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A Brief Guide To Consensus Reaching
Consensus can be described as unanimous individual agreement to implement and fully support a decision, even when some or all of the participants may have preferred a different conclusion.

In reaching a decision, it would be great if everybody agreed whole-heartedly with the conclusion, and were fully committed to making it happen.  

Sadly, such a situation rarely arises, and for good reason.  Often there is a lot of uncertainty in the process of reaching a conclusion: key pieces of data are missing or incomplete; implications and future conditions cannot be forecast accurately; people distort subjective data with their own perceptions; and side-effects are often unforeseen.  And yet a decision still has to be made – sometimes the only really wrong decision is to delay the decision until all the facts are available.

As a result of all the uncertainty, it is quite common for people to disagree with the conclusion because they hold a different perspective, either on the likely outcome of the missing data, or because they have a different perspective on the probable implications and their importance.  The danger is that this can lead them to be unsupportive of the conclusion, and to feel vindicated when they are proved right when the decision fails (sometimes more due to lack of support than to flawed guesswork on the data).

Lack of support for a decision is often a bigger problem in practice than inaccuracy.  Where the decision is fully supported, it is very clear when the facts are at variance to the assumptions.  But where the decision is poorly supported, it is not always clear whether the problems are due to flawed assumptions, or a lack of support – and so politics arise, and feedback isn’t trusted, and poor decisions are pushed way past the point when they should have been abandoned.  And good decisions miss out on vital corrections that could save them.

But how do you get full support when the data aren’t available?  The answer is ‘by process’.  People are usually willing to support a collective decision, even when on balance they feel it is likely to be wrong, if it has been arrived at by what they see as a good and fair process.  Consensus reaching is such a process.

The principles that underpin consensus reaching are simple.

· All pertinent information needs to be understood by all decision makers.

· Everybody needs to feel that they have had a fair and complete hearing.

· When all the information is known and understood by everybody, the majority viewpoint is most likely to be the right one.

The process is simply a matter of arriving at this point.

The way that this is achieved is relatively simple too.

· The process (and reasons) for consensus reaching are outlined, and the group agrees to abide by the process.

· A clear and unambiguous proposal is made to the group.

· The protagonist lays out clearly and concisely the reasons for their proposal, being careful to stick to objective information as far as possible.

· A straw poll is taken for who are in agreement with the proposal and who are against it, so that any facilitator can see where to bring in other perspectives.

· If everybody is in agreement, then the proposal is carried.

· If one or more people are against the proposal, they are invited to provide their reasons, once again in clear, concise, objective terms.

· Other new pieces of information are placed before the group as people present them, and each time the facilitator should check that everybody is hearing and understanding what is being said.

· Repeated or restated information is discouraged because of its potential to discourage listening and generate argument.  People are trusted that they listened to things the first time they were said.

· Emotive language and arguments that tie people’s conclusions to their character (such as ‘only an idiot would agree to this’) are discouraged.

· When no new arguments are forthcoming, the group is asked to confirm that they have made and heard all the arguments, and that nobody will be making their decision on anything that has not been said round the table.

· People are asked if they are willing to abide by, and fully support, the majority decision.  If they are not, such issues must be addressed before any vote is taken.

· A vote is taken, and the majority view is taken as the decision.

Consensus tends to work very well because it is fair, but it often needs good facilitation or chairmanship to work properly.  People abide by the majority decision because they know that a decision is necessary, and they know that this is the fairest way of delivering it.  It takes a fairly arrogant person to believe they are right when they are in a minority amongst their peers, and when their peers are in possession of all the facts.  Sometimes the group does contain an expert, but we tend to find that in these cases the group is swayed by the expert unless there is good reason not to be.

An example of consensus reaching can be found in Chapter 9 of the novel.
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