BOOK 1: WHAT IS FACILITATION?
Copyright © 2016 Iwona Polowy (Wilson)
All Rights Reserved

Disclaimer
All of the information, techniques skills and concept contained
within this publication are of the nature of general comment only,
and are not in any way recommended as individual advice. The
intent is to provide a variety of viewpoints. Should any reader
choose to make use of information contained herein, this is their
decision, and the contributors (and their companies) and authors
do not assume any responsibilities whatsoever under any
conditions or circumstances. It is recommended that the reader
obtain his or her own independent advice.
All quotations remain the intellectual property of their respective
originators. The Authors (publisher) do not assert any claim of
copyright for individual quotations. While every effort was made
to provide accurate contact details at the time of publication, the
Authors do not assume any responsibility for errors, or for
changes that occur after the publication, including third party
websites and their content.
Edited by Kathryn Galán
Formatting by Wynnpix Productions, www.WynnpixProductions.com
National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry
Polowy, Iwona, 1980- author.
Ordinary meetings don't interest me : creative group leadership, book 1:
what is facilitation? / Iwona Polowy with Austin Wilson.
ISBN: 9781533207067 (paperback)
Business meetings.
Group facilitation.
Leadership.
Conflict management.
Wilson, Austin, 1964- contributor
Creative group leadership
658.456

All enquiries, contact: iwona@wilson.biz
www.wilson.biz
Perth, Australia

[ii]

To all the people who have struggled
with ordinary meetings
###

[iii]

BOOK 1: WHAT IS FACILITATION?

ALSO IN THE CREATIVE GROUP
LEADERSHIP SERIES
Book 2: Developing your Skillset
Book 3: Overcoming Challenges
Book 4: Facilitation Case Studies
Book 5: Future Possibilities

[iv]

CONTENTS

CONTENTS
What People are saying about Ordinary Meetings
Don’t Interest Me ___________________viii
FOREWORD __________________________ 1
INTRODUCTION _______________________ 3
Why This Book is Important ____________ 5
New Language ______________________ 8
The Journey begins __________________ 9
My Core Beliefs ____________________ 13
From Interviews to Book Series: How to Read
the Creative Group Leadership Books _ 14
Understanding What you Want _________ 17
CHAPTER 1: SOCIALLY INTELLIGENT
APPROACH (SIA) __________________ 21
The meaning of Socially Intelligent Approach
(SIA) _________________________ 30
A Sneaky Vegetable _________________ 32
Applying the Socially Intelligent Approach
(SIA) _________________________ 33
How to Recognize Someone with a Socially
Intelligent Approach ______________ 33

BOOK 1: WHAT IS FACILITATION?
How to Develop the Socially Intelligent
Approach ______________________ 34
CHAPTER 2: THE ROLE OF A PROCESS LEADER
________________________________ 37
Difficult Conversations _______________ 39
Facilitating Workshops in Your Area of
Specialty ______________________ 41
The Standard Definition ______________ 42
A Process Leader versus Trainer, Teacher,
Coach, Mediator and MC ___________ 42
As Seen by Other Facilitators (ASOF)_____ 46
CHAPTER 3: THE WORKPLACE FRAMEWORK
_______________ Error! Bookmark not defined.
Why Would You Leave my Workshop? _ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
The Workplace Relationship Triangle __ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
Information Sharing Error! Bookmark not defined.
What Does the Framework Look Like? _ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
Social Intelligence Principles _ Error! Bookmark
not defined.
Safety for truth-speaking __Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Truth-speaking reduces risk Error! Bookmark not
defined.

[vi]

CONTENTS
Collaborative Learning ____ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Surfacing the collective ___ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Process versus Content ___ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Finding Common Ground __ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Do the best you can with them
not defined.

Error! Bookmark

Working Toolkit __ Error! Bookmark not defined.
CHAPTER 4: THE BENEFITS ACHIEVED __ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
Facilitation Helps People Hear Each Other
____________ Error! Bookmark not defined.
Solving wicked or complex problems ___ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
Making better decisions ___ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Equal involvement _ Error! Bookmark not defined.
Facilitating your own growth _ Error! Bookmark
not defined.
ADDENDUM 1: Statement of Value and Code of
Ethics __________ Error! Bookmark not defined.
ADDENDUM 2: The Core Competencies ___ Error!
Bookmark not defined.

[vii]

BOOK 1: WHAT IS FACILITATION?
ADDENDUM 3: Contributors’ Profiles ____ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
SPECIAL THANKS____ Error! Bookmark not defined.
ABOUT THE AUTHORS _________________ 59

[viii]

WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

What People are saying about Ordinary
Meetings Don’t Interest Me

“What is Facilitation? is the must-have handbook
before leading any group! Iwona and the 25
contributing facilitators have demystified the
common understanding of facilitation … and
masterfully articulated the professional art that it is.
Compulsory reading!”
—Maree Wrack, Conversational Dynamics
Specialist, Professional Speaker & Author
www.upshiftsolutions.com.au

“Iwona and Austin have done a marvellous job in
describing the leadership that process facilitators
provide when they are on the job designing and
guiding meetings. Indeed, the book highlights the
value that facilitators bring to group situations by
offering an alternate form of leading as they engage
and consult groups about the paths they need and
wish to go. Stories and quotes from real-life
facilitators offer multi-dimensional perspectives that
[ix]
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will be valuable for a more considered understanding
about the field and profession of facilitation. Well
done and I’m looking forward to the next book in the
series already.”
—Noel E K Tan, CPF
Trailblazer Associates International
www.go-trailblazer.com
International Association of Facilitators, Chair

“Iwona creatively uses the story of her own
learning journey and quotes from some of Australia’s
top facilitators to develop a shared understanding
about what facilitation actually does. It makes for
compelling reading as the book brings alive what a
facilitator (or process leader) is, their role and what
the key ingredients are for a successful workshop.
Read this book to find out why social intelligence and
Sneaky Vegetables are essential to successful group
processes!”
—Jackie Mundy,
Senior International Development
Consultant and Facilitator (CPF)

[x]

WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

“Iwona is a "Process Leader" who lives and
breathes facilitation. Together with Austin, they have
written an easy to read book that can help experienced
professionals and newcomers to facilitation. Her use
of pertinent facilitation stories helped me to
understand the variety of contexts and emotions that
accompany this art. If you want some distinctions
about what facilitation is and is not and how to do it
better, I highly recommend you read this book.”
—Tim Wise
Storytelling for Leaders
www.timwise.com.au

[xi]

FOREWORD

FOREWORD
This is a book about the power of facilitation - and
what it takes to lift the capacity of groups of people to
work together. However big or small the challenge,
facilitation is the lever to use when the sledgehammer
won’t do.
I have been interested in facilitation for over
thirty years of my professional working life as a
change agent, as a consultant and as a leader in
business and government. The stories in this book
resonate with that experience and with a journey of
self-discovery, I found myself on in learning the power
of expert facilitation.
In my experience, good leaders understand the
strength in the diversity of ideas that come from good
facilitation. Great leaders go even further - they build
a habit of using facilitation in all facets of what they
do. They don’t simply fall back on this at times of deep
conflict. It works through-out the whole portfolio of
leading: whether confirming a vision, planning a new
business, setting scope for projects, engaging
stakeholders or co-designing a product to name but a
few.
When I was first introduced to the work of Peter
Senge and The Learning Organisation in 1994, I was
completely wrong-footed. Here was a management
[1]
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approach that challenged most of what I thought I
knew. It said the smart guys in the room didn’t have
all the answers. In fact they didn’t even know the right
questions to ask. Here was a method that prioritised
inquiry over advocacy, listening over persuasion,
humility over ego. Here was the case for “Social
Intelligence: to become part of the tool-kit of all
leaders.
Fast-forward twenty years and Senge’s case
remains the same. Indeed, as people become less
trusting and more cynical about leadership in
business and government, the opportunity is even
larger now and the need greater still.
As this book cogently argues, facilitators are
Process Leaders who don’t arbitrate the content. They
have a client to serve but not at any cost. Their mission
is to get real participation—and creating a safe
environment for truth telling can only do this. The
skill of a facilitator is to navigate this veritable
minefield.
However, as this book shows, this is more than a
set of skills and “techniques.” It is about mindset,
discipline and an approach. It’s about reading other
people and understanding context. And it’s about
relationships, which need to be built across
workgroups and communities.
People collaborate effectively where there is a
sense of trust—and this is where a good facilitator
comes in!
—Philip Hind, Change Leader
[2]
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What an exciting time we live in!
The world of work is changing rapidly, putting
more focus on people and on how we work together
throughout our companies and supply chain.
Access to new processes, technologies, systems,
the impact of globalisation, and myriad uncertainties
enable each one of us to grow into new markets faster
and to connect with more people, more organisations,
and more communities than we ever could before.
Understanding how to work with groups
of people so they can produce outstanding
results has never been more challenging, nor
more crucial to achieving success.
In the past, people used to sit in circles to talk
through their issues of importance. Generally, there
was a leader who set the tone for the meeting and who
ensured that any decisions made were clarified and
agreed upon by all.
Somehow, things have changed.
It’s not only rare now to see people sitting in
circles to have conversations, but it is also rare to have
[3]
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someone in discussions whose role it is to guide the
group to achieve a good outcome.
A facilitator is someone who is not attached to an
outcome or who has no need to interfere with the
content of conversations. His or her whole interest is
to bring people together to achieve an alignment.
Business nowadays has been far too slow to
recognize facilitation as a methodology for change and
to adopt it as a mechanism for needed transformation.
Most of the time, facilitation is used as a
complimentary skillset rather than as a stand-alone
profession, like, for example, change or risk advisors
or trainers. Over the past five years that I have been
working as a facilitator, I have also noticed that the
word “to facilitate” has evolved and how it is used for
many different purposes that have nothing to do with
the generic definition of facilitation.
The key to facilitation is being neutral in
relationship to the content and having no vested
interest in the outcome; this is the opposite of being
“engaged,” as most people may think is involved.
Therefore, there is a distinct difference between
facilitation, training, coaching, consulting, and being
a master of ceremonies; the purpose of these roles is
different, as we will cover in more depth, later in this
book.
Words such as “to facilitate,” “a facilitator,” and
“facilitation” became fluffy and lost their pure
meaning. For example, I often hear:
CEOs saying, “I am facilitating positive
relationships with other companies from our
[4]

INTRODUCTION
industry,” meaning I’m engaging with other
companies;
Managers saying, “I am a facilitator for my team
when it comes to creating a plan for my department,”
meaning I’m a group leader. (You cannot facilitate
your own group, as you have a vested interest in the
planning.);
Trainers saying, “I’ve been applying facilitation
with my students today, so they can learn more about
the history,” meaning I have been teaching. (When
you teach, you have the responsibility for the outcome
in a particular way; you apply a facilitative approach,
but you are not a facilitator.);
My friend saying, “You need a facilitator for the
marketing event,” meaning you need someone to MC
the event;
One of my clients saying, “A Facilitator means a
scribe, doesn’t it?” (A Facilitator is not a scribe!)

Why This Book is Important
Minds United, a not-for-profit organisation,
conducted and published a survey in September 2012
that revealed that the vast majority of Australianbased facilitators are one-person companies; they find
it hard to get clients and point at an urgent need to
educate the public about the power of facilitation and
the results available.
Despite many books available on such topics as
facilitation, organizational development, conflict
resolution, leadership, and those professional bodies
[5]
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set up to promote the profession, there is not enough
shared understanding amongst leaders in business,
government, and society in general about what
facilitation actually does, and in particular the role of
a facilitator.
If there was, I dare say that:
● More leaders in the world would make more
progress with difficult conversations than
in their past
● More teams would experience alignment,
engagement, and motivation
● More organizations, regardless of size,
location, or industry, could make more
money, help more people, and do more
good in the world
● More people would experience living
fulfilled lives.
This book series addresses the urgent
need to educate the public about the role of a
facilitator and about facilitation in general
and the ability of facilitators to help any group
of people in their decision-making process to
achieve better outcomes.
There are many aspects influencing the current
confusion. These include:
●

Facilitators’ own struggle to explain what
they do in simple terms
[6]
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●
●

The use of abstract language that only
confuses the public; and
Lack of public information on how to access
this profession.

Ours is not a profession you study at University;
rather, it is something many people fall into, usually
by chance. This contributes to the field not getting the
recognition it deserves. Also, facilitators as a
community are quite a hermetic group; they know
how powerful their work is and yet often do not
market themselves well. (Yes, there are some great
exceptions)! The end result is fewer organizations
accessing the tools and methods that can make a real
difference for people, the workplace, and everyone’s
performance.
This series of books is important because they
will:
 Address the language confusion, by redefining the existing language and introducing
the concept of Social Intelligence (SI)
 Provide a variety of lessons from our inspiring
facilitators/Process Leaders on developing
group dynamics and the capacity for Social
Intelligence
 Inspire, by sharing real case studies and
outcomes achieved, particularly in Australia
 Give access to information about facilitation
and facilitators in Australia and other regions
in the world.
[7]
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Without us all—the community of
facilitators, clients, and the broader public–
speaking the same language, there will never
be the possibility for a true realisation of the
benefits that arise out of people working
together well. And there are many!

New Language
It’s now time to introduce new language, starting
with basic phrases such as:
•
•
•

“Process Leader” instead of “facilitator”
“Being Socially Intelligent” instead of “the
facilitative approach”
“Social Intelligence” in place of “facilitation”

Facilitators govern the workshop process, not the
content. They do not try to steer their groups in any
particular direction, nor do they provide any relevant
content; rather, they design processes that match the
group’s intention, and they help the group go through
the process, eventually coming up with an aligned
approach. That is why calling them “Process Leaders”
is more explicit and relevant.
Most groups, when working with someone who is
a Process Leader, become more Socially Intelligent.
That means they become more engaging by
developing a greater awareness about themselves and
others, and they expand their capacity to manage the
[8]
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social relationships within their group, which results
in an enhanced ability to work together well. Clients,
often called sponsors of those workshops, are
influenced, too, by becoming more Socially
Intelligent. A Process Leader works on “group
intelligence” that affects each and every member,
helping them to become more Socially Intelligent.
Intelligence is what you are born with, but Social
Intelligence (SI) is mostly something that you have
learned. Social Intelligence, previously called
Facilitation, is defined as “the capacity to effectively
navigate and manage complex social relationships
and environments” (Wikipedia).
It takes effort and hard work to develop Social
Intelligence, but this pays off in the end, in its benefits
for your career and life.

The Journey begins
“The day came when the risk to remain tight in a
bud was more painful than the risk it took to
blossom.”
~Anais Nin
Initially, I loved it when someone would say, “You
made it,” as I climbed quickly to the top of what I
could achieve as a Quality Assurance (QA) Specialist,
working for oil and gas major contractor based in the
UK. Just two years after Poland joined the EU, with a
Polish degree in management and engineering, I was
already working hand-in-hand with senior
[9]
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professionals from all around the world on complex
engineering projects. I was very proud of my
accomplishments.
My role was like that of a process auditor. It
included planning, implementing, and auditing
processes and management structures on projects. It
seemed clear to me. Nevertheless, nobody—not my
family or friends, not anyone outside of the industry
actually knew what it was that I did.
In January 2010, the company I worked for
announced redundancies. Over the next six months,
over 700 people were made redundant, cutting thirty
percent of their workforce. There were never enough
people doing QA, however. Hence, my job was safe.
But my bosses became sneaky. They started to use QA
engineers like me to check up on people before they
left. This did not feel right to me at the time.
I started to feel exhausted. I also stopped feeling
that my work, including my written reports, was
making anybody happy. In fact, I felt the opposite.
That six-month redundancy-reduction period
brought only more fear, uncertainty, and tears. Inside,
I felt dissatisfied, disconnected, in conflict with my
true nature, and in denial of the situation’s reality. It
took me a long time to see how I had created my own
agony by escaping from who I really was.
For what? So I could go on impressing people I
hardly knew?
And I did not even know this about myself. In
fact, I did not know much about my person, either: not
what my body needed, nothing much about my values
[10]
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and dreams, my likes and dislikes. From the moment
I arrived to live in London, everything was rather
accidental.
***
“This is not going to work,” I said to my friend
Ingrid, whom I often call Miss Livingontheboat.
We were having another glass of red wine in a
cozy Notting Hill bar. I felt uncomfortable about
writing down whatever dreams I had about my life,
and I felt hopeless about my future. Somehow,
though, she made me do it.
I surprised myself with what I wrote on that paper
napkin: happy; to be happy.
I described images in my head, like blue sky, the
sun shining, driving a car, people laughing, and
feeling happy. I put down words like communication,
platform, helping groups of people work together
better, peace, happiness, and meditation; also, family
and children. This exercise was liberating and
somehow comforting. Still, for a long time, I did not
share it with anyone.
But the flame had been lit. This exercise kickstarted a journey of self-discovery that led me, in less
than six months, to accept the job as a facilitator and
trainer and move from Reading in the UK to Perth in
Australia, one of the most isolated but also most
beautiful cities in the world. Perth is a city of constant
blue sky, the sun shining, driving in cars, and
beautiful, happy people.
[11]
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Yes, I was that damn lucky girl who got a
sponsored visa and a job to live and work in Australia
after just two phone calls! They must like my heavy
Polish accent, I thought, as, at that time, I had no idea
what the role of a workshop facilitator actually
required.
However, I knew that I was already passionate
about working with groups of people and helping
them to achieve great results. I had a vision for
transforming workplaces into places where people
feel empowered, work together well, and are happy.
That vision, which was created in a Notting Hill bar, is
still alive, and it has become the drive behind all of my
work initiatives.
***
For the last five years, I have worked as a
facilitator with groups of people and diverse teams. In
this book, I call this role a “Process Leader”; someone
who designs and leads workshops that range from
strategy to business planning, project framing to
stakeholders engagement, decision-making, team
alignment, and team building. I have worked mainly
for Australian companies in the oil and gas industries,
but also with entrepreneurs, artists, leadership teams
in not-for-profits, Aboriginal communities, and
government.
Now, you might be wondering:
How did I go from a process auditor to a Process
Leader?
[12]
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From setting up structures for improvement to
supporting people in those structures so they can
improve?
From analysing group results to helping groups to
create outstanding results?
How did I switch my focus? And how can you?
Well, that’s what this book is about. My core idea,
however?
You’ve gotta be a Sneaky Vegetable first !
If a young, Polish female with a distinct accent
and experience wearing a quality-assurance hat,
known for her expressive and often critical way of
being, succeeded as a workshop facilitator by working,
often with engineers and scientists, in the most blokey
part of Australia—Perth—then you can do it, too!
If it was possible for me, it can be possible for you
and for anyone else in the world.
I now feel more inspired and passionate than
ever. I believe whole-heartedly that, with many others
working in the facilitation field like me, a new
generation of workers and leaders and group
members will soon become “Socially Intelligent.”. I
can imagine now a future in which facilitators (what I
call “Process Leaders”) will commonly (rather than
randomly) be used for problem solving and will
regularly be called upon to help many more groups of
people achieve outstanding results.

My Core Beliefs

[13]
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This is what I have learned, based on my early
years’ experiences, and what I see as deep keys to
personal and professional success and happiness:
 Be true to yourself. Keep checking in with
yourself about what you do and how you do it.
Tap into your feelings and emotions, not just
into words.
 Open up. Don’t be afraid to share your
thoughts, including your frustrations, with
someone you trust. But don’t make it a
constant complaint. Rather, use this as an
opportunity for you to listen to your own voice.
 Dream big. Have the courage to write down
what you really want, “as though it already
happened”: describe your feelings; feel free to
draw or paint, if you are unsure of what you
want or how to put that into words. Don’t
worry about the “how?” yet.
 Accept opportunities. Don’t let any lack of
experience, knowledge, or language be a
barrier for achieving what you want. Have
courage and be more of “yes” person.

From Interviews to Book Series: How to
Read the Creative Group Leadership
Books
In the Australia-Asia region, there are two
distinct organisations that focus on sharing and
[14]
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promoting the value of facilitation: the AustralianAsian Facilitators Network (AFN); and the
International Association of Facilitators (IAF).
These organisations gathered some of the most
inspiring facilitators, whom we call here “Process
Leaders,” and those who just complement their own
consulting toolkit. These are the leaders who are
transforming workplaces by applying their skillset to
help organisations create a culture of getting results
through collaboration. This series of books is a
celebration of this movement, particularly in
Australia.
The people interviewed for this series were
sourced mainly from the Australian-Asian Facilitators
Network group based in Australia/Asia/ New Zealand
Regions, as well from my own contacts developed
since moving to Perth in September 2010.
This book series contains lessons and experiences
they have shared, in addition to their stories about
trying to understand what facilitation is; about their
journey of developing themselves; about working with
clients and the challenges they’ve overcome; and real
case studies from their work. The books also include
examples of my own life lessons, which I share notably
because I am someone who never set out to be a
Process Leader. The books detail what it took for me
to develop competency in this role.
Each and every person has been carefully selected
for their inclusion based on client feedback, proven
successes and great achievements, their reputation,
[15]
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and their willingness to collaborate on promoting the
Process Leader as a profession.
This is the first book in the series. It focuses on
helping the reader to understand what facilitation is
and what it is not. In it, I introduce a new language
that will be used throughout this book and later
volumes, in order to make things clearer and more
explicit.
The second book is about developing within you
the skillset and experiences of a workshop Process
Leader.
The third book is about understanding the
common challenges in the field and how to deal with
them.
The fourth book offers case studies and outlines
real, concrete benefits achieved by groups of people
who have worked with a Process Leader.
The fifth book is about the future of facilitation,
about creating collaborative workspaces, and what
may come next.
Despite the fact that most people interviewed are
Australians, the book is clearly applicable to and
appropriate for use by those based around the world!
As I’ve mentioned, I am a Polish woman who has
worked in many different places and roles before
having this job and writing this book. In order to
develop this book series, it was extremely convenient
for me to connect with professionals here in Australia,
but I plan to expand the scope of this series and create
similar projects based on the experiences of our fellow
Process Leaders in Europe, Africa, Asia, and America.
[16]
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I also encourage you to embrace confusion and
uncertainty, as not everything will be revealed to you
immediately. Such is the nature of emerging stories
and case studies—it’s often a case of “watch this
space.”
Also, these books are published as a series for a
practical reason. It’s easier to read that way, easier to
pack if you are on the go, and beneficial to have some
time and space between each book, in order to digest
and reflect.
Please get in touch and let me know, after reading
these books, what you’ve learned, what you are
interested in now and what else you would like to
focus on.
Read, get inspired, and connect.

Understanding What you Want
As a manager or leader, it is essential that you
understand what you want both from the teams you
work with and from your own organisation, including
your own frustrations!
Have a look at the checklist below. If you tick any
of the boxes, you may need a collaborative working
culture and should consider working with a Process
Leader!
 You and your team are looking for a clear and
compelling vision and a plan

[17]
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 You and your team are looking for new
solutions to a new or existing problem, and
more than one perspective is needed
 You and your team are looking to have an open
and honest conversation about something that
has happened
 You and your team are looking for a new
strategy plan as a result of a change
 You and your team want to frame an
opportunity, an initiative, or an idea
 You and your team want to better understand
a complex issue wherein different people hold
different parts of the puzzle or have different
expertise
 You and your stakeholders are looking for
common ground in order to develop good
partnerships with other stakeholders
 You and your stakeholders are looking for new
ways to achieve better results
 You and your stakeholders are about to make
an important decision
 You want more results and better
relationships.
And it’s more than that!
Have you become frustrated with your
organization’s current focus on profit? Are you now
looking for new ways to do more good and make a
bigger difference in the world?
Or are you already quite Socially Intelligent and
now want to focus on doing something about which
[18]
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you are really passionate, so that you can really enjoy
your work and the people?
Now, I am not suggesting that you all run out and
quit your jobs! Rather, I invite you to take the ideas in
this book and the other books in this series, and use
them to turn your workplace into a positive,
inspirational, and happy place for people to be in
every day.
Who knows? Being Socially Intelligent might
inspire you!

So don’t wait and set your goals! Writing your
goals and knowing the outcome helps your mind focus
on finding the information you need. The process
helps to ensure that the time you spend is worthwhile.
Start by answering these questions:
●

●

What are you expecting out of reading this
first book?
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
What challenges can you already identify
with your team or other people you work
with?
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
[19]
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●

___________________________
___________________________
What benefits do you think might arise from
people working well together?
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________

[20]

SOCIALLY INTELLIGENT APPROACH (SIA)

CHAPTER 1
SOCIALLY INTELLIGENT APPROACH
(SIA)
Most people get confused between the role of a
facilitator and having a facilitative approach.
So I am going to start by explaining the facilitative
approach. This is what we call a Socially Intelligent
Approach (SIA).
And here is where the story really begins….
“Obviously, people want social calm, but if you
do not let clever and ingenious people to participate,
obviously there must be some dormant volcano that
will erupt, sooner or later.”
—Lech Walesa,
Founder of the social movement and first Polish
Trade Union Party, “Solidarity,”
which aimed to better the lives of workers and
drive social and economic change.
***
I was born under the communist system in
Eastern Europe, during times when the “collective
[21]
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interest” of the people was determined not by the
people themselves, but by the communist party, and
was often aimed against individual rights. It was a
system under which people felt suppressed; they had
limited freedom of speech, press, and assembly.
Everyday life was made up of the same daily and
weekly routines; it offered similar opportunities and
experiences to everyone. For ordinary people who
lived in Communist Eastern Europe, a large part of
everyday life consisted of searching and waiting for
basic material goods including food; and standing
hours each day in long lines in order to purchase meat
and potatoes, due to the frequent shortages of food, as
well as personal hygiene and health items, including
toilet paper, feminine products, and medicine.
I often saw very little of my parents. They were
away from home each day for long stretches of time,
working and shopping for basic necessities. They
learned to be strategic about those food-shopping
lines, in order to get things done on time and bring
food home.
Like most of the children born in the PPR (the
Polish People’s Republic), I remember that the meals
served to us in nurseries and kindergartens were a real
nightmare. For breakfast, it was semolina and burnt
milk with a skin formed on top, or it was milk soups
with overcooked noodles and, of course, milk skin.
There were noodles with cottage cheese, “lazy”
dumplings (which had cottage cheese mixed into the
dough) with breadcrumbs, rice with cream and
overcooked apples, or racuchy (a kind of pancake or
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sweet fritter, often with apple inside). Everything was
abundantly sprinkled with lots of sugar and wheat.
During meals, especially in kindergarten, we were
forced to eat everything on our plate, including a
liquid jelly or pudding desserts. The food was meant
to be nutritious, and everyone was supposed to eat
“properly.”
Life was not so easy for a child like me, as I was
born with food allergies to gluten, dairy, and wheat; I
also had an aversion to meat. At that time in Poland,
nobody really knew anything about allergies, so it took
years for my parents to discover what stopped me
from eating and what caused my vomiting.
You wouldn’t believe how sneaky my parents had
to be to get me to eat almost anything!
While most people under the communist systems
of Eastern Europe ate in canteens and “milk bars,” my
parents became inventive and sneaky in their home
cooking, given the economic situation. Cabbage, root
vegetables, parsley, dill, and wheat (all sorts of wheat
products) dominated our markets and greengrocers. I
did not like most of these products, in addition to
meat.
Things got a bit easier when my mum decided to
involve me in making my own food. Suddenly, my
experience of vegetables changed. As it became my
own experience, I started to love it. I never did return
to eating meat, but I managed to learn different ways
to cook vegetables and fish and to prepare a variety of
fruits.
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“When adults, like children, are involved in finding
solutions to their own issues, challenges, and
concerns, suddenly their experience of those
challenges changes”, as much as their experience of
participating in a facilitated workshop, and they
usually love it.
I used to secretly call my mum a “Sneaky
Vegetable,” as she had a unique approach to getting
the most stubborn person I ever met—me!—to eat
vegetables. She was successful by applying just these
simple rules:
1. Create an experience. I didn’t know what
I didn’t know. Kids eat what they know and
won’t ask for a special meal if they do not
know it is an option.
2. Make fun. She let me play with the food on
my plate, which included applying sequences
to eating and colour coding that made food
look yummy. By relating healthy food to fun
things that a child already loves and by
turning mealtime into a game, she found a
great way to get a few bites down the hatch.
3. Involve. I loved when she let me help her
cook, even if it was just peeling a few carrots.
She also praised me a lot, both during and at
the end of cooking together.
4. Don’t force the finish. Negative food
experiences have the opposite effect of what’s
desired and actually increase or reinforce the
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tendencies of picky eating. “Require one bite
but try not to start a fight” was her motto. At
the same time, I was finally accepted as
someone who would not eat meat.
Later, when I reflected on my childhood, I saw
how quickly I learned the power of involvement. In
my family, this meant becoming involved with
creating my own food; in my country of Poland, it was
discovering the power that came from involving
people to attain their own freedom of choice.
Throughout my childhood and teenage years, Poland
underwent constant change. Change was anticipated
for years; it was something that everyone looked
forward to, as the path to real freedom and social and
economic happiness. Involvement through the
“Solidarity Movement” was a natural mass response
to what was happening.
“The sole and basic source of our strength is the
solidarity of workers, peasants and the intelligentsia,
the solidarity of the nation, the solidarity of people
who seek to live in dignity, truth, and in harmony
with their conscience. We hold our heads high,
despite the price we have paid, because freedom is
priceless.”
—Lech Walesa
Hence, there is something of the warrior in me.
For as long as I can remember, all I wanted for
myself and others was the freedom to choose the
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what, the how, the where, the who with, and the when
without the pressure of other people telling me what
to do, and I have always been prepared to work hard
to get it. I also learned that involvement is one of the
ways to bring other people on a journey with you,
which means that you actually get more out of what
you want, anyway.
When I moved to my university city, Wroclaw, to
study for my master’s degree in engineering and
management, I was not as interested in the content of
my study as I was in the social aspect of people coming
together. For this reason, I joined a number of student
associations, including “Wiggor,” where I had a
chance to design my own project… something I loved
doing.
My favourite project was to design and manage a
three-day music festival in the city centre that would
connect students from all different universities and
showcase a variety of different music styles, from jazz
to rock, from indie to groove. Thanks to some
generous sponsorship, we were able to invite
musicians to attend from all over the country.
I was the MC for the event, so I stood on the stage
at the front of the club, before hundreds of people
drinking and dancing like crazy, and I told them all
kind of stories to make them laugh. I even stood next
to one of the most popular rock singers in Poland, and,
initially, I was close to a meltdown. Yet something
inside me loved doing this. I don’t remember a single
word I said, but when I saw so many people happy and
smiling at me, I felt like I was doing something good;
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I felt connected, and there was magical energy in the
room. I loved that energy, and I wanted to stay in that
moment forever.
One thing I really loved learning about when at
university was what makes one company win over
another. Why do some organisations perform better
than others? What makes a real difference in getting
recognised in the world?
I only knew information from books plus my own
observations of small Polish businesses, which did not
amount to much. Hence, I was hungry for stories
about achieving world-class organisational and team
performance. This led me into setting up the Quality
Management Students Organisation. Our aim was to
go to businesses and find out what worked and what
didn’t, in implementing quality management systems
standards based on international requirements.
I had about ten students who worked with me on
a yearlong project that involved surveying small- and
medium-sized organisations in the area, so that we
could publish a research book based on their
experiences implementing ISO 9001 requirements.
Then we organised a conference with reps. from the
government to show them the results and share with
them factors that helped achieve organisational
sustainability and competitive advantage.
None of us had much knowledge about the
content at the time. We had no business connections,
no budget, and limited access to computers, Internet,
or phones. There was no Facebook and other social
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media, either, hence there were limited ways to
replicate some defined ways of working.
I had a dream of what I wanted to see happening
in that year. I also knew I wanted the survey to
culminate in a big event. I knew I needed to get people
really involved and let them take on roles that they
were excited about.
I managed to convince the team to go away for a
three-day weekend, stay at cheap backpacker hostels,
and get to know each other (which often involved
drinking large amounts of alcohol). Together, we
created the vision for what we wanted to happen
during the one-year timeframe and what our plan was
going forward.
One day, I would read an article about something
called strategic planning, and the very next thing I did
was play that out with the group. Once, we all sat
together on the floor, and I asked people to write down
a story about the project that they wanted to read
about in the national newspaper once the project was
complete. I asked them how they wanted to feel about
it, what they would be acknowledged for having done,
and what difference it would make to them and the
world. We then read those stories aloud. Everyone
was inspired by and excited about these opportunities
to learn new things together and by participating in a
project that would be so successful and published in
the media.
It was clear that, once we had a common dream,
things got a lot easier.
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As a result, we learned heaps about the content.
In addition, most of us got offered jobs in well-known
organisations. The paper got published, and a local
newspaper and radio station covered the story.
Everyone felt accomplished and happy, and I became
a master at leading enrolment conversations.
***
Here is what I have learned from my early years’
experiences:
 People want social calm
 People have expectations. People expect
transparency, genuineness and space to share
their thoughts, feelings, desires and
motivations
 People want relationships. People need to feel
valued, safe and appreciated for their
contribution, abilities and roles as opposed to
being used, ignored or undervalued
 By letting people participate you help them to
create a shared experience and understanding
 People want clarity, explained decisions and
trust, hence having one common vision for the
group makes things easier
 People need to feel like they have permission
to make their own choices in life and are
capable of making them.
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Whether you live in a Soviet country, lead a group
of students at a University or a government party, in
order to work with large numbers of people effectively
and to get them to do incredible things, you need to
develop a certain kind of approach.
What approach do you need when working with
people?

The meaning of Socially Intelligent
Approach (SIA)
“Approach” here means the way you look at the
world, at yourself in the world, at the people in the
world, and at what you are trying to achieve in this
world. Depending on your approach, you could create
fear, disgust, hatred, and conflict OR generate love,
rapport, empathy, and understanding within your
relationships.
It is the approach that can either make you do
“big things” or put you or other people down.
You also need relationships in order to feel safe,
and you need to feel safe in order to feel happy, and
feeling happy is very important if you wish to have a
satisfying and fulfilling life.
If you want better-quality relationships but are
wondering how difficult it will be to change, or if you
are thinking you are too old or stuck in your ways to
change, or even if you think you’re not good at these
“soft skills,” think again!
The brain is very plastic; in other words, it’s
totally capable of learning new ways of operating and
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connecting. There’s no reason whatsoever that you
can’t also learn to be more emotionally and socially
intelligent. All humans can!
The Socially Intelligent Approach means
being able to understand social situations, “read”
other people’s behaviour, and use your skills and
intuition in appropriate ways.
Scientists have explored the concept of “Social
Intelligence” for nearly 100 years, with the original
definition being “the ability to understand and
manage men and women, boys and girls, to act wisely
in human relations” (Thorndike, E.L., 1920).
One of the better-known leaders in this area is
Daniel Goleman, who has studied the brain and
emotions and, in his studies, explains that Social
Intelligence is about understanding how the brain
works, what its triggers for reaction are, and how
these can be enhanced or, in some cases, changed.
This is where recognizing that you can “rewire” the
brain and get it to work more effectively is very
important, and that, as you learn to do this, you
become more Socially Intelligent and vice versa.
It’s important to note that emotional and Social
Intelligence are very different from simple
intelligence. In fact, much of the previous findings on
intelligence and, namely, intelligence quotient (IQ)
tests have been proved to be flawed. Which means not
every person with a high level of IQ finds it easy to
thrive in social environments; often, they feel quite
opposite.
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For some, Social Intelligence is common sense.
For others, it’s a learned way of being that can be
developed and becomes a foundation for your work as
Process Leader.

A Sneaky Vegetable
Don’t take this the wrong way! “Sneaky
Vegetable” is not just like any other “sneaky” thing,
and it has nothing to do with being sly, dishonest,
nasty, unreliable, or double-dealing. Like my mum,
who used to work with me to engage me in eating
more vegetables and fruits, a Sneaky Vegetable is
someone who can demonstrate a particular way of
being, plus techniques and skills, usually with a
whole group of people, in order to get more out of
what the group really wants.
When working with a group, however, a Sneaky
Vegetable is intentional, but not obvious in the ways
they apply their strategies, tricks, or engagement
methods, and they avoid explaining too much—hence,
he or she is actually sneaky.
Their key objective is to keep a group working on
what that group wants to achieve, not focusing on the
process being applied for them to do their work. On
the other hand, if the process is not working, it does
need to be changed to something that can better help
the group and not slow the thinking process.
A Process Leader constantly seeks new avenues to
expand to a higher level of Social Intelligence by
bringing to bear this Sneaky Vegetable approach.
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Applying the Socially Intelligent Approach
(SIA)
The SIA can be applied by anyone in any context,
environment, or social situation. It is a foundation
platform to work from for the Process Leader as well
as for a trainer, teacher, coach, consultant, or
someone who is emceeing an event, including a scribe!
“In training, for example, we often use a
facilitative approach (SIA) as opposed to facilitation
(Social Intelligence),” says Amrit Kendrick.
“I guess many people exhibit SIA. So, for
example, if you have a group of friends trying to make
a decision, you might have one person who just
naturally asks the quiet person what they think. Or
someone who just naturally clarifies by saying, ‘So,
we’ve been talking about whether we should go on
holiday to Bali or Down South,’ and then they might
summarise some of the main concerns that have been
brought up about each option,” Claire Vanderplank.

How to Recognize Someone with a Socially
Intelligent Approach
There are some essentials of the SIA. These
include:
●

Connects easily with people from diverse
backgrounds. It’s often due to their excellent
capacity to listen and speak up.
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●

●

●
●

Knows what matters most—kind of the Think
Global/Act Local approach; including
knowledge of relevant social rules, norms, and
habits.
Listens and invites more questions in order to
get people to speak up and participate in
conversation.
Able to listen beyond the norm in such a way
that people feel understood and valued.
Flexible, and able to make quick decisions or
change plans, if need be.

How to Develop the Socially Intelligent
Approach
It takes time and hard work but it is possible!
More on this topic will be described in the second
book in this series, but you can start with the
following:
 Pay attention to the social world around you,
including your own feelings, emotions, and
behaviours
 Work on your communication skills, including
listening
 Start asking questions that matter
 Practice “active listening” by reflecting back
what the speaker has said
 Learn from your successes and failures.
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In summary, here are the key points to
remember:
 Socially Intelligent Approach is a foundation
for your work as a Process Leader, trainer,
coach, mediator, or MC of an event
 Being a Sneaky Vegetable is about the way
you work with groups so they produce
outstanding results without the need to focus
on the process
 You can develop Socially Intelligent
Approach for yourself and for others!
Before you move on to reading the next
chapter, please reflect upon the Socially
Intelligent Approach. Write down your own
answers to the following questions:
1. What is the role of a Process Leader?
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
2. What is Social Intelligence?
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
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_________________________________
_________________________________
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CHAPTER 2
THE ROLE OF A PROCESS LEADER
So, what is the actual role of a facilitator, which I call
here a Process Leader?
Is the role similar to that of a trainer, a coach, a
moderator, or an event coordinator?
If not, what’s different? What do other people
say?
Is it all about telling people what to do?
***
I got the job as a facilitator and trainer after just
two phone calls, and I immediately moved from
Reading in the UK to Perth, Australia with all of my
expenses covered by the organisation. All I knew
about the job was that it required running workshops
and frequently standing up in front of people to help
them with project planning.
I knew I could do it, and, more importantly, I
knew I’d love to run workshops and get paid to tell
people what to do or tell them off, if they were not
doing what I told them to do!
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I saw it as a perfect transition, from quality
checker to Process Leader … getting paid to tell people
what to do and in what way.
That was how I perceived the job when I applied
for it. At the time, I thought I must be right, as I was
awarded the job, along with two years’ sponsored visa,
all expenses paid, plus free accommodation, and car
for a month. It was more than I’d ever asked for.
Even so, it was hard to accept this offer, in part
because I had three others on the table. One offer was
to work in Oslo, Norway, and initially it seemed very
exciting. It was also the best financial proposition. The
major difference was that all of the offers, other than
that from Australia, were to continue working as a
quality assurance specialist.
“You can choose what you want,” said my friend
Ingrid, when we were sitting on her boat one Sunday
afternoon. “But how long do you want to do what you
don’t like doing?”
“The numbers say you should go to Norway,” said
another friend who was crunching the job offers for
me to help clarify the actual benefits. “Besides, it’s still
in Europe, so it will be a lot easier to stay in touch with
friends and family.”
That evening, I found myself sitting on the floor,
pretending to meditate (which I had never done
before) and asking God for answers.
Soon, it was clear that my heart and soul were
ready for new adventures in my life. It was difficult to
leap, however, as all of my treasured friends and
family wanted me to stay in Europe. Still, the earlier
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unspoken desire of working with groups of people had
already been born. It felt right. It was like a calling to
drop my existing way of life and seek new ways of selfexpression.
Was I ready? Probably not.
Did I get prepared? I didn’t know how.
I had been told that, if I went to Australia, I would
have a mentor to work with for a while, but I still had
no clear idea what facilitation was about and had
never met a facilitator before.

Difficult Conversations
There were about ten people sitting in the room.
Anticipating. It was my first time I was leading a
workshop.
They had come together to review what had
actually gone well on the project and to analyse what
had not gone as well as they would have liked. We call
it a “lessons learned” workshop.
It started well. When they all got into
brainstorming what had not gone very well, I noticed
several Post-it notes on a large white sheet of paper
with the comment “bullying.” I was stunned and did
not know what to say.
I pointed to those notes then read them aloud and
asked if this was a topic people wanted to talk about.
To my surprise, a few nodded their heads. I looked at
them again, in case they changed their mind, but they
did not. I started by acknowledging them for their
courage and said I had neither experience nor
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knowledge of how to have those conversations. I
suggested we park that issue and follow up using a
formal organisational process.
Later, I beat myself up for what I’d done. Or, more
specifically, for what I didn’t do. This was an ideal
opportunity to get into a real conversation that
mattered. Unfortunately, no one raised these issues
later through any formal process. They’d chosen to
open up in my workshop, but I hadn’t had the strength
in those areas to help them out. I felt powerless, as
though I had let them down.
“It was not your role to do anything,” my mentor
told me afterwards. “You did okay.”
And I knew he was right. I knew by then that my
role was to work with a group of people in order to
help them achieve whatever objectives they set. But
part of me still really wanted to help this group of
people. I’d believed I could and, if something
happened in my workshop, I wanted to be able to deal
with it.
Leading a process has an impact on the content,
the environment, and the people, not just the process
and objectives themselves.
So I started to wonder: what is in my scope of
work and what is not?
I was beginning to discover that it’s simply not my
job to deal with the impact or outcomes of the
workshop. It is more about empowering people to deal
with their impacts, themselves.

[40]

THE ROLE OF A PROCESS LEADER

Facilitating Workshops in Your Area of
Specialty
Our QA department was going through a number
of changes, and I was asked to facilitate conversations
around the change process. Because of the hat I had
worn previously, as a QA specialist, I found myself
very comfortable with the nature of this problem, and
I thought I knew what the team was trying to achieve.
I’ve done this before, and I know the path to
follow, I thought to myself, secretly seeking
confirmation from the team.
So I was surprised when they did not like the idea;
the more they questioned international standards, the
more astonished I became. I thought, These Aussies
are not getting it. They’re not going to adopt it as
their way.
Later in the workshop, I discovered that this
judgment in my head was getting in the way of my
actually listening to them with my full attention. The
group did the plan as best they could, but I was left
feeling very tired, with no energy and even a little bit
of resentment toward them for choosing the other
direction.
***
It is still okay to facilitate a workshop in your own
area of expertise, but it requires extra focus and ability
to “park” or put aside all of what you know and think
about what the group should or should not do. You
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also must be hyperaware of the impact of what you do
and don’t say, in order to give the group total freedom
to make choices for themselves.
My first few months of working as a Process
Leader were full of insights about myself and about
the role of being a Process Leader. I learned that being
a Process Leader:
 Is not about analysing and criticizing people
 Is not about telling people what to do
 Requires greater understanding of yourself
and others
***

The Standard Definition
A dictionary definition of “to facilitate” is to make
things easier, to assist in the progress.
The International Association of Facilitators
(IAF) defines a “Process Leader (facilitator)” as
“someone who plays an impartial role in helping
groups become more effective. They should assume
responsibility for the group processes, and they
should not apply content expertise. They have no
vested interest in the outcome, whether to be a
financial gain or not.”

A Process Leader versus Trainer, Teacher,
Coach, Mediator and MC
[42]
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What do these various roles and titles have in
common?
They can all apply a Socially Intelligent Approach
and be Sneaky Vegetables.
However, “there are important differences
between the role of a Process Leader, coach, trainer or
a teacher, a moderator, MC, because their purpose
is different. These terms are often used
interchangeably, which causes again confusion”
(Facilitating with Ease, Ingrid Bens).
While many people in the workplace think and
regard themselves as Process Leaders, the truth is that
they probably aren’t—not in the same sense as I mean,
where a Process Leader works to develop a social
intelligence in a group environment. They might be
teaching, motivating, or providing resources to make
things happen, however.
So what are the differences between the Process
Leader versus trainer or a teacher, coach, mediator,
moderator, or MC of an event?
Process Leader versus Trainer or Teacher
Jeremy Lu says: “So, from a teaching, training,
and learning perspective, there’s always imparting
knowledge. You’re always presenting information and
getting students to critically analyse it, think about it,
then you give feedback and test their understanding.
That’s the teaching side.
“When you are being a Process Leader, on the
other hand, you’re actually sensing, observing, and
guiding. So there are two very different roles. When I
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play the head Process Leader, my role is not
necessarily to share what I know or tell them what I
think. In fact, you have to turn that part of your brain
off.
It’s more about questioning their thinking.
Getting them to share their opinion. Getting them to
see and appreciate thoughts from each other and then
leading them.”
Process leader does not teach anything.
Process Leader versus a Coach
Cindy Tonkin says: “Coaching for me is about
where an individual wants to go. Process leader is
about where a group needs to go or wants to go. And
then training is essentially, ‘Let’s deliver some
outcomes of knowledge.’ So, we might have
knowledge as an outcome, but it could purely be ‘we
need to bond’ or ‘we need to explore our options’ or
‘we need to understand our strengths.’ Process leader
role is a group thing. I consider the skills to be
complementary, but they are not the same thing.”
Process Leader versus a Mediator
Alan Halford says: “Mediation is when people
talk about conflict resolution, and you are considered
an expert at being objective. I use a mediation process,
which is anything but objective, because, if you are in
the room with two other parties or ten other people,
the fact that you are in that room means that you are
influencing what is happening, so how can you be
objective?
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“When I work as a Process Leader, using for
example an Open Space method, there is no difference
to what I am working with as a mediator. It is on the
same continuum. Sometimes mediation is very
formal, and sometimes it is sitting around, having a
cup of coffee, but it is the same process—it’s a
dialogical process, where the person who is the
Process Leader does not set the agenda, does not
decide what happens. The people involved decide
what happens. I think that is an important thing.”
Process Leader versus a Moderator
“A moderator is someone who leads a meeting,
forum,
or
discussion,
who
oversees
the
communication activities and is allowed to apply the
knowledge (‘content’) to help the progress and
directions of the conversation.” (Facilitating with
Ease, Ingrid Bens)
Process Leader versus Event MC
“MC—Master of Ceremony or of a Conference—
Someone who leads a ceremony or a conference-type
gathering to have the event be well organized; is often
there to entertain the audience.” (Facilitating with
Ease, Ingrid Bens)
Process Leader enables the energy to be
created by the group.
Jill Chivers says: “One of the things that
differentiates a Process Leader-led event is where the
energy is. The energy should always be with the group;
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the Process Leader is often outside of the energy of the
group. So, that can be the co-ordination role of the
travel guide, in a way. That is also what makes it
different from a presentation, where the energy is with
the person on the stage or from a training, where the
energy moves from the person delivering the content,
the expert, through to the students, who are assumed
to have a lesser or lower degree of knowledge.”

As Seen by Other Facilitators (ASOF)
Process Leader is someone who works with
the group to achieve their goal.
Janet Rice says: “For me, the role of Process
Leader is someone who works with a group to achieve
their goals. Focuses on the process to allow the group
to maintain their focus on the content. So, it’s about
helping to keep the group on track, making sure that
everybody in the group is participating and is able to
contribute, and supporting people in the group, if
things get tricky and there are some conflicts and
differences.”
Process knows how groups of people operate.
Amrit Kendrick says: “For me, it is someone who
knows how groups of people operate. They are skilled
in getting the best out of the group, as they have a
series of techniques and methods that allow them to
work with people regardless of education, cultural
background, or gender. They organise a program for
that group of people to step into, that allows each of
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them to be engaged, to express themselves, and to feel
that their input is valued in that setting.”
“A Process Leader is someone who finds
what works for a given group of people and
then has them talking together and listening to
each other.”—Amrit Kendrick
Process Leader helps getting people to where
they are heading.
Cindy Tonkin says: “It is not about getting people
head-on, but rather understanding where people are
heading to and working with them to get them to the
outcome that is appropriate—whether it be an
outcome the client has specified or an outcome that
the client wants for themselves.”
Process Leader is cleaning up messes.
Cheryl Gilroy says: “You can do damage to people
by hearing people, taking them seriously, and then
doing nothing. Process Leaders have an enormous
responsibility, and a large part of my job is cleaning
up messes. And cleaning up messes of when people
have come forward with their great ideas or their
concerns or their issues, and they think they have been
heard, but they haven’t because nothing has
happened. For me, I have the reputation (which I
really used to dislike, but now I like) of, ‘If you have
the angriest, crankiest, most pissed-off group, call
Cheryl Gilroy, because she will come and clean it up.’
I used to find that quite insulting, that I would go into
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all these furious groups, but I have actually found,
over the years, that, as long as they are angry—which
is fantastic; that is passion—we could turn that into
something.”
Process Leader in a workshop is a very cool
space to be.
Chantal Harris says: “For me, the Process Leader
in a workshop is a very cool space to be in, in terms of
working towards some kind of outcome or some kind
of new thought or for creating an idea. So, during the
process of leading a group, you experience the way
other people look at things or really focus on some
kind of process or some kind of way things are done,
but you are adding new ideas.
“You are almost looking at things from
underneath, picking it up and turning it around and
playing with ideas and bringing other people’s
perspectives into that. You may see something
yourself, and the person next to you may look at the
same thing and see something completely different,
so, all of a sudden, through the role of a Process
Leader, people can start to have insights into how you
think about things and start to see things a bit
differently. It’s much more of an interactive exchange
of knowledge—it’s the opposite of something where
the exchange of information is one-way, like, say, a
lecture at university.”
“A Process Leader makes everything very
interactive and needs to blend all the
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experiences and knowledge of everyone in the
room into a new idea or something workable
for the group.”
Process Leader brings a process to a gathering
of people.
Rick Sommerford says: “It is about bringing a
process to a gathering of people. It is also about giving
others a method by which they might reach their
goals. In that way, it is something along the lines of ‘to
make easy’ for groups of people, in particular. When
you act as a Process Leader for their goals, you give
people a format they can use to get there.”
Every ship needs a rudder.
Jeremy Lu says: “The way I think about it is that
every ship needs a rudder. Sometimes you need more
than one rudder. And it needs a direction. Facilitation
is about getting the right people onto that ship. And
then helping them set a course or determine where
they want to head towards.
“And then the Process Leader’s role is of being
that rudder, which is a very small piece of the entire
object. You know one person in a big organization, but
that rudder just helps guide the journey and the
destination, to try and make it as smooth and as
efficient as possible.”
“Well, I’m lucky in the tax office I work,” says
Nick Housego. “Most people know the meaning of
facilitation. But when we get externals in—people
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from outside business looking into the organization,
or assisting us with co-designing and collaborating on
projects, they may not necessarily know what a
facilitator does.
“They certainly don’t know what a good process
facilitator does. Facilitators really have to know what’s
got to be achieved and how to develop a process to
make that happen with the group.
“Most of the groups in the workshops that I have
are subject matter experts. They’ve got particular
skills relevant to their area. And my skillset is to
ensure their voices get surfaced, get talked about; that
their ideas get made visible by going onto the
butcher’s paper or the whiteboards.
“And then we start drawing understandings
together of what we’re seeing going up on the visual.
So it makes a big difference with a facilitator in the
room. It allows people to feel safe about discussing
things. The environment’s safe. I’m objective. I don’t
know your business. So you can tell me stuff that is at
a very simple level, which helps me understand it. But
it also helps the room understand where we’re coming
from. We break down the ambiguity. We break down
the jargon. In government, jargon is king.
“You can always have an ISC and a VCS and a T3,
4 or 5. And that’s got to make sure that that fits into
the A772. And it’s like where are we? What are we
talking about? What‘s an A772? What’s this? What?
So the facilitator can unscramble that
language and help the process. Make people
[50]
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more visual; more thinking about what they’ve
got to do”
Be a Sneaky Vegetable: don’t explain the
theory but involve people in the experience
first.
Bob Dick says: “I don’t try to explain what
facilitation is. What I do instead is try to use
experiential methods. I involve them in processes for
building relationships, for instance, or for making
decisions or planning, something like that. And then
we step back from the experience that they have just
had, and I ask them to tell me what worked there,
what was it about the process that worked. So, what I
am trying to do is not give them definitions but
instead give them an experience of it, so they develop
not just an intellectual understanding but one that is
built into who they are. “
Social Intelligence is neither technical, nor
process-focused. It’s relational.
Bob Dick explains: “I think many people don’t
really think about how they do their conversation.
They are on autopilot, doing it the way they have
watched other people do it and the way they have
learned. For me, Facilitation/Social Intelligence is
about a whole range of alternative processes that
allow people to be more engaged, to make better
plans, to make better decisions, to do better at
problem-solving.”
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Help people listen to each other’s ideas.
Cheryl Gilroy says: “Be careful as a facilitator that
you are not used as that conduit to define people’s
time and then the decision has already been made.
The role of the Process Leader is to provide the
mechanisms and the processes for people to listen to
other people’s ideas, to absolutely hear their
concerns.”
It’s about creating a safe space for
conversations.
Alan Halford says: “Primarily, in all my work, I
create a safe environment for people to be able to say
what they would like to say, to talk about the issues
that they are passionate about with other people, and
for other people to listen to them.”
“Process leader role is to co-create a safe,
purposeful, and responsive environment.
Facilitation is what holds the environment as
safe and purposeful”—Martin Ringer.
Martin Ringer continues: “The role of a Process
Leader is to work with participants, to co-create a safe,
purposeful, and responsive environment space. So,
Facilitation/Social Intelligence is the providing of that
container, environment, and climate, regardless of the
contents of what the people are talking about. The
Process Leaders are not coming in with opinions
about the content of what people are talking about,
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but they provide the context, process, environment,
and guidance to create that.”
Process Leader supports everyone to do their
best thinking.
Rhonda Tranks says: “Sam Kaine’s statement was
that the facilitator’s role is to ‘support everyone to do
their best thinking.’ Because, in meetings, we often
have disasters, and people are not doing their best
thinking, and they’re not on their best behaviour, so
they’re not getting the best results. So, my role is to
help them do that, and I describe myself as a Process
Leader. I work not on ‘what happens’ in the meeting,
but how it happens, so that they get their result. As I
don’t have a vested interest in the outcome, I help
them work out what the outcome is that they want to
get towards, and that’s done collaboratively with
people in the room.”
The Process Leader stays outside of the
content.
Richard Boyd says: “The Process Leader stays
outside of the process in terms of the content and
holds the space for people to have a safe framework,
in which to bring their content, including their issues,
emotions, and concerns. He or she has these concerns
put out there systematically, or at least with some
rigor or framework, without it all descending into
chaos, so people have a common goal or mindset
towards which they’re heading.”
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Process Leader is a leadership role.
Andrew Rixon says: “A Process Leader is a
leadership role. It’s about being able to draw the
answers from others and then work through and
maintain the momentum.”
Process Leader disrupts the existing habits
and practices of the group.
Viv McWaters says: “My role I would describe as
someone who is disrupting the existing habits and
practices of the group. Typically, these groups come
together and meet in a much-formalized structure.
What I do is come in and disrupt that pattern.
“A lot of these agencies I’ve been working for are
involved in working in communities that have been
affected by natural disasters or have chronic, longterm issues such as drought and poverty. So the
complexity and depth of the issues that they’re dealing
with can be overwhelming. It’s important, as a Process
Leader, to provide them that space where they can
share their stories, their experiences, their successes,
and their failures, and recognize that they bring their
human elements to that. That they’re not machines,
and they’re able to respond in a very human way to
those very difficult issues.
“And when they have me working with them,
basically what I’m doing is providing processes for
them to interact and then getting out of the way and
letting them get on with it.”
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Process Leader enables people to have
ownership of an outcome.
Jules White says: “A well-facilitated workshop
has ownership of all the people there. That’s what the
Process Leader does. It enables people to have
ownership of an outcome that they want to achieve.
They create a space, they observe what’s going on, and
they enable people to talk, see, achieve, and do what
they have come to do.”
Victor Konijn adds: “I think of myself as a process
manager, making sure that the goal is clear at the
beginning of every session as to why are we there
together. Both on a goal level as well as on a practical
level, I set how much time we need, what are we trying
to achieve in that time, how we want to break it up. I
need to understand what energy is in the room, where
people are coming from, what they are feeling, and
what they’re experiencing.
“When they walk in, I need to identify what their
expectations are and try to bring that to the surface,
making sure it’s all being heard, whether it’s easy for
people to be vocal or too vocal, or whether people
don’t feel like talking. We try to give the entire group
an appreciation for who is in the room and what we
can bring in, whatever the form.”
Facilitation/Social Intelligence (SI) listens to
people.
Cheryl
Gilroy
says:
“Facilitation/Social
Intelligence does this incredible thing. The incredible
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thing is that it listens to people. It allows a forum of
people to be heard and to be taken seriously, and when
people are taken seriously, magic occurs. I truly
believe that everybody has genius in them, and it is
really our job to find that, to tap into that and express
it in a way that is really useful.”
Social Intelligence is about providing the
environment in which people can bring their
ideas, their issues, and put them forward in a
safe and supported way.
***
Throughout this book, you will find more
information from others and me about what the
Process Leader does in the context of working with
people in order to increase their group social
intelligence.
In summary, here are the key points to
remember:
 There is a distinct difference between a
Process Leader, a trainer, a coach, an MC or a
moderator, and that is their PURPOSE. A
Process Leader also is neutral to the outcome
of conversations and stays away from the
content.
 It’s about working with groups of people in a
defined time and environment to help them
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achieve their goals, by increasing their group
social intelligence.
 Process Leader role is mainly relational, not
technical, although it requires some sneaky
techniques to get people to talk to each other
and help them make good decisions.
***
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Read, reflect, and write down the key
themes coming from the role of a Process
Leader that you remember:
1.

2.

3.

____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
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IWONA POLOWY (WILSON)
Iwona was born in Poland and raised by parents
who were small business owners during the time when
her country was transitioning from communism to
democracy. She soon learned that all people want
social calm, and that everyone seeks participation and
clarity in decision-making.
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Iwona’s people skills were apparent from an early
age, but the spirit of making things happen lit up in
her much later, when she moved to Wroclaw to study
engineering and economics. She then became an
active participant in various students clubs, including
“Wigor” and her own student’s organisation, the Total
Quality Management Group.
This led her to move to London a year before
Poland joined the European Union, in June 2003, to
learn English and to pursue life happiness. During her
first year in London, she worked hard, studying the
language and reading countless books, while doing
several part time jobs to pay her bills. She advanced
her social skills by taking on many volunteer jobs and
observing what makes people tick.
Her first professional job was in London with the
Institute of Quality Assurance, coordinating training
and educational courses. Then she joined the oil and
gas industry, moving quickly up the career ladder,
from Quality Assurance Graduate to Project Quality
Manager. In 2010, she won a Henley Business School
Bursary Award in the "Women in Business" category
of an MBA Executive Programme competition in UK,
but decided not to accept at the last minute in order to
move to Australia.
Inspired by what’s possible when working with
people rather than processes, she left her well-paid
career in QA and moved to Australia to start again as
a facilitator and trainer. Since then, she has worked
for an Australia’s largest independent oil and gas
supplier as a specialist facilitator and trainer. She runs
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workshops with dozens of internal decision makers,
external companies, and community representatives.
More recently, Iwona founded Red Hot Bananas
workshops, including a highly successful Business
Master Class that brings dozens of small businesses
together with experienced business people.
She is a member of Australian Asian Facilitator’s
Network group and the International Association of
Facilitators. Since March 2015, she’s been
coordinating the IAF Perth chapter. In May 2016,
Iwona became a Certified Professional Facilitator
(CPF) through the International Association of
Facilitators (IAF).
Iwona lives in Perth with her very supportive
partner, Austin. With their first baby on the way, she
is looking forward to the challenges ahead and to
spending more time enjoying life.
For more information about Iwona’s workshops
and
educational
programs,
please
visit
www.iwonapolowy.com.
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AUSTIN WILSON
Austin was born in Manchester, UK to his
Dutch mother and Irish father. Growing up, he
participated in a number of sports and swam
competitively until his late twenties. He soon learnt
the value of discipline, commitment, and, most
importantly, delayed gratification! After completing
his degree in chemical engineering, he started his
career as a Plant Superintendent with the largest
international oil and gas company in the UK. The
industry has taken him to work in various places
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around the world, where he has worked on many
complex world-class oil and gas developments.
Austin has worked hard to educate himself,
reading countless books, attending seminars, doing
sports and art and just giving things a go. He had a
number of business successes beyond his ordinary
work, including Database Design and Property
Investment.
When standing as a president of CASM
(Contemporary Artists Surrealist Movement), he
employed his partner Iwona to facilitate a Strategic
Planning workshop for his club. He was stunned to see
what was possible through the use of only one
facilitated workshop, and he loved the energy created
in the room that helped the Artists get together, create
a vision for the future, and clear a pathway forward.
Since then, he has become passionate about
empowering Iwona to complete this series of books, as
he truly believes facilitation does make a difference for
people working well together.
Austin lives in Perth with his lovely partner
Iwona, anticipating his new life adventures as a dad,
which inspires him to be the best he can be each and
every day.
###
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