Troubleshooting Small Groups
Splitting a Group without Bias

· Go round the group and assign each member a number – 1,2,3, 1,2,3,  1,2,3 etc

· Gather all the 1s in one group, 2s in another and 3s in the final group. 

· There you have it.  Breaks people up fairly.

Cross-Over Groups – The Snowball Method
Purpose – to share perspectives that might be difficult to bring to a large group.   Great for giving feedback to difficult group members.

Eg assume a total group size of 16

1. Split the group into reasonable smaller sizes of 5-6.

2. Get them to discuss the topic in question.

3. After discussions, assign a number to each member of the group eg 1,2,3,4,5.
4. Then all the one’s form another group, all the 2s etc etc

5. They each then have to report the discussions of the first group, then discuss them and then agree a summary that covers all perspectives from this discussion.

6. Then the original quintets re-form and again each member reports back the issues raised in the 3rd section.

Variation – after point 5, reform the large group and get one member from each group to deliver the summary.

In this way, all group members will have directly or indirectly heard back from all the members of the group.  For example, if you were in a group of about 16 in which a few people had been really upset by sexist remarks made previously, then by this method, this could be introduced and feedback in a non personal way.  You can imagine that this would be difficult to feed back face to face.  This method reports back in “third person” mode thereby retaining the anonymity of the issue raiser.

Clearly, the rules of feedback need to be given ie descriptive and not personal etc.

Getting People to Listen

· Start by getting each member to write something down.  Think of 2-3 ideas.  

· Get them to discuss it in pairs or trios.

· Then discuss in groups of 5-6.

· Then in the larger group.

· Get each member of the pairs/trios/small to summarise their peer(s).  So they report back the views of others.

Encouraging Group Participants to Talk – “Reducing facilitator input”

· One rule : “facilitators are only allowed to ask questions”

· This is a challenging method for both facilitators and trainees.
Damping Down Dominant Talkers, Encouraging Silent Sitters
Method 1 – assign roles
Give them a role such as chairing or writing on a flip chart or even the role of summarising the discussions at the end.  If chairing, tell them their job is not to express their own view but to ensure all the others can express theirs.  

Method 2 – matchstick debates

Decide on the hot topic.  Give each member three matchsticks.  A contribution from a member “costs” a matchstick.  The loud members spend up leaving the floor to the quietones who then surprise everyone with their valuable insights that would otherwise be lost.

Can be fun watching a dominant talker who has no matchsticks left itching to make a point!

Method 3 – fishbowls

Ask the group to form a line from one end of the room to the other.  Those made most verbal contribution at one end and those that said the least at the other.  Split the line in half and make the loud ones form a goldfish bowl (ie a circle).  Put the silent ones in the middle and ask them to continue the discussion whilst those in the outer circle observe.  Again, this can be most revealing for loud members as they come to realise the quiet ones have important contributions that they there were not being allowed to make.

Bad Feedbackers

If one or two members seem to give inappropriate feedback eg personal or judgemental, ask them about the rules of feedback.  May be getting them to do some homework on this and report it back to the group the week after.

If most of the group seem to be unfamiliar with the principles of feedback, consider using a snowballing crossover technique to ascertain the principles of feedback.

See snowball-crossover feedback exercise above.

How Motivated is the Group? – Check In

This short exercise may also be useful for you to use at the beginning of your key meetings, such as team or board meetings.  It only requires about 10 seconds per person at the start of a meeting.

Each person ask yourself, “on a scale of 1-10, give an honest personal rating of your energy, openness and focus”.  If 10 is the highest energy level you have ever felt at work, and 1 means you’re on the verge of collapsing in a heap from exhaustion what is your energy level right now?  Next, what is your level of open-mindedness and open-heartedness today, right now?  An finally, how would you rate your level of focus – your ability to place your full attention on the tasks at hand for this meeting?”

Right now:   


Level : 1(lowest)  to  10(highest)

Energy



__________________________

Openness


__________________________

Focus



__________________________

Awareness is the first step to change; nothing further needs to be done.  Individuals will hopefully decide where they want to be.
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