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The ILAC initiative fosters learning from experience and use of the lessons learned to 
improve the design and implementation of agricultural research and development programs. 
The mission of the ILAC Initiative is to develop, field test and introduce methods and tools 
that promote organizational learning and institutional change in CGIAR centres and their 
partners, to expand the contributions of agricultural research to achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals.  

This paper has been reformatted to comply with the style of the ILAC publication series.   

Citation: Sette, C. (2009) Workshop Report: Group Facilitation Skills for Participatory 
Decision-Making. Workshop Evaluation Report, Rome, Institutional Learning and Change 
Initiative.  
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Course on Group Facilitation Skills for Participatory Decision-Making 
26-29 May, 2009 
Nairobi, Kenya 

 

Introduction 
The ability to facilitate participatory decision making processes is a strategic skill for 
collaborative researchers because professionals are increasingly called upon to manage teams 
and participatory processes. Responding to this need, ILAC developed a training programme 
for scientists and managers in collaboration with Community at Work, a US-based consulting 
firm specialising in participatory decision making. This training on “Group Facilitation Skills 
for Participatory Decision-Making” was first held in 2005 and it has already trained about 140 
professionals based, mainly, in developing countries.  

The Course 
Facilitation skills are strategically important because professionals are increasingly called 
upon to manage teams and participatory processes which involve people from diverse 
backgrounds, disciplines, nationalities and cultures. However, participatory processes pose 
many challenges for effective communication and decision making. This training helps to 
build essential knowledge, attitudes and skills for participatory decision making among 
project managers and team leaders.   
The course was held from 26 to 29 May, at the World Forestry Center (ICRAF) campus in 
Nairobi, Kenya. Participants from outside Nairobi stayed at the Nairobi Safari Club.   

The trainer 
The training was led by Dr. Sarah Fisk, who is an organizational development consultant 
specializing in participatory decision-making and collaborative systems change. She is a co-
author of Facilitator’s Guide To Participatory Decision-Making and has been a featured 
speaker of the annual conferences of the National Organizational Development Network and 
the International Association of Facilitators as well as an adjunct professor at California 
Institute of Integral Studies. Sarah’s corporate clients have included Hewlett-Packard, 
Agilent, VISA International, Mercer Human Resource Consulting, Inc. and many other 
Fortune 500 businesses. Her public sector clients have included the Charles and Helen 
Schwab Foundation, Earth Island Institute, the City of Edmonton, Alberta, and numerous 
educational and government agencies and community based organizations. Sarah has been a 
senior consultant with Community At Work since 1996. For more information visit the web 
site http://www.communityatwork.com  

Workshop objectives 
The workshop aims to strengthen capacity to facilitate meetings, teams and group decision-
making processes. A hands-on practical approach enables participants to immediately apply 
what is learned to their day-to-day work. The following topics are covered: 

�  What is facilitation  and why is it important 
�  Facilitating meetings and teams 
�  Managing conflicts and disagreements 
�  Building consensus for decision-making 
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Workshop programme and process 
The four-day workshop was structured by topics and sessions, as illustrated below: 
�  Day One covered facilitator fundamentals that included facilitative listening, suspending 

judgment, and facilitation stand-up skills; 
�  Day Two covered group dynamics that included process management, difficult dynamics 

and building consensus; 
�  Day Three dealt with how to lead effective meetings including setting realistic agendas, 

playing the role of chair and facilitator, and how to clarify and summarize outcomes of 
discussions; 

�  Day Four covered sustainable agreements that included building consensus among group 
members, reaching closure on discussion, and conflict resolution. Day four also provided 
the opportunity for site-based application, practice, and refinement of these skills. 

The workshop was conducted in an interactive learning environment where brief explanations 
were followed by practical, participatory exercises designed to contribute to sharing 
participants’ experiences and gaining practical skills. This learner-centred approach involved 
active practice followed by review, reflection, and the refinement of the skills acquired. 
Active communication and collaborative group work were maximized. 

Workshop material 
Each participant was given a copy of the newly revised and updated book The Facilitator's 
Guide to Participatory Decision-Making, by Sam Kaner, Lenny Lind, Catherine Toldi, Sarah 
Fisk, and Duane Berger. The book can be found at Amazon.com. The book’s table of contents 
can be found in Annex 1.  

Participants  
The course targets professionals with responsibility for coordinating participatory projects, 
networks or meetings. Twenty one professionals (29% female), mainly Project Managers and 
Research Scientists from African countries, attended the May 2009 course in Nairobi. 
Participants represented 14 different organizations, such as private sector, NGOs and 
governmental bodies. The list of participants is included in Annex 2. 
About 140 people have already participated in previous workshops and more information 
about ILAC alumni can be found at http://www.cgiar-ilac.org/content/facilitation-training-
workshop  
A group photo is shown below and additional photos of participants can be found in Annex 3.  
 
 



 7

 
Group Photograph 

 

Sponsorship  
CTA sponsored the workshop fees and travel for 4 participants from Ethiopia and Uganda. 
ILAC sponsored the workshop fees of the other 17 participants. Their travel was covered by 
their own organizations. ICRAF provided in-kind support in organizing the workshop 
logistics and administrative support during the course.  
As part of the ILAC-ICRAF hosting agreement, ICRAF nominated 7 participants to attend the 
event. The Gender and Diversity - African Women in Agricultural Research and Development 
(G&D-AWARD) Programme of the CGIAR nominated and paid the travel expenses of 4 
participants.  
 

Workshop Evaluation 

Approximately three months after the workshop ended, participants were asked to rate various 
aspects of the workshop through an online survey. A web-based service, Survey Monkey1, was 
used to administer a custom-made survey. Participants were asked to respond to seventeen 
questions, eight of which required a rating and nine an open ended, essay-type response. 
Sixteen of the twenty one participants completed the survey -- a 76% response rate.  

Immediately after the course, participants sent us messages indicating that they found the 
training to be extremely useful. Many are already applying their new skills in their daily work 
and have also gone on to train others. Here are some comments from participants immediately 
after the course:  
 

                                                
1 www.surveymonkey.com 
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I feel lucky to have attended this workshop. Heart felt gratitude for all who helped me 
attend and enjoy it. 

The course was wonderful and valuably contributed towards improvement of my 
facilitation skills. 

For sure I have gained a lot and I assure you that I will improve my way of doing 
things 

This is just to say thank you very much for allowing me attend the well designed 
training on facilitation. It was an interesting experience and I hope it would prove to 
be very essential in my future endeavors. 

I found it extremely useful.  The skills and knowledge gained will help me improve the 
way I deliver workshops and training programmes 

The course was brilliant. 

The workshop was great with highly skilled facilitator and assistant facilitator. Thanks 
for having sponsored our participation. 

I benefited greatly and found the course extremely useful.  I acquired a number of 
skills that I want to put into practice immediately. 

 

General Reaction 
A summary of the responses is presented here. 

1. Training objectives: 

The overall purpose of this workshop had been to build capacity to facilitate meetings, teams, 
and group decision-making processes among researchers and project managers. Participants 
indicated that the workshop had achieved the intended objectives (Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1. Participants’ general assessment of the training (average participant scores on 
a 4-point scale) 
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2. Comments about how the training addressed participants’ personal 
objectives: 

Respondents indicated that the training had increased their confidence in facilitation and 
awareness of dynamics in group decision making.  

Participants’ comments included:  

Discussion with different types of people is an important part of my work. The 
important concepts and skills of facilitation learned would save me a lot of patience, 
time and other resources. 

It helped me gain confidence and tolerate people of divergent ideas and how to bring 
them on board, and that the more you delegate power the more you gain from your 
subordinates. 

I was very skeptical initially- I did not know what to expect of a one week facilitation 
training. Two days would have made some sense but not a week. However, am happy 
to report that joining the training is one of the best self-development decisions I ever 
made. I am a facilitator for program designs, reviews, self-assessments, a program 
evaluator and a trainer. I should have taken this course 10 years ago because it would 
have tremendously impacted positively on how I work with others- and even on the 
quality of results. I am a more confident facilitator today and thanks to this training. 

It made me more aware of the variety of ways to make facilitation, meetings and 
training more meaningful and fun 

The training allowed me to know the importance of a good facilitation 

As a TOT, this course enhanced my skills and taught me on how best act to have the 
commitment, involvement of group members in any situation. 

The training was greatly inspiring and has helped to sharpen my skills in facilitating 
group meetings and workshops. 

Given my job as a capacity building officer, one of my major objectives is to ensure 
effective communication and transfer of technologies to local farmers. As such, the 
training really help reinforced in me some participatory values and has increased my 
level of empathy for the local farmers 

3. Assessing individual learning. 

Respondents reported that they had learned a great deal from the training and had been able to 
use participatory decision-making and facilitation tools when they returned to work (Figure 
2).  
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Figure 2. Extent of learning (participant scores on a 4-point scale. 1 = strongly disagree 
and 4 = strongly agree) 

 

4. Comments about current attitude to participatory decision making and 
facilitation: 

The findings indicated that, as a result of the workshop, respondents now felt better equipped 
to facilitate participatory processes with their newly-acquired or improved skills. 

Participants’ comments included:  

Everyone has a wealth of experience and the best way of sharing that wealth is facilitative 
listening. 

Am able to discuss any topic without any prior preparation and express my views on any 
subject matter without fear or favour. 

I had some experience with participatory decision making -however the course taught me how 
to stay outside (I was always eager to give my perspective and unknowingly my bias could 
have affected the natural path of any discussion). I learnt how to get a consensus and how to 
get to a closure with almost everyone satisfied- a technique that was very useful for me. 

Allowing all to see the importance of their role in decision making 

I already have started to apply the facilitation skill that I learned in most of my daily life and 
at my work place. So one of the big achievement of the training is the fact that I started to 
realise that meetings could go to groan zone until they come to point of decision and to bring 
best thinking out of participants for the success of participatory decision. 

I will make sure that all the key meetings that I will organize will be properly facilitated 

The participatory decision making tools are very useful and I have learnt a lot. However, I 
will need more practice to enable me fill really confident in using the tools. 

One of the major achievement of the training is that I have more confidence in facilitating 
participatory decision making at high level better than before. In addition, my attitude to 
disagreement in meetings has changed positively, as I have learned that it is an indication 
that more steps still needed to be taken to reach a consensus. 
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Since returning from the training when facilitating technical meetings with colleagues I have 
been using the principle of suspended judgement during brainstorming 

5. From the inventory of topics presented during the training, participants 
were asked to indicate how useful each was for their job and professional 
development. 

Participants felt that the topics presented during the workshop were very useful. Of the 
various topics covered, group decision making and facilitative listening were considered to be 
the most useful (Figure 3).  
 
Figure3. Usefulness of the topics covered (average score on a 3-point scale with 1 being 
of limited use and 3 being very useful) 

 

6. Comments on the most useful aspects of the workshop 
Frequently mentioned useful aspects of the workshop were related to gaining skills on 
working with others effectively and respectfully; learning a variety of methods and the 
simplistic and practical application of the course.  

7. Comments on the least useful aspects of the workshop 
A few respondents indicated that participants should receive the course programme prior to 
start the workshop. Participants indicated that the time allocated for the workshop was not 
enough to cover all the aspects of the course, more time is needed for such course. They also 
indicated that better assistance concerning logistics (e.g. travel reimbursement) is needed. 
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8. Follow-up actions after the workshop 
Asked about follow up activities using the skills they had learned, 93% of the respondents had 
discussed the training with other colleagues and over 73% had facilitated meetings in their 
place of work (Figure 4). A large number of participates indicated they wish to organize 
similar course with Sam Kaner. The majority of follow-up activities engaged in by 
participants were reported to have been in facilitating project meetings or informally training 
colleagues. 
 

I have had opportunity to facilitate 4 programs since the course with amazing results 

I have shared my experiences with colleagues and have recommended the training for them. If 
I have new resources in the near future I might organize one for my staff in the SA region. 

I facilitated meetings at the work place and thanks for the training I facilitated it very well. I 
was facilitating the meeting after several failed meetings (due to problem of consensus), and I 
helped participants to reach to good decision points with in a limited time. 
 
Asked if they had difficulty in applying what they had learned in the training, respondents 
indicated that up to now they have not faced any problems. 
 
Figure 4. Training follow-up by participants. 
 

 
 

9. Comments on how well the facilitator delivered the training 
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Participants were very satisfied with the way the training had been conducted by Dr. Sarah 
Fisk and her assistant, Buffy Balderston. Participants agreed that the trainer was 
knowledgeable and enthusiastic. They appreciated the well-organized sessions and the highly 
participatory nature of the course (Figure 5). 
 
Figure 5. Evaluation of the training delivery by the facilitators (on a 4 point scale with 1 
being strongly disagreeable and 4 being strongly agreeable) 

 
 

10. Comments on logistic support aspects of the training 
In general participants found the logistic support aspects of the training good or satisfactory 
(Figure 6). Improvements on assistance with travel and visa, as well as catering and social 
events are needed, according to one respondent.  
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Figure6. Logistic support aspects of the training 

 
 

Recommendations for Future Facilitation Training 

The training delivered during the workshop was highly recommended by those who attended. 
Asked if they would recommend additional training courses of this kind (facilitating 
participatory decision making) for CGIAR staff and managers, 100% of the respondents 
replied in the affirmative.  

Participants’ comments included:  

All CGIAR scientists and also senior staff from hosted institutions need to be trained 

It will be useful to have such a training in French for west African regions as well 

I would suggest to train more outside participants to CIGAR staff. Make it twice a year and 
should be seven days not four days. 

The participants should be field staff i.e those who are involve in adoption of technologies by 
farmers. The content could include communication and negotiation skills and conflict 
resolution 

Workshop Follow-up 
A virtual discussion group (DGroup) was created as a follow-up to the training workshop. 
The objective of this group is to provide a platform to exchange ideas and experiences on 
working with partners in a collaborative and participatory way. After the May workshop, 
participants were asked to subscribe to the DGroup and the majority of participants have 
already subscribed. If funds are available, ILAC plans to carry an advanced training, for those 
who have already attended the workshop but need further guidance.  



 15

 
 

Annex 1. Workshop Material 

 



 16

  



 17

Annex 2. List of Participants 
Name Position Organization Country 

Aissetou Drame Yaye Executive Secretary of 
ANAFE 

African Network for Agriculture, 
Agroforestry and Natural Resources 
Education (ANAFE) 

Kenya 

Bagujuna Daudi 
Kabalega* 

Director Rural 
Environment Coalition 

Rural Environment Coalition Uganda 

Catarina Cronquist Program Analyst International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) 

USA 

Evanson Njoroge 
Mwangi 

Chief Dairy Inspector Kenya Diary Board Kenya 

Festus Akinnifesi Regional 
Coordinator/Principal 
scientist 

World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Malawi 

Fikadu Chala 
Muleta* 

Supervisor SASAKAWA GLOBAL 
2000/CIMMYT 

Ethiopia 

Girma Tesfahun 
Kassie 

Valuation Economics, 
Impact Assessment and 
Risk Analysis 

CIMMYT Ethiopia 

Gracious Diio Diiro* Research Associate SASAKAWA GLOBAL 
2000/CIMMYT 

Uganda 

Hassan Bashiru 
Shelukindo 

Agricultural Development 
Officer 

Lusotho District Council Tanzania 

Hellen Ochieng Training Officer World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Kenya 
Jacinta Kimwaki Head Librarian World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Kenya 
James Kongnyui 
Njong 

Capacity Building Officer World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Cameroon 

John Stephen 
Tenywa** 

Editor-in-Chief African Crop Science Society Uganda 

Kanaidza Alividza 
Abwao** 

Consultant & Facilitator GUS Development Consultancy Kenya 

M. Birguy Lamizana 
–Diallo** 

Consultant  Burkina 
Faso 

Per G. Rudebjer Scientist, Education and 
Capacity Development 

Bioversity Italy 

Robert Chapman Manager, Planning, 
Evaluation and Learning 
Unit. 

Bioversity Italy 

Rosa Muraguri 
Mwololo** 

Lead Consultant/Executive 
Director 

KoobiConsult Ltd Kenya 

Thomas Yatich Research Analyst in 
Environmental Policy 

World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Kenya 

Tom Vandenbosch Programme Coordinator, 
Healthy Learning 

World Agroforestry centre (ICRAF) Kenya 

Wondwossen 
Tsegaye* 

Associate Researcher SASAKAWA GLOBAL 
2000/CIMMYT 

Ethiopia 

 
 
* Sponsored by CTA 
** Nominated by G&D-AWARD 
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Annex 3. Workshop Pictures  

 
Credit: P. Rudebjer 
 

 
Credit: P. Rudebjer 
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Credit: K. Kabalega 

 

 
Credit: P. Rudebjer 

 
 


