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Consensus Decision‐Making a Special Case

Introduc on
Of the decision making alterna ves, Consensus Decision‐Making is by far the most diﬃcult to accomplish
(and o en misunderstood). It is also the one the holds the most promise for many teams. Before elec ng
this alterna ves, teams and team leaders should weigh the cost of me and diﬃculty against the poten al
benefits of a high quality outcome that is most likely to be implemented. If this is s ll the favored alterna‐
ve, then follow these guidelines:

Steps for Success
1. Define a “consensus decision” and diﬀeren ate it from majority rule, vo ng, or just “going with the
flow.” A consensus is one where communica on has been suﬃciently open to make everyone in the
group feel that they have had their fair chance to influence the outcome and where each member feels
heard. A er a successful consensus is reached, each par cipant would think or say the following: “I
understand where each of you stands and what appears to be the group’s decision. I feel that my posi‐
on or preference was respected and fairly considered. Even if I would not personally have chosen this
alterna ve, I have had suﬃcient opportunity to sway others to my point of view and will therefore sup‐
port the group’s decision and sincerely help to implement it.”
2. Give a spot training on how to “dialogue.” This is the skill of balancing two needed behaviors: (a) advo‐
ca ng for one’s perspec ve or posi on and (b) listening to (and being open to) those of others.
3. Prac ce consensus decision‐making on simple issues or use decision‐making exercises designed for this
purpose. Run several itera ons and have the group reflect on the following factors: (a) How well did
people ensure that everyone heard from? (b) How well did people advocate for a posi on, defend it
appropriately, and some mes concede to others? (c) How well did people ask helpful ques ons? (d)
How well did people listen to alterna ve viewpoints?
4. While working towards a consensus decision, highlight and recognize team mates who are advoca ng,
asking helpful ques ons, ac vely listening, and conceding appropriately.
5. As the facilitator, explain and model the skills of “polling the group” and “pu ng a stake in the
ground.” Pu ng a stake in the ground means occasionally sta ng what the group appears to be con‐
cluding. Like a hypothesis, this occasional summary statement may not be the true consensus, but it
allows the group to consider the possibility and move closer to a decision, faster. Polling the group is
any method of hearing from each member of the team before moving forward. Whether it is a non‐
verbal signal or a full statement of their posi on, this interven on ensures that people have had the
opportunity to take a stand, and it disallows the common error of assuming that silence is consent.
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