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Designated Meeting Roles

The Facilitator

A facilitator is more like a coordinator than a leader or a chairperson.  Facilitators accept responsibility to help the group accomplish a common task, to move through the agenda in the time available and to make necessary decisions and plans for implementation.  A facilitator has three major responsibilities:   


1) get the task done;
2) give people equal air time; and 


3) distribute the power  in the group.

A facilitator makes no decisions for the group but suggests ways that will help the group to move forward.  They work in such a way that those present at the meeting are aware that they are in charge, that it is their business that is being conducted, and that each person has a role to play.

It is important to emphasize that the responsibility of the facilitator is to the group and its work rather than in the individuals within the group.  A person with a high stake in the issues discussed will seldom be able to function as a good facilitator.

Co-Facilitator

In groups of 8-15 people instead of the usual practice of having one facilitator it is often wise to have two facilitators.  Here are some of the reasons and circumstances for team facilitation:

1. More information and ideas are available during the planning.

2. More energy (physical and emotional) is available to the group – especially during times of conflict or when handling complicated matters.

3. If a facilitator becomes personally involved in the discussions, it is easy to hand the job over to the co-facilitator for the time being. 

4. Co-facilitation is a way for more people to gain experience and become skilled facilitators.

5. It is less exhausting, demanding, and scary.


Sometimes it is helpful to divide responsibility between the two facilitators (though this responsibility may switch during the meeting.) One facilitator can concentrate on moving through the agenda, responding to the group members, etc., while the other facilitator can keep time and records.  In evaluating their work together, people who work as co-facilitators can help each other by giving feed back and support.

Process Observer

From time to time, any group can benefit from having somebody observe how it works.  During periods of conflict or transition  (changing consciousness about sexism, figuring out 

what to do in response to difficult criticism, etc) a process observer may be of special value.

Process observers need to be careful not to get involved in the task of the group.  A notepad for short notations will help with accuracy. Here are some specific things you might look for:

1.   What was the general atmosphere in which the group worked?

2.   How were decisions made?

3.   If there was conflict, how was it handled?

4.   Did everybody participate?  Were there procedures that encouraged participation?

5.   How well did the group members relate to each other?

6.   Were there recognized leaders within the group?

7.    How did the group interact with the facilitator?

8.    Were there differences between male and female participation?

When paying specific attention to patterns of participation, keep score on paper can help you keep track.  In a small group a mark can be made next to a person's name every time they speak.  If you are looking for differences in participation patterns between categories of people, such as gender, race, new member/old member, etc., keeping track of number of contributions in each category is enough.


In giving feed back to the group, try to be matter-of-fact and specific so that people do not get defensive and can know exactly what you are talking about. Remember to mention the strengths you observe in the group.

“Vibes Watcher”

At times when the discussion is expected to be particularly controversial or when there are more people than the facilitator can be attentive to, it may make sense to appoint a 'vibes watcher," a person who pays attention to the emotional climate and energy level of the attendees.  Such a person is encouraged to interrupt the process when necessary with an observation of how things are going and to suggest remedies when there is a problem.

As "vibes watcher" you pay most attention to the non-verbal communication, such as:

1. Body language: are people yawning, dozing, sagging, fidgeting, leaving?

2. Facial expressions: are people "not there," looking upset, staring off into space?

3.   Side conversations: are people distracting to the facilitator or to the group?

4.   People interrupting each other.


It is often difficult to interpret such behavior correctly.  Therefore it may be wise to report what you have observed and possibly suggest something to do about it.  If energy is low a quick game, stretch, or a rousing song may wake people up.  If tension or conflict level is preventing people from hearing each other, a simple getting up and finding new places to sit might help.  A period of silence might also be helpful when people may have a chance to relax a bit and look for new insights.

It is important for the vibes watcher to keep a light touch – don’t make people feel guilty or defensive.  Also, be confident in your role -- there is no reason for apologizing when you have an observation or a suggestion for the group. You are doing them a favor.
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