
 

Building Facilitation Skills 
 
A Facilitator’s Role 
Facilitators’ roles vary depending on the situation. At times a facilitator is expected to 
play a main role in leading a group through a learning process, activity, or discussion. 
Often times a facilitator is in a position of authority as someone to keep the group on 
task and on schedule. In other situations, a facilitator is simply there as a resource of 
information or an optional form of guidance. Facilitators can be teachers and offer their 
opinions. Some groups need completely impartial facilitators who are there only to 
moderate discussion among participants. Evaluate the group or organization you will be 
facilitating ahead of time and try to determine what style of leadership their needs will 
require.  
 
While running leadership activities, facilitators should aim to… 
 

• Improve self-confidence of participants 
• Cultivate stronger peer relationships 
 Develop leadership potential of all participants 
• Create opportunities for participants 
 

 
Responsibilities of Facilitators 
Facilitators are responsible for establishing a safe environment where participants can feel 
comfortable learning. It is also important that you keep your own motivation high. 
Creating an exciting, fun environment can put participants at ease and make them more 
eager to learn. Try to convey your own enthusiasm for the discussion topic, game, or 
activity you are leading. Participants will key into their facilitator’s mood and oftentimes 
take the same attitude. 
 
It is also important to model leadership for participants through your actions. If the role 
requires it, be a part of the team and work as a team player and not always as a leader or 
observer. Complimenting participants with your words and actions throughout your time 
together will build their self-confidence and create a more comfortable environment. 
Expect the best from the people you lead and establish high standards for excellence. 
 
If you are facilitating a group discussion, listen and be patient. Ask questions for 
clarification and to prevent confusion, and ensure participants feel comfortable asking 
questions of you. One strategy for facilitating a discussion involves encouraging 
participant leadership and discussion by moving away from center stage yourself. 
Identify the topic or initial question, and then sit down as one of the participants or move 
to the back of the room. Often, participants may need your encouragement or lead. 
Readily share your insights, but assist participants in drawing their own conclusions as 



 

often as possible. You can show your level of involvement and model participation as a 
leader by sharing your personal experiences and narratives with participants. 
 
Some helpful tips that can improve your skills as a facilitator and your relationship to 
participants include the following suggestions: 
 

• Learning the names of participants 
• Spending time with participants individually 
• Remembering that all participants are capable of contributing to the group and 

discussions 
• Using peers as resources for learning; valuing what others say begins with 

respecting and listening to others 
• Inspiring participants to put their leadership skills into action – both during the 

program and in other life contexts (school, athletic teams, extracurricular 
activities, family, community, work, etc.) 

• Drawing out the real life applications from participants, making direct 
connections, if needed 

 
Facilitation also includes some of the more technical aspects of leading activities or 
discussions. Be sure to provide a supportive environment for your group: 
 

• Hold the participants accountable to the outlined expectations. It can be very 
helpful to take a few minutes before you start the activity or discussion to list 
your own expectations and get input from the group.  

• Be responsible for set-up and clean-up responsibilities. 
• Keep track of time. 
• Stay on task but be flexible enough to modify your schedule if necessary. 
• If appropriate for your situation, use a flipchart or whiteboard to record key 

thoughts generated by group members. This is useful for the group to review its 
progress and for wrap-up at the end of the session. 

 
 
 
Gifted facilitators empower others to work together to achieve common goals.  They 
make it easier for people to: 

• Contribute their ideas and expertise 
• Speak up when they have problems 
• Work with others 
• Make and implement decisions 
• Achieve quality results 

 
 
How can I share this content with others?   
 



 

You can present this content by holding a discussion or as an informal training event.  
The critical goal is to encourage group members to incorporate these concepts into their 
facilitation efforts.  Improved facilitation skills are developed with practice, 
encouragement, and feedback.  
 
Encourage members to identify opportunities where they can serve as a group facilitator.  
Perhaps you can have members volunteer for specific events?  



 

Seven Steps to Building Facilitation Skills 
 

Stage 1: CONTEXT 
 

• What is the purpose of the meeting/activity? 
• What is your group preparing to accomplish?  What have you already 

accomplished? 
• How is your group doing emotionally and physically?  Are people 

tired/distracted/enthusiastic? 
• What stage of group development is your group in? 

 
Stages of Group Development 

Forming Initial interactions with each other might be marked with politeness 
and a desire to get along. 

Norming This is the stage to answer the question of “why are we here?”  In 
this stage, the purpose of the group is defined and clarified, goals 
are set, and codes of interaction are set. 

Storming As people become more comfortable and honest, disagreements 
might occur, cliques might form, and competition for influence and 
power might surface. 

Performing This is the constructive stage after conflict is resolved.  The period 
is marked by synergy, cooperation, and maximum effectiveness. 

Mourning In anticipation of the group’s end, some members may withdraw.  
Opportunities to express what meaning the group has had to 
individuals are important. 

 
Understanding the context in which your group is operating helps you to determine which 
skills to draw from your tool kit and how to best prepare for your meeting or activity. 
 
Stage 2: PREPARATION 
 

• Exhaustive preparation is key!  (The more prepared you are the easier and more 
effective your job is.) 

• When you select activities or discussion items, know why you are doing them.  
What do you hope to accomplish? 

• Make sure that your logistics(props, materials, etc…) are all in order 
• Run through the meeting or activity in your mind.  Imagine a successful meeting.  

What does it look like?  At the end, what will you have accomplished? 
• What will happen if things do not go as planned?  De sure to plan alternatives for 

when things change or do not go as planned. 
• Ensure for the emotional and physical safety of the group.  Set ground rules and 

expectations for respectful interactions. 



 

 
Stage 3:  CONNECT TO GOALS AND VALUES 
Here are a few ways to establish collective group values and goals: 
 

• Plan for success-After the group becomes acquainted, have each persons share 
one thing that they need from the group in order to work to their highest potential 
as an individual and to achieve success in the group.  Answers will obviously 
vary, but common requests of the group include honesty, confronting conflict as it 
happens rather than letting it fester, taking care of you responsibilities, etc…. 

 
• Full Value Contract- The product of this contract is very similar to the Plan for 

Success.  The difference is in the framing and introduction of the idea.  A Full 
Value Contract states that each member of the group adds needed value to the 
group.  Each member of the group shares what she needs about herself and what 
she looks for in fellow group members. 

 
• There are numerous structures to share this information with the group.  It is 

helpful to write down what the group members have to say.  When all have shared 
their thoughts, you can ask each member of the group to sign the contract or plan 
as a symbol of solidarity and commitment to each other and working together as a 
group. 

 
Stage 4:  UNDERSTANDING GROUP DYNAMICS AND INDIVIDUAL ROLES 
 
As a facilitator, it is helpful to know about different roles that individuals might take on 
in the group.  If you can identify who is playing some of the following roles, you can 
figure out strategies to harness their energies in positive and constructive ways.  You 
might also find that individuals can play more than one role in the group over time. 
 
Here are some typical roles that you may find in your group. 
 
Harmonizer: agrees with the rest of the group, accepts what group decides, not 
aggressive, brings together opposite points of view. 
 
Encourager: friendly, makes others feel good, diplomatic, helps others to contribute. 
 
Clarifier: restates problem or solution in order to make it clearer to others, summarizes 
 
Initiator: suggests possible procedures or problems or discussion topics, the “idea’ 
person. 
 
Energizer: Prods the group to take action, urges group to make decisions 
 
Questioner: asks questions, requests clarification, constructive critic 
 
 



 

Listener:  is interested and engaged yet does not say much. 
 
Tension-reducer: jokes or clowns around at appropriate times to eas tense situations 
 
Opinion-giver:  states own beliefs and advocates strongly for them. 
 
Dominator:  interrupts others, launches on long monologues, generally autocratic 
 
Negativist:  rejects ideas suggested by others, negative attitude, argues frequently 
 
Deserter: withdraws from group, aloof, daydreamer, doodling 
 
Aggressor: boasts, attention-seeking, cuts others down. 
 
 
 
Stage 5: FRAMING (BRIEFING) AN ACTIVITY OR MEETING 
 

• What is going to happen? 
• How is it going to happen? 
• Does it make sense to everyone?  Answer any questions/ 
• What are people’s concerns and expectations? 
• Why is this activity relevant?  How does this activity connect to the values and 

goals of the group? 
• Let your group know that there will be time to reflect on the experience at the 

end. 
 
Stage 6: LEADING THE GROUP 
 

• Bring out the best in people (stay positive and constructive.  Find out why each 
person is there in the first place). 

• Find your leadership voice.  How is your group working?  Do they need lots of 
direction?  Should you back off? 

• Be consistent with each member of your group (no favorites). 
• Stay aware of your own emotions. 
• Read your group.  How are they doing?  Do we need a break?  Is tension 

mounting? 
• Be flexible.  What is plan B? 
• Don’t always offer solutions.  Am I a crutch?  Am I minimizing a group’s ability 

to figure things out on their own? 
 



 

 
Stage 7:  DEBRIEFING AND ACTIVITY OR MEETING 
 

• Expect to deal with resistance 
 “Great, now we are going to get lectured.” 
 “Aah, this is just like class.” 
 “I don’t want to ruin the experience by analyzing it.” 

 
• Listen and observe 

 Pay attention to the group 
 Resist the temptation to say everything yourself.  Let participants discuss 

 and process the experience. 
 Develop timing and patience-be aware that a mistimed comment could 

 stifle discussion. 
 Be comfortable with silence.  Some folks need to think and organize their 

 thoughts before they speak. 
 
 

• Sequence the debrief/reflection session 
 It usually takes time to get at the heart of things.  Be patient.  It might not 

be appropriate or effective to start with ‘bib’ questions such as “How do 
you feel?”  Rather, start with specific factual questions such as “What did 
we just do?” 

 
• Debriefing structure ideas: 

1. What (just the facts)? 
So What (feelings, evaluate goals, achievements, etc.)? 
Now What (transfer learnings, what worked?  What did not work?, what 
needs to change?)? 

2. Check in with folks at the end to see how they did with their goals. 
3. Ask each member of the group to imagine a picture and caption in the 

local newspaper about the event or accomplishment….what would it say? 
4. What TV character/superhero/politician/group role were you today and 

why? 
5. Cubing:  look at an issue or discussion point or problem from six sides: 

a. Describe (the facts, feelings) 
b. Compare (have you experienced this before?) 
c. Associate (if you have not experienced this before, what does it 

remind you of?) 
d. Analyze (what else do we need to know to get the full picture of 

what happened or is happening?) 
e. Apply (can we use any lessons or experiences in the future?) 
f. Argue (should anything be done differently?) 

 
 



 

6. CRAPI : Clarification; Reasoning; Assumptions; Perspectives; 
Implications  This framework helps you to think of what questions to ask 
that will help you to work through issues that the group has faced. 

a. Clarification questions: clarify facts/opinions/feelings/actions. 
What is an example?  Do you mean ________ ? 

b. Reasoning questions: helps to figure out reasons behind actions.  
“What are examples to support your opinions?  You assert that 
_______ is true, what supports that idea?” 

c. Assumptions questions:  helps people to understand what you are 
taking for granted.  “What are you assuming?” 

d. Perspectives:  try to understand other people’s perspectives. 
“It seems to me that you are approaching this issue from the 
perspective of ________.  Does that seem accurate to you?” 

e. Implications: try to get participants to consider the consequences 
of their actions and beliefs.  “What might result (positively and 
negatively) from what you believe or recommend?” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


