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Strengthening Your Group Process Skills
by Michael Chandler

It has been my special privilege
to conduct planning commission
training workshops in fourteen
states besides Virginia over the past eigh-
teen months. From Alaska to Florida, the
experience has reaffirmed a premise I
have long held, namely, the vast majority
of people serving on local planning com-
missions are good for nothing people!
That’s right, they are good people who
willingly serve their communities in
exchange for little or no compensation! A
dedicated and focused planning commis-
sion is a powerful force. Rather than wait-
ing for the future to happen, a good
planning commission works to shape it.

A growing number of commissions
are  employing group process methods to
help focus and guide their work, especial-
ly in dealing with long-range planning
issues. This article will give you an
overview of some of the principal group
process techniques being used. 

Interactive Brainstorming is a decision
making technique in which group mem-
bers offer spontaneous suggestions, com-
ments, or ideas. The goal of interactive
brainstorming is to promote flexible
thinking and generate creative solutions.
Typically a brainstorming session begins
with a clear articulation of the issue,
problem, or opportunity to be discussed.
Ground rules are set and the process
begins with each group member, in turn,
making a suggestion. The input offered is
recorded — without comment from others
— on a flipchart so that everyone can see
and read what is being said. The process
stops once everyone declines the oppor-
tunity to add a new or different idea. 

Next, the information is reviewed
and, where possible, like ideas and sug-
gestions consolidated. This step usually
precedes selection of priorities or a specif-
ic course of action. One useful approach
to prioritization involves the use of color
coded dots, with each dot representing a

specific point value (for example, a red
dot might equal five points, a blue dot
four, and so on). Each person is given a
set number of dots with the admonition
that each dot must be placed next to a
particular issue or item. The points are
then tallied, establishing a rank order.
Planning commissioners appreciate the
democratic features associated with this
approach. A feeling of consensus usually
results, reducing the sense of “winning
and losing” that sometimes accompanies
majority rule.

Nominal Group is a structured prob-
lem-solving or idea-generating strategy
that emphasizes equal participation in the
decision making process by all group
members. While there are several varia-
tions, one standard approach involves
having participants silently write down
their opinion on the subject being dis-
cussed. Next, participants share their
opinions, one at a time. After all ideas and
suggestions have been presented and
recorded on flipcharts, an open discus-
sion of each item occurs. Finally, each
participant is given a ballot and instruct-
ed to select a preferred solution or course
of action. The adopted decision, which
may require several iterations, is the one
that receives the most votes.

The nominal group process takes
advantage of each individual’s knowledge
and experience and is useful in generat-
ing and clarifying ideas and selecting a
course of action.

The Delphi Technique is a group
process that does not require face-to-face
interaction. It features the solicitation and
collation of written opinions on a topic
through the use of a questionnaire. A
facilitator then prepares a summary of the
responses to the questionnaire, which is
distributed to each participant. This
enables everyone to discern the opinions
of their colleagues. During the “second
round” participants can change their ini-
tial responses taking into account this
new information. The process of sending
out questionnaires and sharing results is
repeated until a consensus or “stable dis-
agreement” is reached.

The Delphi technique can be useful
when meetings with all necessary partici-
pants are hard to arrange, or when strong
conflicts among participants may make
meetings unproductive.

Devil’s Advocacy is a decision making
technique many private sector organiza-
tions use to challenge group assumptions.
Minority opinions and opposite points of
view are deliberately posed. This helps
avoid “group-think” and acts to ensure
that decisions are fact-based and ground-
ed on solid arguments.

Decision-making processes such as
those outlined above  can lead to creative
solutions, while providing for the active
involvement of all participants. Knowl-
edgeable individuals from a local college
or extension service can usually be found
to help you try out (and facilitate) one or
more of these group techniques. �
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