
Making space
Much of a facilitator’s job relies on her/his intuition.  Sometimes
a group member may appear, through facial expressions or body
language, to want to say something but, again, remains silent.
The facilitator can say to the individual something like, “Susan,
you look like you want to say something—do you?”  However,
the facilitator has to be able to sense when a person isn’t
comfortable with being singled out like this.  Being aware of
body language can help.

Using the clock
When a discussion has been
going on for some time and
it is nearing its end, the
facilitator can say something
like, “We have about ten
minutes left.  Is there
anything that anyone wants
to say that they haven’t?”
This gives a chance before
the end of the discussion for
all group members to be heard.

When everyone is heard in a group discussion, the final decision that is
reached will be “owned” by all members of the group.  No one will feel
that they weren’t part of the process, and the decision will be more
sustainable.

Sustainable decisions
A sustainable decision is one that works, and
lasts!  Many decisions that a group makes are
straightforward and sustainable.  The chal-
lenge arises when decisions get complicated
or difficult.  But it’s possible to make even
difficult decisions as a group.  All it takes is
some clear planning and good facilitation.

A decision will most likely be sustainable if
the solution reflects everyone’s point of view.  Of
course, this takes time and persistence (see Striving for
unanimity on page 19).  Members of the group must be
willing to face and overcome conflict.  They must be
willing to look at the problem from another’s perspective.
They must push themselves to challenge their own
assumptions and search for imaginative solutions.  Finally,
they must share responsibility for reaching a solution that
works for the whole group, not just part of it.

SUSTAINABLE

DECISIONS
SUSTAINABLE

DECISIONS
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ten minutes

left, folks, does

anybody want to

say something that

they haven’t yet

before we start

wrapping up?

ediaM
If you want the media to cover a public event your chapter is planning, one
of the best ways to get their attention is to send out a media release.  A

media release briefly tells media outlets what you are doing and why, and
hopefully it interests them enough that they’ll want to report on it.  This
chapter covers some basic guidelines to keep in mind when writing and
sending media releases.

Know when you can use the Council’s name
Make sure that the content of your media release is consistent
with the Council’s national campaigns, and with the Council’s
Statement of Purpose and Guiding Values and Principles.  If you’re
unsure, contact your regional organizer or the national office.

Decide if it’s really news
Be sure the news release is actually “news.”  Don’t waste your

time and the editor’s time with old information.  The fact that a local chapter
of the Council is upset about cuts to social programs isn’t really news.  But
say the chapter holds a public ceremony to declare the local health clinic an
“endangered species,” complete with the presentation of an endangered
species certificate.  Now that’s news!

Know who you’re dealing with
Find out what media outlets there are in your community and get the names
of people you can send your media releases to.  Get to know the media
you’re dealing with.  What kind of content does it have? Who is its audience?
Then, write your release to fit those things.

Keep it short and punchy
Keep the media release to one page, 81/2“ by 11.” Editors don’t have time to
read everything, so they won’t read long releases.  With this in mind, be sure
to put important information at the beginning of the release.  Make the first
paragraph a kind of summary which quickly explains the “Who? What?
When? Where?” and “Why?” of what you’re writing about.  Give the news
editor something to grab on to.  News stories are structured as “WHO is
doing WHAT and WHY,” so you should try to structure your media release

let’s
send out

a MEDIA

RELEASE

we’re going
to want lots of

media coverage for

our event. but

how can we get

their attention?
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Writing the release

Before writing a media release



it’s exactly two

days before the big

event....the editor has just

finished her morning coffee,

so she’s feeling upbeat.....
time to send the media

release!

that way.  The editor will more likely see your release as a news story,
and there’s a greater chance it will be picked up.  For example, “Farmers
protest BGH tomorrow, because they fear for their cows” or “Seniors
hold a ‘rock in’ to protest new Seniors’ Benefit.”

Active VS passive writing
Try to write in an active voice instead of a passive voice; the active
voice is stronger.  It’s more powerful to say “Council members
will  picket outside the company” than to say “The company will
be picketed outside by Council members.”

Keep it about people
Remember, stories are about people.  Always write the media release in
terms of people and how they will be affected by the issue.

Identify yourself
Clearly identify yourself or your chapter in the media release.  Don’t
assume people know your group or organization.  In the same vein, avoid
using jargon or slogans which outsiders won’t understand.  If you use an
uncommon term, be sure to explain it.

Sending out the release
A question of timing
Pay attention to the timing of the release.  The timing for a monthly news
magazine will be different from that of a weekly radio show, for instance.
You’ll want to send the release early enough that people can incorporate
it into future editions or shows, but not so early that they’ll forget about it.
If you want the media to write a story about the issue in advance of your
event, send the release earlier (and include more background information).

Deliver it, fax it, but don’t overdo it
Make sure the media release goes to the right person; otherwise it
will get lost in the pile.  If possible, hand-deliver your release to the
assignment editor or producer.  If not, a fax will suffice.  Also, never
flood a media outlet with your release.  Sending information more
times than necessary doesn’t help your chances of getting media
coverage.  In fact, it may even harm them.  Editors and producers will
simply start turning off every time they see your letterhead.

Don’t pester them
If you’re faxing your release to the media, don’t call them up after to see if
they’ve received it.  Editors get dozens and dozens of media releases a day,
and they don’t want everyone calling them to confirm whether or not they
got some fax.  You shouldn’t believe that you can pester the media into
writing a story—they’ll write a story if they feel it’s worthy, so try to concen-
trate on creating a worthy story.  You should, however, call media outlets on
the day of your event to remind them it’s taking place.

how about:

“the minister

of health will be

confronted by

council members

about his stance

on bgh.”

too passive.

let’s try:
“council members

will confront the

minister of

health about his

stance on bgh.”
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Group
Making a decision as a group is a
challenge.  But a decision made by a
group is often better than one made by
an individual because, if the group is
facilitated well, it is a decision that comes

after input from diverse views and fruitful
discussion.  It is not easy to facilitate a
group to come to a consensus, but it is
possible.  The facilitator’s four main
functions are to:

• encourage full participation
• promote mutual understanding
• foster inclusive solutions
• teach new thinking skills

It starts with discussion
Before a group can reach a decision together, they must discuss the issue
at hand.  Facilitating a good group discussion is the first step to facilitat-
ing a good group decision.  What makes a good discussion?  A good
discussion is one in which all members of the group have a chance to
participate, and to feel that their ideas are valued by the group.

There will always be group members who speak less than
others.  Speaking less doesn’t mean that someone isn’t actively

participating—they might be listening and thinking.  But it is up
to the facilitator to give the less vocal members an opportunity

to share their thoughts.  Here are a few techniques.

Encouraging
After a discussion has progressed for a while, the facilitator
can make space for less vocal members to speak by saying
something like, “Is there anyone who hasn’t said something
who would like to?”

Balancing
Sometimes group members will seem to disagree with
something another member says, but they end up
staying silent.  The facilitator can lend support to these
people by saying something like: “That’s an interesting
point.  What do others think?”

so i think

it’s important to

consider the view

of the corporate

sector in this

case

uh....o.k., that ’s

an interesting

point. what do

others think?

i think

a small,

community

affair

would be

better

i think

it’s too soon
to organize

an event

i think

we’ve got
some

discussing

to do

i think

we need to

organize

a HUGE,

blockbuster

event

roup decisions

17



That way, different people can develop their facilitation skills and not all
of the responsibility for meetings falls onto the shoulders of one person.
Good facilitation takes practice, but here are some general pointers:

Providing space for people to speak
Be sure to provide the “space” for all group members to speak during the
meeting.  If some people have not spoken during a discussion, a facilitator
can say something like, “I’d like to give an opportunity to those who
haven’t yet spoken to say something if they would like to.”  If everyone
wants to speak at once, the facilitator can keep a speakers’ list to make
sure no one speaks out of turn.

Recording the points
If it is important to record the points that are being made in the meeting,
be sure that someone other than the facilitator is taking notes.  If it is
important to the discussion that people understand the main points being
made, they can be recorded on
flip chart paper for all to see.

Active listening
A good facilitator must know
how to “actively listen.”  You can
show that you are actively listen-
ing in a number of ways: by
focusing on the speaker when
(s)he is speaking; by rephrasing
what the speaker has just said;
by summarizing the main points
that were made in a discussion.

When the facilitator is a good
listener, (s)he encourages all
members of the group to listen
actively to each other.

Respecting the agenda
A good facilitator respects the
agenda.  If the meeting is
running late, the facilitator
should ask the group what they
want to do about it.

here are

some common

problems that

can arise during

meetings, and

some ways the

facilitator should

and shouldn’t
deal with

them.

Ignore the problem or

give most of the

responsibility to a few

people.

Have people work in teams on tasks.

Ask people to report back on the

task before it is finished, which gives

them an opportunity to ask for help.

Try to control this person,

or point out they are

taking up everyone’s time.

Encourage everyone else to

participate.

Try to "organize" people. Take a break as soon as possible—

people are overloaded or worn out.

Ignore the behaviour. In a kind, light-hearted way, ask for

decorum.

Assume silence means

consent.

Switch to another method of

generating ideas which encourages

participation, such as small-group

work.

Put a quiet person on the

spot by asking for his/her

opinion.

Ask, generally, for opinions from

people who haven’t spoken or break

into small groups.

Spend time in the

meeting trying to resolve

the conflict.

Ask other group members for

opinions on the issue being dis-

cussed—don’t focus on the domi-

nant minority.

Lecture the group about

wasting time.

Have the group step back from the

issue and talk about the process.

People repeat themselves because

they don’t think they’re being

understood. Summarize the person’s

statement to be sure you understand

and to let him/her know he/she is

being heard.

Confront the person

during a break.

Less effective
responses

More effective
responses

The

problem

A highly verbal

member is dominat-

ing the group.

The group is goofing

around.

A few people are

goofing around.

The group is

generally not

participating much.

People aren’t follow-

ing through very well

on assigned tasks.

People are locking

horns.

People are quibbling

about trivial matters.

Someone becomes

strident.

Some people remain

silent.

Tips for effective facilitation
(Adapted from the Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making)

i see, john, so essentially

what you’re saying is that....
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Eye-catching ideas
Media releases are almost always written on standard white paper and
sent by fax or through the mail.  But don’t be afraid to be more creative.
For example, if you were launching a campaign against bovine growth
hormone, you could deliver your media release tied around the neck of a

stuffed cow with a giant udder.  That would certainly get the editor’s
attention! In fact, delivering your cows to just a few key media outlets

might get more attention than sending your release by fax to a
whole bunch of them.

Always  date  the

media  release.

Write  a  catchy headline  that  lets  the

news  editor  quickly  understand  what

the  media  release  is  about.

The  first  sentence  should

follow  the  WHO  is  DOING

WHAT  structure.

A  good  quote  near  the  top  keeps

the  release  interesting  and  helps

explain  your  point  of  view.

Make  sure  all  the  relevant  details

about  the  event  are  prominently

displayed  in  the  release.

A  quote  from  someone  outside

your  organization  helps  to

strengthen  the  story.

Back  up  your  arguments  with

statistics  or  studies.

Near  the  end  of  the  release,

elaborate  on  your  argument.

Provide  some  information

about  the  Council  so  that

people  are  aware  of  what

the  organization  is  about.

Always  provide  at  least  one

contact  name  and  number.

If  there’s  room,

summarize  the  event

information  for  easy

reference.

13 July 2000

Health Clinic put on Endangered List by Local

Council of Canadians Chapter

(GEORGIA) The Georgia Community Health Clinic has been declared an “En-

dangered Species” today by the Georgia chapter of the Council of Canadians.

“The Georgia clinic is under threat from Ministry hunting,” says Council repre-

sentative Stella Chan.  “Clinics around this province are being culled at an unsus-

tainable rate.  We fear the Georgia clinic could be next.”

And so today, July 13, at 11 am, Chan and other Council reps will present the

clinic with an “Endangered Species” award.  The ceremony will take place on the

front lawn of the clinic.  Bani Schmelder, the clinic’s executive director, will

accept the award.

“Hey, we need all the protection we can get,” says Schmelder.

Provincial funding for health care has decreased 25 per cent in the last 3 years.

The small rural health clinics have been particularly hard hit by cuts, with the

numbers of health clinics in the province being reduced by 30 per cent.

The cuts have put the people served by the clinics at great risk, says Chan.  People

in rural areas have been forced to travel further for their health care and emer-

gency response times are much greater.

As well, when small communities lose their health clinic, people lose their jobs

and many move away from the area.

“We need to boost the number of clinics to a sustainable level, in order to ensure

healthy people and healthy communities,” says Chan.  “We’re hoping, the ‘En-

dangered’ designation will spur the government to act.”

The Council of Canadians is a 100,000-member strong national corporate and

government watchdog, with local chapters throughout the country

For more information:

Stella Chan, The Council of Canadians: 573-0694
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A sample
media release
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If you want to do great work as a chapter of The Council of Canadians,
you must have a chapter whose members work well as a group.  While
most of your energy and time will be spent trying to make campaign
actions a success, it is important to spend some time focused on the
group itself.  You need a strong, solid, well-run group if you want strong,
solid, well-run campaigns.

In any group, different members will take on different roles.  Some
members are outspoken, some are quiet.  Some enjoy taking on several
tasks at once, others only take on small pieces of work.  Remember the

Skills Bingo game (page 7)?  Don’t forget to put all the different skills
of group members to use.  It takes many people working together to
make change.

A good group facilitator is someone who can bring out the
best in the group members.  This can only happen if all of the
members are appreciated for their unique sets of experience,
knowledge and skills.  A good facilitator knows that people who
are appreciated are more likely to contribute.  The more people
who contribute, the easier the workload for all.  To feel appreci-
ated, people must be heard, respected and trusted to do the tasks

that they take on.

Facilitating meetings
Facilitation of meetings does not have to rely on one person alone.  Many
groups rotate the role of facilitator (or chair) from meeting to meeting.

A good group facilitator is someone who

can bring out the best in the group mem-

bers.  He or she knows that people who are

appreciated are more likely to contribute.

And the more people who contribute, the

easier the workload for all.

The sign of a

good facilitator

roup
...and i believe that’s a significant

factor we need to consider

sandra has an

interesting point.

what do others

think about it?
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Notes
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There are no magic answers, no
miraculous methods to overcome the

problems we face, just the familiar ones:
search for understanding, education,
organization, action...and the kind of

commitment that will persist despite the
temptations of disillusionment, despite many
failures and only limited successes, inspired

by the hope of a brighter future.

—Noam Chomsky


