
                   Simple Tips for Successful Small Group Facilitation 
 
 
Distinguish Process From Content  
Process is the way and how the conversations develop through the discussion. The content is the actual material 
discussed. You can have excellent material to discuss, but without the proper approach to the subject, the material 
may never be internalized by individuals.  
 
Evoke Participation  
With different personalities coming together to discuss a topic, there’s no doubt that it will be challenging at times to 
have active participation from all members. Whether there’s a shy, quiet individual in your group who isn’t saying 
anything or there is an individual dominating the conversation with his/her comments, there are some tips for creating 
an atmosphere where people are compelled to participate.  
 

 Usually, the first couple questions of the discussion are very general questions. Why not ask everyone in the 
group to respond to the question (go around the circle). Surely everyone can answer this question, “What is 
your favorite movie and why?”  This will break the ice, and will get the quieter person ready to respond to 
other questions. This is also a good technique to use in the midst of conversation if someone is dominating 
the conversation.  
 

 If you’re asking a vulnerable question, like “When has there been a time in your life where you’ve felt all 
alone?”  It is a good idea to be prepared to share first. Seeing your vulnerability will encourage others to 
open up as well. 
  

 Obviously, the simple things will also encourage participation, such as: really listening to people, affirming 
people’s feelings and thoughts and calling on specific individuals when necessary.  

 
Practice Honoring the Group and Affirming its’ Wisdom  
 
An old Chinese proverb goes like this:  
“Go in search of your people;  
Love them;  
Learn from them;  
Plan with them;  
Serve them.  
Begin with what they have;  
Build on what they know.  
But the best leaders, when their task is accomplished, when their work is done, these will all remark:  
“We have done it ourselves.”  
 
Your Job as Facilitator is not to have the best answer or to say the most “insightful” comments; instead, and just as 
the old Chinese verse states, “begin with what they have and build on what they know.”  
 
The Exchange that happens in the group should be a collaboration of ideas and experiences that is shared and 
learned from. The objective of the group is not for them to see you as a great leader, but for them to leave feeling 
ownership over the group’s shared learning experience. What is it you want to feel after you’ve left a discussion 
group (that you didn’t facilitate)?  
Ask yourself this question, and try to create that same atmosphere for the people that will be attending. Its better that 

people feel that they were able to contribute to the discussion then it is to see you as the biggest contributor. 

Notes from the Embassy campus ministry at Humber College. 


