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INTRODUCTION
Facilitation is the art and science of leveraging the ability of collaborators to achieve shared objectives. It requires 
a complex set of competencies and skills which can be used in a variety of settings.  Early childhood systems 
builders frequently  facilitate dialogue amongst diverse stakeholders in contexts as varied as leadership team 
meetings, professional development sessions, strategic planning retreats, community forums, etc. 

This guide is designed to support early childhood systems builders to understand their role and identify actions 
and behaviors that will increase the effective application of key facilitation competencies. These competencies 
have been developed by The International Association of Facilitators (IAF) and adapted by Meraki Consulting 
for early childhood systems building. Within the context of early childhood systems building, facilitators enable 
diverse stakeholders to build trust, share ownership of their vision, goals, strategies, and activities, and establish 
mutual accountability.  Effective facilitators bring forth stakeholders’ experiences, expertise and commitment 
to coordinate initiatives, create efficiencies, and leverage resources, resulting in more equitable outcomes for 
families and children.  
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Facilitators Role
In the professional field of facilitation, the facilitator is a “content neutral” party, does not take sides, express or 
advocate for their personal viewpoint, and informs the group when they are stepping out of the facilitator role 
and sharing as a participant. 

Leaders of early childhood systems building are rarely “content neutral”. Depending upon the setting, the 
facilitator may be completely objective and neutral, have information that is needed to guide the group, or feel 
the need to influence the group’s thinking. Regardless of a facilitator’s level of neutrality within a given context, 
the facilitation competencies outlined in this guide will increase the likelihood of sustained engagement and 
commitment of community partners in achieving identified outcomes. 

These core skills are an essential part of five foundational competencies needed to successfully 
facilitate in a wide variety of settings. 

Actively Listen

Craft techniques 
and activities that 

achieve an outcome

Manage Conflict Perceive both 
patterns

and details during
discussion

Ask penetrating
questions

Manage themselves

Summarize and synthesize
information

The facilitator serves as a learning or dialogue guide to assist a group in 

thinking deeply about its assumptions, beliefs, and values and about its 

processes and context. The role of an effective facilitator is to:

 ■ Advocate for fair, inclusive, and open processes

 ■ Balance participation with productivity

 ■ Establish a safe psychological space

 ■ Design activities that guide the group to think deeply about their assumptions, 
beliefs, and values

 ■ Design, plan, and guide information sharing and decision making 



2. Practice self-assessment and 
self-awareness

 ■ How participants’ behavior or group 
content is impacting your mental or 
emotional health

 ■ Your personal comfort level with 
the stages of the creative process: 
preparation, incubation, illumination, and 
implementation

 ■ Your personal comfort level with 
establishing a creative environment 
such as: non-judgment, risk taking, use 
of humor, and providing a variety of 
experiences

 ■ Value conflict as a diversity of thought, 
an opportunity to celebrate different 
perspectives and uncover hidden 
assumptions

 ■ Cultivate understanding of one’s own 
values and biases and their potential 
impact on working with people.

 ■ Model professional boundaries with 
an objective, non-defensive, non-
judgmental stance

 ■ Trust the group process and 
demonstrate a belief in the group’s 
ability to achieve its outcome. 

 ■ Approach situations with authenticity 
and a positive attitude

 ■ Describe situations as facilitator sees 
them and inquire into different views

 ■ Minimize personal influence on group 
outcomes if neutral role is desired

1. Maintain Base Knowledge 
 ■ Be knowledgeable regarding organizational systems, community development, group 

development, personality preferences, and conflict resolution

 ■ Understand change management theory and the impact of change on individuals

 ■ Be knowledgeable of the creative process and adult learning styles

CORE COMPETENCIES
Competency #1: Developing and 
Maintaining Professional Competencies
Continually invest in the professional development of 
facilitation. Exercise self-awareness and continually 
evaluate behavior to ensure personal biases or belief 
systems do not impede either the engagement of 
participants or the group’s ability to achieve its outcome.

TAKE ACTION
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3. Develop working partnerships
 ■ Clarify mutual commitment to the goal of systems building

 ■ Identify how partners’ organizational values align with assurances: Build 
Relationships, Strengthen Quality, Increase Access, Engage Families, and 
Confront Racial Inequity

 ■ Develop consensus on roles and responsibilities 

 ■ Maintain consistent communication

 ■ Identify how new individuals/organizations will join the group as well as how 
members/organizations exit the group

Competency #2: Create and Sustain Collaborative Stakeholder Relationships
Understand the community context within which early childhood systems building and collaboration occurs. 
Understand the social and emotional context within which stakeholders live and work. Assess factors which 
may either enhance or inhibit collaboration among organizations or between people. 

1. Analyze the community environment including
 ■ History of diverse stakeholders working together

 ■ Political climate

 ■ Current social issues which either connect to early childhood or serve as competing issues

 ■ History of engaging families as stakeholders, e.g., eliciting family input, or engaging families 
as shared decision makers

TAKE ACTION

2. Identify key stakeholders
 ■ Identify community members who are passionate about the issue

 ■ Ensure the participation of various sector groups, e.g., schools, health, 
government, business, nonprofit

 ■ Ensure the participation of families and caregivers from diverse 
backgrounds
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2. Design agenda which includes
 ■ Identify activities that engage varied learning or thinking styles

 ■ Utilize techniques that respect community or organizational culture, norms, 
diversity, and participants’ expertise

 ■ Ensure all techniques and activities are linked to the stated goal including 
icebreakers

 ■ Choose techniques that minimize potential conflict

 ■ Prepare session description, participants’ pre-work and/or pre-reading

 ■ Send agenda in advance

 ■ Identify any resources or information needed for follow up

Competency #3: Plan Appropriate Group Process
Plan for what will be needed to execute the agenda, what resources participants will need before, during, and 
after the meeting to accomplish their goals.

1. Design process including
 ■ Identify specific goal or objectives to achieve a high quality meeting outcome

 ■ Identify specific personality or philosophical conflicts that may hinder or sabotage the 
meeting outcomes

 ■ Identify participants with special needs and strategize for accommodations

TAKE ACTION
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3. Prepare time and space to support group process
 ■ Secure appropriate space – including whether the event is face to face or virtual

 ■ Communicate with participants regarding meeting date, time, place, and logistical requirements 
including registration

 ■ Arrange physical or virtual space to support the purpose  of the meeting

 ■ Maximize use of technology to support participant engagement as well as meeting/event 
outcomes

 ■ Plan effective use of time

 ■ Provide effective atmosphere such as music, color, interactive material, and/or snacks.

1. Establish a participatory environment
 ■ Address at the beginning of a group meeting: “Who is the leader?” “Why am I here?” 

“What is the facilitator’s role? What is the participants’ role in decision making?” Apply a 
variety of participatory processes such as:

 ■ Welcome participants

 ■ Share goal and agenda for the meeting/event

 ■ If new group, introduce yourself and your experience/passion

 ■ Craft an activity that allows participants to introduce themselves and their 
connection to the goal of the meeting/event, their experience/passion

Competency #4: Create 
and Sustain a Participatory 
Environment

Maximize participation of all participants. 
Be relational as well as knowledgeable 
of the phases of group dynamics. 
Elicit full participation, promote mutual 
understanding, value diversity, foster 
inclusive solutions, and engage 
participants in new thinking skills. 

TAKE ACTION



5. Manage group conflict
 ■ Help participants identify underlying assumptions

 ■ Use reflective listening to help participants identify the root issues causing the conflict

 ■ Value the role of conflict within group learning/maturity

 ■ Recognize when conflict arises

 ■ Remain neutral

 ■ Use techniques to foster mutual understanding and resolution of conflict

 ■ Manage disruptive group behavior

2. Demonstrate effective communication skills
 ■ Utilize verbal as well as visual aids

 ■ Be aware of jargon relative to the diversity of participants

 ■ Use culturally sensitive language

 ■ Practice active listening

 ■ Monitor the pacing of speech, e.g., talking too fast

 ■ Provide distinct directions one step at a time

3. Develop rapport with participants
 ■ Be aware of power dynamics

 ■ Be approachable, e.g., mindful of body language

 ■ Use humor effectively

 ■ Acknowledge individual’s names, experience, or expertise as it relates to 
the meeting goals

4. Honor and recognize diversity
 ■ Establish behavioral agreements that promote positive regard for the experience and 

perception of all participants, while allowing for differences of opinion to emerge

 ■ Establish how participants will hold each other accountable to behavioral agreements

 ■ Hold participants accountable to the behavioral agreement to create a climate of 
emotional safety and trust

 ■ Incorporate facilitation techniques that allow participants to share their personal 
experience and perspectives, e.g., pair share, small groups.
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6. Evoke innovative thinking
 ■ Establish behavioral agreements of nonjudgment and possibility thinking

 ■ Use powerful questions to encourage creative thinking

 ■ Use variety of techniques to foster convergent and divergent thinking

 ■ Engage participants of all learning/thinking styles

 ■ Apply the principles of brainstorming

 ■ Use techniques to stimulate group energy

Competency #5: Guide the Group to Appropriate and Useful Outcomes

Maintain the group’s focus on achieving the stated outcomes of the meeting/event. Facilitate techniques 
and activities to connect to the topic and guide the participants to achieve the agreed upon outcome.

1. Guide the group with clear methods and processes
 ■ Establish clear context for the session

 ■ Actively listen and summarize to reflect key discussion points

 ■ Ask questions to either gain clarity or to stimulate new ideas

 ■ Recognize tangents and redirect the group to the task

 ■ Utilize small and large group processes to clarify complex content

 ■ Capture unrelated issues or topics to be addressed later

 ■ Use verbal and visual techniques to help participants track their progress toward 
the outcome

TAKE ACTION



2. Facilitate group’s awareness towards their progress in 
achieving the outcome

 ■ Assess participants’ energy level and attention 

 ■ Vary the pace of activities according to participants’ needs

 ■ Identify background information the group needs to achieve its outcome

 ■ Elicit participant perspectives and/or conclusions

 ■ Use reflective listening to synthesize patterns, trends, and root causes 

 ■ Share frameworks for action or additional information to help the group 
towards achieving the outcome

3. Guide the group to mutual ownership in decision making
 ■ Identify group’s decision-making model, e.g., majority vote, consensus

 ■ Use a variety of approaches that align with the decision making model

 ■ Identify evaluation criteria to prioritize options

 ■ Demonstrate flexibility by adapting the agenda or techniques/activities

 ■ Sequence activities that address divergent thinking, convergent thinking, prioritization, 
and identification of specific focus areas

 ■ Empower the group to make choices regarding task completion

 ■ Assist the group’s reflection on its experience

 ■ Identify next steps if appropriate
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PART 1 :  CHARTING YOUR FACILITATION
COMPETENCIES
Using the Art of Facilitation Overview as a reference guide for the facilitation competency descriptions, assess 
each competency. A score of “1” would indicate a low confidence level and “5” would indicate an extremely high 
confidence level.

Competency #1: Developing and Maintaining Professional Competencies
On a scale of 1-5, how knowledgeable are you regarding the following.

 ■ Organizational management theories: Score _____

 ■ Community development theories: Score _____

 ■ Learning and personality styles: Score _____

 ■ Effective facilitation techniques: Score _____

 ■ Personal self-awareness and self- management: Score _____

Calculate an average of the 5 scores for your Competency #1 Score:

Total Score: _______

Provide a few examples to support your score.

Competency #2: Create and Sustain Collaborative Stakeholder Relationships
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in each of the following areas.

 ■ Analyzing the community environment: Score _______

 ■ Identifying key stakeholders: Score ________

 ■ Developing working partnerships: Score _______

Calculate an average of the 3 scores for your Competency #2 Score: 

Total Score: ______
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Competency #3: Plan Appropriate Group Process
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in each of the following areas.

 ■ Designing group process: Score _________

 ■ Preparing time and space to support group process: Score ________

Calculate an average of the 2 scores for your Competency #3 Score: 

Total Score: ______

Provide a few examples to support your score.

Provide a few examples to support your score.

Competency #4: Create and Sustain a Participatory Environment
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in each of the following areas.

 ■ Establish a participatory environment: Score _______

 ■ Honor and recognize diversity: Score ________

 ■ Manage group conflict: Score __________

 ■ Evoke innovative thinking: Score _______

Calculate an average of the 4 scores for your Competency #4 Score: 

Total Score: ______
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Provide a few examples to support your score.

Competency #5: Guide the Group to Appropriate and Useful Group Outcomes
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in each of the following areas.

 ■ Guide the group with clear methods and processes: Score _____

 ■ Facilitate the groups’ awareness of their progress: Score _____

 ■ Guide the group to mutual ownership in decision making: Score _______

Calculate an average of the 3 scores for your Competency #5 Score: 

Total Score: _____

Provide a few examples to support your score.
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PART I I :  DRAWING YOUR FACILITATION 
BOX
Instructions: Transfer the total scores from the Charting Your Facilitation Competencies onto each competency 
grid with a dot. Draw lines connecting the five dots. Ideally you would want a perfect pentagon shaped box. 
Look at the shape you have drawn. Your drawing is a visual representation of areas of growth for developing 
facilitation competencies.
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Examine Where you Want to Grow
Effective facilitation requires a balanced use of all 
competency areas. Developing your facilitative 
competencies depends on your ability to expand your 
“box” . Take a moment and identify the area where you 
need further development. List two or three ways you 
might grow your skills in this area.

Competency # _______________________________________

1. _________________________________________________

2. ________________________________________________

3. _________________________________________________

Now take a moment and identify the areas where you are most confident. List two 
or three ways you might contribute to the growth of other facilitators.

Competency # _______________________________________

1. _________________________________________________

2. ________________________________________________

3. _________________________________________________
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Road Map to Success 

Starting Point: Developing and Maintaining Professional 

Competencies - Knowledge of organizational and community 

development theories; knowledge of a variety of facilitation 

techniques and methods; self-awareness and self-management

First Stop: Create and Sustain Collaborative 

Stakeholder Relationships - Identify key stakeholders; 

analyze the social and political environment:

Plan Appropriate Group Process - identify goal or 

objectives of session; design techniques to meet goal

Second Stop: Create a Participatory Environment - 

Demonstrate effective communication skills; honor diversity; 

manage conflict; engage innovative thinking through powerful 

questions, elicit divergent and convergent thinkingThird Stop: Guide the Group to Appropriate and Useful 

Outcomes - Connect all activities to the goal of the session; 

provide information to assist group; guide con-sensus 

building; track group’s progress

Destination: Successful sessions that 
accomplish identified outcomes with 
maximum engagement by all participants.
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