Facilitating an Effective Meeting
In the today’s fast-paced corporate world, meetings are the element that inevitably involves most people in every organization. Yet most people have negative stereotypes of meetings based upon their experiences of boring and unproductive meetings. Meetings often are time-consuming and draining activities which involve  sitting long hours in a cold room with neither clear agendas nor results or action in the end. This has led to research  to find a way to improve the efficiency of meetings. One solution that is approved worldwide by countless stories of successful meetings is facilitation.

Facilitation might be a new term to a lot of people, though the business world is quite familiar with it already. With its root from the French word facile meaning ‘to make easier’ or ‘to make less difficult’, facilitation is the meeting process in which one neutral person (a facilitator) helps a group to work together more effectively with a clear agenda and visible results. And this effective process can be applied to every content and topic.
A well-trained facilitator can bring about a huge difference to a meeting. S/he provides a free platform where all ideas and opinions are valid, which greatly increases everyone’s participation in the meeting. All members feel that they are truly present and involved in the process. In effect, this  has the potential to eliminate the hierarchy during the meeting as well as forge greater unity and understandings within the organization for several reasons. Everyone is equally engaged and appreciated by the facilitator regardless their ranks and positions – they have more freedom to contribute and participate. As a result, the decisions made by the whole group are of higher quality for the organization. Moreover, the commitment and reponsibility from the staff for the future steps and actions are stronger because a sense of ownership is created during the process that enables the staff feel more responsible for decisions they have come to rather than following commands from their superiors. 
Everyone has the potential to become a facilitator. In a nutshell, a facilitator acts like a referee for the meeting. S/he does not play in the game nor belong to any teams. S/he remains neutral and makes sure that the game can continues smoothly and justifiedly. Although it may be useful when a facilitator possesses some knowledge or expertise in the topic, it is important that the facilitator must remain ‘content neutral’ and does not interfere the decision-making process of the meeting with personal opinions. Therefore, it is not very advisable for bosses to take the role of facilitators because they usually are the decision makers of the organization that are directly concerned about the outcome.  

Good facilitators should possess strong communication skills, verbally especially. It takes some skills to analyze what is being discussed, to rephrase and conclude it clearly for the audience, and to ask guiding questions which leads to more information. Facilitators also must be aware of the group dynamics and be able to reenergize the group when the energy is low. Should a meeting run into obstacles (e.g. difficult participants, complicated contents or disagreements among stakeholders) a good facilitator tactfully insists on guiding the meeting back to normal in a way that s/he wins cooperation rather than demands it. 
Organizations can either equip their internal staff with facilitation skills or seek external professional facilitators. Whichever the organization chooses, it is important and recently has become quite essential to have a skilled facilitator in your meetings. A well-facilitated meeting can bring out the full commitment and potential of all staff and employees, neccesary for businesses and organizations in order to leap into the waves of change today. 
For more information about facilitation trainings and services, please visit www.change-initiative.com. 
