4/2011 Never Leave a Meeting Without It 18

Gradients of Agreement Scale
Stand aside:  I don’t like this, but I don’t 

want to hold up the group
Formal disagreement but willing to go with 

the majority:  I want my disagreement 
noted in writing, but I’ll support                              
the decision
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Formal disagreement, with request to be 
absolved of responsibility for 
implementation:  I don’t want to stop 
anyone else, but I don’t want to be 
involved in implementing it

Block:  I will do what I can to stop this 
from happening

Gradients of Agreement Scale
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NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE 
Structured variation of small group discussion.  This 

technique prevents domination of discussion by a 
single person & encourages all to participate.

 Steps:
 Divide group into small groups of 5-6 members 
 State an open-ended question
 Spend several minutes in silence- brainstorming
 Collect ideas one response at a time while being 

recorded on flipchart (no criticism allowed)
 Anonymously vote for best ideas & give group report
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“FIST TO FIVE”
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 1 Finger- I still need to discuss certain issues and 
suggest changes that should be made.

 2 Fingers-I am more comfortable with the proposal 
but would like to discuss some minor issues.

 3 Fingers-I’m not in total agreement but feel 
comfortable to let this decision or a proposal pass 
without further discussion.

 4 Fingers-I think it’s a good idea/decision and will 
work for it.

 5 Fingers-It’s a great idea and I will be one of the 
leaders in implementing it.

“FIST TO FIVE” Technique
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Step 5: Summarize Periodically
 Where are we now in the process and what is left to 

accomplish?

 Restate important points to be sure everyone is 
moving in the same direction?

 Review items in the ‘parking lot’ prior                               
to ending.
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Step 6: Evaluate Your Process
 What did you do well?

 Where do you need to improve?

 What can you do better next time?

 How do participants feel about the result?
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CONSENSUS
Do we have consensus that we learned 

something new today?
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