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REACHING BROAD CONSENSUS

· Consensus building in clusters requires that cluster participants share information, air and discuss differences, and work together to analyse problems and find mutually acceptable solutions. After a decision has been reached, all cluster participants should feel that their viewpoint was heard and understood, and that they heard and understood the viewpoints of others in the group. They will support it because it was arrived at in an open and fair way. Yet reaching such a consensus is admittedly difficult in “standing-room only” cluster meetings attended by representatives of forty or more agencies. In such large unwieldy groups, proven methods do exist to manage consensus [see Section on SAG and TWIG]. 

· Distinctions exist between participatory management and consensus management, with important consequences flowing from this realisation. Initially, both processes understand that stakeholders have perspectives that are potentially valuable to the decision-making process, and that ‘buy-in’ plays a pivotal motivational role with real consequences for performance. Beyond this initial point of agreement, however, distinctions begin to emerge.

· Participatory approaches recognise a fundamental management principle that authority can be delegated but responsibility cannot. Participatory managers seek input and active engagement from all those whose technical and functional capacities can benefit the process. However, final decision-making is reserved to those who ultimately bear responsibility for the decision.

· Consensus managers, on the other hand, start with the proposition that agreement among stakeholders must be obtained before action can proceed; a position that is intellectually defensible only if all agree that:

1. obtaining agreement among all stakeholders should be the controlling consideration when reaching a decision, regardless of the issue

2. all ideas have equal merit

3. all stakeholders are equal i.e everyone’s contribution should be given equal weight in the decision-making process, regardless of expertise, experience, or type

4. aid providers are only motivated by the best interests of those affected by disaster

· When the consequences of these assumptions are considered:

1. Decision-making becomes a political process instead of a merit-based process, with the pace and outcome controlled by the least flexible and most obdurate

2. Consensus management is inherently biased towards inaction. All that is necessary to stall any action is to prevent consensus. Self-evidently, this characteristic is not conducive to meeting beneficiary needs quickly or efficiently, but does allow for effective action unilaterally

3. Decision quality is degraded. This is because the goal becomes identifying a solution that is least offensive to all stakeholders rather than choosing the course of action most beneficial to those in need

4. The inevitable consequence of using consensus as a ‘proxy’ for executive decision-making is a diminution of the very concept of accountability. All are responsible, while none are accountable. 

· This is not to say that consensus management is never a good idea: Among true peers, all of whom share a common skill-set, the same organizational perspective, and an identical stake in the decision outcome, it may work well. That description does not apply to the typical Cluster, however.

· Be aware that genuinely consensual decision-making within Clusters – where universal agreement is reached -- is not possible in a context of competitive funding and the consequent drive for results-based action, and that the direct result is:

· information silos

· weakened planning

· inefficiency through lack of economy-of-scale

· reduced effectiveness of action through poor quality assurance

· diminished accountability
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Use active listening, facilitation and negotiation skills as follows:





Don’t interrupt


Maintain eye contact


Lean forward


Ask open-ended and probing questions to draw people out.


In meetings, re-state major points and summarise differing perspectives – and note any areas of agreement. 


Listen for common ground to identify and build on areas of agreement. 


Summarize: organize, integrate key points of dialogue. 


Listen and uncover interests, rather than positions. 


Encourage brainstorming and explore various options or potential solutions – separate idea generation from idea evaluation.  


Arrange for translators to facilitate communication
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