Making decisions by consensus

In the previouschapter we looked & different ways of making decisions and hav a society based in
direct democracy mightlook. This chapter provides adédailed guide for using conenausin your
group.Thetools described below are based on decades of experience in grougs such & housing co-
opsand workers co-ops

What is consensus decision making?

Consnausis adecision-meking process that works creatively to include al the people making the
decision. Ingead of amply voting for an item, and letting the mgjority of the group ge thar way,
the group is committed to finding olutionsthat everyone can live with. This ensures that
everyone's opinions ideas and reservationsare taken into account But consensusis more than just
acompromise. It is aprocess that can result in

surprising and aeative solutions- often better than  [Guidelines for consensus
theorigind suggestions

building
At the heart of consensusis arespectful dialogue 8 Be respectful and trugt each other. Don®
between equals, helping groupsto work together to be afraid to express your idess and

meet both the individudsGnd the group®needs It© opinions
abouthow to work with each other rather than 2for® ofl 4 Don®assume tha someonemus win and

dagaing® each other. someonemud lose. Look for the most

Making deisionsby cnsensusis based on tus and |  acceptable solution for everyone
openness + this meanslearning 1o openly express both|@ Think before you geak, listen before you
our desires (wha we@ like to see hgppening), and our| Object. Listen to others reactions and
needs (what we have to see happen in order to be able| congder them carefully before pressing
to supportadecision). If everyoneis ableto trust each|  Your point.

other and alk openly then thegroup will havethe  [# Remember that theideal behind

information it requires to take everyone® postions CONSNSUS IS eMpOowering ve'sus
into accountand t come up with asolution that overpowering, agreement versus
everyone can support majorities/minorities.

It may take time to learn how to distinguish between our wants and needs after all mog of usare
more used to decision-making where onewins and the other loses. In this kind of adversarial
decision making we are often forced to take up astrategic postion of presenting our desires as
needs alowing us to concede points withoutgiving up any sgnificant ground.

Conditions for good consensus
For good onsensus building to be possible afew conditionsneed to be met:

Common goal: Everyone a the meeting needsto be united in aclear common gaal = whether it®
the desire to take action & a specific event, or ashared ghos. Being clear aboutthe shared gcel
helpsto keep ameeting focused and unted.

Commitment to reaching consensus on all decisions: Congnsus requires commitment,
patience, tolerance and awillingness to putthe group first. It can be damaging if individuds
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secretly want to return to mgjority voting, jus waiting for the chance to say 2l told you t wouldn®
work.°

Trust and respect: We dl ned to trug tha everyone shares our @mmitment, and respects our
opinionsand equd rights.

Clear process: Everyone needsto understand the process for making decisionsyou ae usng.
There are lots of variationsof the consensus process, 0 even if people are experienced in usng
consensusthey may use it differently to you! Explain the process at the beginning of the meeting.

Active participation: If we want adecisionwe al can agree on, we dl need to play an active role
in the decision-making.

Good facilitation: Facilitation hdpsto ensure that the group works hamonioudy, creatively and
democratically. When your goup s larger than jus a handful of people or you ae trying to make a
diffi cult decisionsappoint facilitatorsto help your meeting run nmore smoothly.

The Consensus Process

The dialogue that helpsusto find the common gound ad respect our differences can take lots of
diff erent formats. Some groupshave developeal detailed procedures, whereas in other groupsit may
be an arganic process. Wha process you u® dependson he size of the group and howwell people
know each other. Below we have outined aprocess for group no érger than 1520 people. Later on
we will discuss the spokescourcil process, which works for groupsof hundeds and even thousands
of people.

A model of small grou p consensus

Introduce the issue, provide clarification Discuss the pros and cons of the
and define question(s) to be decided. proposal - make sure everybody has a
chance to contribute. Are there any

friendly amendments to the proposal

Gather initial thoughts and reactions. that make it more acceptable to the

What are the issues and concerns? group?
Collect ideas and proposals for solving Test for agreement:
the problem and write them down. =>Are there any major objections that
| you can®overcome?

=> Acknowledge minor objections
=>Check for agreement
Do we have consensus?

Discuss the ideas - What are the pros and
cons? Modify some proposals, eliminate

others and develop a short-list of '
favo$ites. Implement the decision

Look for a way to bring together the best
gualities of the remaining ideas. Create a
proposal out of the ideas you have left.

Dealing with Disagreement in Consensus
Conensusams to reach adecision tha everyonecan live with. S what can be dore when we need
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to reach agreement and we seem to bepoles apart?

To find asolution that works for everyonewe have to undestand the undelying problems that lead
to the differing points of view and then come up with ways of addressing them: there are often
specific problems causng the failure to reach agreement. These can dten bedealt with by
facilitation and ae explored later in this chapter.

For those times when there is continued disagreement over a decision that needsto be taken
consder thefollowing optons

The major objection (block or veto): Using you veto will stop the proposl going ahead, ©
think carefully before doing it. But dontthe afraid to veto when it®relevant. A veto means 2 If this
decision went ahead | could not be part of this project.® If someone expresses amajor objection, the
group descardsthe proposl and darts working on anew ore. People often ask what happensif the
rest of the group s unwilling to respect the veto. This is adiffi cult Stuaion where the group neds
to decide whether the proposl is so important to them that they will risk the person objecting
leaving the group. The ideal is never to be in agtuation where amajor objectionis being raised in
thefirst place: the key to consensus building is to identify areas people feel strongly about early on
in the process, 0 tha any proposls dready them them into account

The minor objection (stand aide): There will be times when you want to object, butnotto veo.
In those studionsyou @n @and aide®Sanding aside registers your dissent, and says clearly that
you won®help implement the proposl. A sand aside means 21 personally can't do tis, butl
won't gop others fromdoing it.° The person ganding aside is not responsble for the consequences,
but aso isn®sopping the group fom going ahead with the decision. Stand asides should be
recorded in the minutes.

It can really help both the group and individuds to undestand the clear distinction between minor
and mejor objections When someone vetoes aproposl it is dways advisable to first check whether
they would be able to gand aside rather than block the whole group from going dead.

Agree to disagree: The group cecides tha no ayreement can be reached on tis issue Imagine
what will hgppen in 9x months ayear, five year's time if you dorit agree. Is the decision sill so
important?

The Fridge: Put the decision on ice, and mwme back to it in an hou, aday or aweek. Quite often
when people have had achance to cool off and think it throughthingscan look quie different.

Back-up options: Some groupshave fall-back optonswhen no greement can bereached.
Allow the person mog concerned to make the decision.
Put dl the possibilities into aha and pul ore out Agree in advance on tis solution.

Some groupshave mgjority voting a abackup, dten only after asecond a third atempt a
reaching consensus and requiring an overwhdming majority such as 80 a 90%.

Leaving the group: If one pason ontinudly findshim/herself at oddswith the rest of the group,
it may betime to think aboutthe reasonsfor this. Is this really theright group b be in? A group
may aso ask amember to leave.

Facilitating the consensus process
Facilitation helpsagroup b have an dficient and indusve meeting. Facilitator are essentially
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helpers for the meeting. They look dter the Sructure of the What the dictionary says
meeting, making sure everyone has an oppatunity to contribute, L
and cecisionsare reached. Faglitation

e . . _ \Fa*cilArta'tion\ n.
Facilitation is avital role that needsto be filled a every meeting. making esy, the act of
In anall groupsthis fundion may be shared by eseryone there, or assisting or making easer
rotated informally. Difficult meetingsor meetingswith alarger the progress or
number of participants (more than 8 a 10 people) should aways improvement of something.

have clearly designaed facilitators However al members of the
meeting should aways feel responsble for the progress of the
meeting, and hdp thefacilitator if necessary.

Depending on hegroup afacilitator might

% help the group cecide on astructure and process for the meeting and © keep to it

keep the meeting focussed on onétema a A Facilitator® Skills and Qualities
time untl decisionsare reached

L |

wyl
i

Little emotiond investment in the issues
discussed. Avoid manipulating the meeting
towards a particular outcome. If this

regulate the flow of discussion + drawing
out quiet people and limiting over-talking

L |
A

¢ clarify and summarise points, test for becomes diffi cult, sep out of role and let
consensus and formalise decisions someoneed se facilitate.
7% help thegroup n dealing with conflicts. Energy and dtention for the job at hand.

Understanding d tasks for the meeting as
well as long-term gaals of the group.

Facilitation rol es Good lstening kills including strategic
. ) _ guestioning to beable to understand
One facilitator is rarely enough br a meeting. everyone®viewpoint propely.

Depending on he sze of thegroup and the
length of the meeting some or dl of the
following roles may be used:

Confidence that good slutionswill be found
and ongenaus can be achieved.

1. The facilitator helpsthe group decide on Assertiveness that is not overbearing £ knav
and keep to the structure and process of the when to intervene decisively and give some
meeting. This means running through the direction to the meeting.

agenda point by point, keeping the focus of
the discussion on one item a a time,
regulating the flow of the discussion and

Respect for dl participants and interest in
what each individud has to dffer.

making sure everyore participates. The Clear thinking £ obgrvation of the whole
facilitator also clarifies and summarises group.
points and tests for consensus Attend boh to the content of the discussion

2. The Co-facilitator provides suppat such and the process. How are people feeling?
as writing up ideas and proposis on aflip
chart for all to see or watching out for rising tensonfack of focugflagging energy. She can also
step in and facilitate if thefacilitator is flagging, a feels aneed to take apostion on a issue

3. Keeping a list of speakers and making sure they are called to speak in turn can either be
taken on by he co-facilitator or it can bea separate role.

4. The minute taker notes down proposls, decisionsand action points for future reference.
They also draw attention to incomplete decisions- for example who is going to contact so and
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s0 and when?

5 The timekeeper makes sure each agenda item gets enoughtime for discussion, and tha the

meeting finishes a the agreed time.

6. The doorkeeper meets and greets people on the way into the meeting, checks that everyone
knows what the meeting is for, and hands out any doauments such as minutes from the last
meeting. This makes new people feel welcome, and brings latecomers up to speed without

Interrupting the meeting.

Common problems and how to overcome them

Problem 1

Tom, with lots of experience, confidence
and aloud vore, istalking dl thetime and
dominaing the meeting. Hardly any ore dse
gets a chance to speak.

Underlying causes

A lack of understanding of the
congensus process on kehalf of Tom
coupled with an unwillingness of the
rest of the group b chalenge his
behaviour.

Possible solutions

Thefacilitator can equdise speaking time
through ugng tools such &s:

introducing ago-round: each person
speaks in turn for a set amount of
time.

at the beginning of the meeting
setting alimit on howmany times a
person an eak

pro-actively asking oher people for
ther opinion: @Thank you, Tom, for
your great ideas. What do oter

people think?®

Problem 2

People are coming up with lots of ideas, but
the discussion is going nowhere. People
keep gong off on tangents.

Underlying causes

Lack of structure and focus for the
discussion.

Weak facilitation.
Possible solutions

Thediscussion can be moved on fom its
creative phase to making decisionsthrough:

1. Writing dl ideas up on &flip chart
for dl to see.

2. Discussingoreideaat atime,
recording pros and consfor each ore.

3. When people bring up angential
issues, record them for discussion
later. Avoid getting Sde-tracked.

4. Checking if the facilitator needs a

break or suppat.

These two examples show howimportant it is to get to the bottom of the underlying issues when
thingsge tricky in ameeting. Develop you ability to spot problems and the underlying reasonsfor
them and to learn howto deal with them. The more trus and unarstanding there isin agroup he
easier it will become to overcome such problems. Facilitation can help with supplying the tools to
avoid problems in thefirst place and o deal with them creatively if they do accur.

Making decisions by consensus

5/12



Tools for meetings
Here is a selection of tools you @n use a variousstages of the meeting to make them efficient and
enjoyable for dl. It isagood deato dways explain to people what tools you ae usng and why.

At the beginning of the meeting

Consensus training: Running pre-meeting @troduction to consensus&essionscan make
meetingsmore indusgve for everyone, and avoid conflict that arises from a misunderstanding of the
process.

Setting up the meeting venue: It®important that the space, and the way you u the space
doesn®isolate or dienate anybody. Iseveryoneable to hear and e clearly? Some roons have very
bad acoudics tha require people to shoutto beheard. Gthers have fixed sating a columnstha
restrict people®view and ther ability to participae. Is the venue accessible to everyone?

Group agreements and ground rules: Agree a the beginning of the meeting on hav the
meeting will be run. This prevents alot of problems from occurring in thefirst place. 1t so makes
it easier for the facilitatorsto challenge disruptive behaviour, & they can refer back to 2what we al
agreed®. Possible ground rues mightinclude usng conensus hand sgnds; notinterrupting each
other; active paticipation; challenging oppessive behaviour; respecting opinions sticking to
agreed time limits and switching off mobile phores.

Clear agendas can help make a meeting flow more easily. Sort outthe agenda at the gart of the
meeting, or even, with the paticipaion d the group, n advance. Berealistic aboutwhat can be
achieved in the time you@e got and decide which items can be dealt with & alater meeting. Set
time limits on exch agenda item to help the meeting end on tme. Make sure tha everyone has an up
to dde copy o the agenda or write it up on &lip chart for everyone to see. This helpsto keep the
discussion on bpic.

Using hand signals can help meetingsrun nore smoothly and helpsthefacilitators spot
emerging agreements. It is important to explain what hand sgnds you will be usng at the gart of
the meeting to avoid confusion!

| want to Technical point
contribute to the Make a T-shgpe with
discussion your handsto indicate
Raiseahand a aproposl aboutthe
forefinge when you process of the

wish to contribute to discussion, eg. dets
the discussion. have abreak®.

‘I agree' or @ounds good!©

Silent Hand dapping. Wave your rendswith your
finge's pointing upwards to indcate your agreement.
This gives avery helpful visud overview of what
people think. It dso savestime asit avoids everyone
having to say 2I'd jud like to add that | agree with%° .
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When making a decision

Not every tool is suitable for every stage of the consensus process. Think carefully about
when you would use which tool and why.

Go-rounds: Everyonre takes aturn to peak withoutinterruption or comment from other people.
Go-roundshelp to gather opinions feelingsand ideas as well as dowing down the discussion and
improving listening. Make sure tha everyonegets a chance to speak.

Idea storm: Ask people to call outdl ther ideas as fast as possible - without censoring them. All
ideas are welcome - the crazier thethe better. This helps people to be ingpired by each other. Have
one or two notk takers to write al ideas down where everyone can see them. Make sure there is no
discussion or comment on ohers@deas at this sage. Sructured thinking and aganising can come
afterwards.

Show of hands or straw poll: An obviousbuteffective way of prioritising items or gauging
group opnion. Make sure people uncerstand tis is notvoting, butto help the facilitators spot
emerging agreements.

Clear process: when deding with multiple proposls. For example, if you plan to consder ideas
in turn, let people know they® dl be consdered and given equal time. Otherwise some people may
well be unmoperative because they can®clearly see that there istime set asideto talk aboutthar
idea and they feel like they@e bang ignaed. If you&@ puting some ideas to ore Sde, dter a
prioritisation exercise for example, you mghtlike to ensure their ©wnerséhave agreed and
understand thereasonswhy.

Pros & Cons: Got several ideas and an®decide which oreto go fa? Smply list the bendfits and
drawbacks of each idea and compare the results. This can be dore as afull group, o by asking
pairs, or small groups to work on e prosand consof oneoption and report back to the group.

@lus-Minus-Implications©A variation of the ample @ros & consdechnique. It will help you
decide between anumber of opionsby examining them oneby ore. Create a Smple table with
three columnstitled Plus Minus and Implications In the Plus column write down the pasitive
consequences of the opton. In the Minuscolumn write any negative consequences of the action,
and in the Implicationscolumn write down other possible implicationswhether good @ bad.

Breaks: taking abreak can revitalise a meeting, reduce tension, and give people time to reflect on
proposls and cecisions Plan in al5 mnute break a least every 2 hous and take spontaneous
breaks if the meeting gets too heated or atentionis flagging.

At the end of a meeting:

Evaluation and constructive feedback: evaludaion dlows usto learn from our experiences. It
should be aregular part of our meetingsand workshopsasit give usthe chance for honest feedback
on the process and content of the event, dlowing usto improvein the future. Everyone who
participaed in an event should beencouraged to take part in its evaluation.
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Consensus in large groups * the spokescouncil

When making decisions in a large group there is a tendency to have one large meeting with
hundeds of people. One of the problems with this format is that the large majority of people does
not have a chance to speak due to time condraints, indead it is usudly dominaed by a few
confident people. This is not a goodstarting point for reaching coneensus which dependson mutud
understanding and trugt. Good consensus building is based on working in small groupswhere
everyone contributes to the discussion.

The spokescoundl was developed to address this problem. It enables large numbers of people to
work together as democratically as possible, allowing the maximum of opinions and ideas to be
heard in an efficient way. Many groupssuch as socia centres and large workers©co-ops aswell as
peace, anti-nuclear and environmental movements around heworld use this process successfully.

How a spokescouncil works

Typ|Ca| In aspokescourcil the meeting breaks up into smaller groups to dlow
. everyore to express ther views and take pat in discussions
SpokescounCII Small groupscan be either based on working goups in regiond
Spokes groupingsor agroup baed on $ared poitical analysis or even beentirely random

People in each gmall groupdiscuss the issues and come up
with proposls and concerns

Each goup hen sndsaddegate (or spoke) to the
spokescoundl meeting, where dl the spokes present the
proposls and concerns of their group. The spokes then come
up with proposls tha they think might be acceptable to
everyone and dheck back with ther groupsbefore adecision
istaken. A group @n dso enpower their spoketo take
decisonswithin certain parameters.

Groups clustered OO
behind spoke For aspokescourcil to work effectively therole of the spoke

needsto be dearly defined. A group @n choo< to use the
spoke as avoice * feeding bak to the group he collective, agreed thoughs. Or the small group
might empower their poke to make certain decisionsbased on her knowledge of the small group.
Being the spokeis noteasy + it carries significant responsbility. You mightlike to rotate the role
from meeting 1o meeting, or agenda item to agendaitem. It dso helpsto have two okes, oneof
them presenting the viewpoints and prop@als of thar small group, he other to take notes of what
other groupshave to say. This helpsto ensure that ideas donpet log or msrepresented in the
trangmission between snall groupsand the spokescourcil. Spokescourrcils require good Ecilitation,
by ateam of at least 3 facilitators tha work well togeher and who ae skilled at synthesising
proposls.

This process works regardless of whether everyoneinvolved is in the same location or
geographically dispersed. Where small groupsare based in diff erent places, the spokescoundl ether
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involves alot of travel for the spokes or the spokes can communicate via telephore conferences and
chat roons. This is working successfully for X-Tausend Mal Quer, an anti-nuclear protest
movement in Germany.

If dl the people involved in making te decision are togeher in the same place, it works well if
groupssit in acluger benhind ther spoke during the spokescourcil. This meanstha they can hear
what is being discussed and give immediate feedback to their spoke This can make the
spokescoundl more accounible and reduce the need for repeating information.
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A model of spokescouncil consensus

Discussions and decisions

in the Small groups

1. Introduce issue

3. Voice first thoughts
and reactions

\ 4
4. Gather ideas

M

5. Discuss ideas

 ——proposals

Feedback through

Discussions in the

the Spoke Spokescouncil
v
Question(s) 2. Define question for
and _—— decision
&—information
Ideas,
concerns,

Ideas/concerns 6. Develop proposals <
from other
groups and
A/proposal(s)
7. Discuss and evaluate 8. Check if decision has
proposals Position of been reached
group
v v
Yes No

Consensus —
9. Implement decision

Variations

If theissueimpacts very strongly on he needs of the people involved, then an additiond step can be
built in, where small groupsgive information on her particular needs via the spokescourcil before
starting to gaher idess.

When there are jus afew people with grongly opposng views tha seemingly can®©be resolved
within the format of the spokescourcil we have successfully used the 2back of the barn® technique
This involves those with grong views having aseparate meeting with theaim of working outa
proposal that they can dl agree to. This definitely benefits from an experienced facilitator who aan
help people express and listen to each othe® concernsand reeds

Making consensus work with thousands of people

The spokescounadl itself is limited by the nunber of spokes that can have a meaningful exchange of
information and discussion in the spokescourcil. In ou experience a spokescourcil becomes much
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more diffi cult when more than 20 snall groupsare represented. If the maximum sze of each anall
group & 20 people as well, this gives anatural limit of about400 people for which the
spokescounal works.

To make consensus decision-meking with thousndsof people possible peace and anti-nudear
movements have developed athree tier system, where small groupsare affiliated in clugers who
then eend okes to an oweral spokescourril.

The key to making this work is to meke decisionsat the mog local level possible. Not every
decision nedsto betaken by everyone. The spokescourcil should be reserved for only the mos
important decisions generally on apolicy level. It is often thefacilitatorstha will spot proposals
tha do notneed to be decided in the whole group For example the discussion aound te wording of
a press release should take place in the small working group hat is actually writing it. This group
can congult with everyoneed se for their ideas and preferences, butthis is different from attempting
to reach adecision with everyone. Conensusis based on tug and good vill, even more so in a
large group.

Conclusion

Congnausis about participation and equdising power. It can dso be avery powerful process for
building communities and enpowering individuds. Despite sometimes taking longe to achieve
congensus can actually save time and dress, because the group doen®have to kegp revisiting past
decisions- because they were fully suppated a the time they were made. Don®be discouraged if
the going gds rough. For mog of us consensusis acompletely newv way of negotiating and meking
decisionst it takes time to unlearn the patterns of behaviour we have been broughtup © accept as
thenom. Congnaus gets much easier with practice, and its true potential is often only recognised
after adifficult decision has been reached in away that everyoneis happy with.

About Seeds for Change

This chapter was written by Seedsfor Change - a UK based wllective of activist trainers providing
training for grassroots campaign gooups We aso develop resources on mnsenaus facilitation and
taking action, dl of which are available on ou webste.

For more resources on mnsensus decision making visit our webste: www.seedsforchange.org.uk

Further Reading

Try your local library first - they are generally quite happy to order or even buy booksfor you. If
you decide to buy a book, get it from one of the radical/independent book$ops- they al do mail
order! In the UK try News from Nowhere in Liverpool (01517087270 or Housmans Bookshopin
London (020 7278 4474

Seeds for Change www.seedsforchange.org.uk Lots of guides to different forms of Consensus
Decision-meking and Fecilitation

Rant Collective: www.rantcollective.net US based activist trainers, with resources and
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information on thar webste.

Resource Manual for a Living Revolution, V.Coowr, E.Deacon, C.Esser and C.Moore; New
Sodety, 1981. Acomplete manud for developing your group + ges well beyond cecision making.
Sadly out of print now, butits worth trying o get you handson acopy!

Fadlitator@ Guide to Participatory Decision-M aking, S.Kaner with L.Lind, C.Toldi, S.Fisk and
D.Berger, New Sodety Publishers, 1996, I8BN: 0-86571347-2

Democracy in Small Groups + Participation, Decison Making and Communication, JGastil;
New Sodety, 1993. looksat varioustypes of decision making pracesses.

Konsens £ Handbuch zur Gewaltfreien Entscheidungdindung, Werkstatt f r Gewaltfreie
Aktion Baden; buero.ka'lsrtuhe@wfga.de, 2004. Pobebly the mog current and comprehensve book
on mnEensus decision making = ndudes exercises, ddailed descriptionsand exercises. (Butit®in
German...)

From Conflict to Cooperation - How to Mediate A Dispute, Dr B.Potter; Ronn Publishing,
1996,ISBN: 0-91417179-8

The Mediator@ Handbook, J.Beer with E Stief; New SodetyPublishers, 3rd edition, 1997, ISBN:
0-86571359-6, avelopal by FiendsConflict Resolution Programs

Working with Conflict, Fisher et d; Zed Books 2000, I8N: 1 85649 837 9

The Tyranny of Structurelessness, J.Freeman,
http://www.struggle.ws/anarchism/pdf/booklets/structurd essness.html; Pamphlet about informal
hierarchies in small groups

You may copy, detribute and alapt this work on ndition you:
state tha this work is by Seedsfor Changeand is available a www.seedSorchangeorg.uk, and
you do notuse this work for commercial purposes withoutfirst gaining permission from us and
you share dlike; if you alter, trandorm, or build uponthis work, you may distribute the resulting
work only under alicense identical to thisone
For any reuse or distribution, you nust make clear to others how they may use the work, and
indudethe following statement:

This work is licensed under the Creative CommonsAttributon-NonConmercial-ShareAlike 2.0

England & Wales License. To view acopy d this license, visit
http://creativecommonsorglicenses/by-nc-sa/2.0uk/
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