Use Facilitation to get the BEST out of your Team!

Managers are facilitators

In today’s economic storms, many organisations like HDB are asked to increase organisational effectiveness with the same number of people or even less.  This means that everyone’s contribution truly counts especially in teams where the result of the collective effort of each team member should far exceed the sum of each individual effort. As such, managers have a key role to play in these troubling times. 

Managers are facilitators.  We facilitate people and resources to get the right things done right!  There are three primary characteristics about facilitation that you can use to get the very best from your people: Participation, Empowerment and Innovation. 

Participation

Arguably, the most important trait of a good facilitator is the ability to encourage participation.  This is simply done by doing two things: asking and protecting.  

Ask individual team members, with their colleagues present, what they think about specific issues.  This helps give individuals the credibility and respect for their opinions.   When you ask your team members, remember to protect them from the criticism of the other team members.  Clearly let others know that all ideas are welcomed and that evaluation can be done in due time once the ideas are understood.    

For example, you might say, “Wait a second, I know you think that idea is a bit strong but let’s listen to Ling to understand where she is coming from.”

There are two benefits to increased participation. 

One, everyone gets to speak up which increases the number of ideas in your team.  This means everyone feels that he or she can speak up without feeling restrained.  By fostering a team culture of ‘speaking-up’ you create a basis for open and frank communications.

Two, everyone gets to listen to everyone else.  The normal problem about ‘speaking-up’ is that nobody listens!  As a facilitator you can help your team listen to each other by modelling good listening techniques in front of everyone. In doing so, you are encouraging an atmosphere of understanding before evaluating which is so important is creating strong productive teams. 

Empowerment

As you increase the participation of team members, your team will feel more and more empowered because most of the ideas will have come from them not you!  Empowerment comes when you ask your team to solve current and future problems that your team has to face.  

For example, here are a few good ‘empowerment-encouraging” questions you could ask:

· “What could we do today to increase our effectiveness of our clerical staff?”

· “How can we offer higher quality housing to low-income families and yet keep the cost down?”

· “How can we get feedback about how we did in our latest project?”

Ultimately, the answers you are helping your team to answer should be those actions that your team feels it can do, as oppose to only actions that you generated yourself.  This means that your team will have a greater sense of ownership and responsibility because the answers came from them.

Once you have a list of ‘answers’, help your team evaluate and select the best answer to the problem.  Get the team to own the process of evaluating and selecting by asking questions.  The message you are clearly communicating is “We really want to listen to each of you because we trust and respect you”.  This message is the bedrock of empowerment. 

The biggest benefit of empowered teams to the organisation is higher productivity.  Problem solving becomes the responsibility of everyone not just managers.  And all that is needed to start is for a few managers to ask a few more questions to their staff!

Innovation

With increased participation and empowered, you will naturally get increased innovation.  This is because more people are contributing AND executing their ideas in solving problems and achieving organisational goals.  No, you don’t really need another creative thinking training. You just need to start generating ideas by helping your team listen to one another. People are inherently creative once they feel that their ideas are being used to help the team. 

Brainstorming is one process in facilitation that contributes to innovation.  The rules are simple: encourage all to contribute ideas and defer evaluation.  These rules applies to all your team members and you.  Lead by example and show your team how to encourage ideas and defer evaluation.   In doing so, you are showing your team how to build an innovative environment by having a healthy respect for the ideas of everyone. 

Managers start facilitating now

An organisation cannot afford not to have participation, empowerment and innovation.  Gone should be the days where managers feel that they need to control everything. Facilitation gives managers the tools and framework of getting the most of their team members --- a situation where everyone wins!
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