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1.1 Introduction

Workshop questions: What is behind the criticism "it's too hard"? Is this kind of facilitation more a talent, like being a jazz musician, or a learned skill, like automobile repair? What is the core orientation of this facilitation? What are the crucial distinctions? Skills? Abilities? What does it take to become masterful at it? 

These questions are pretty immediate for me, as I’ve recently taken somewhat of a break from seven years of HACM facilitation in a wide variety of settings. The particular form that this took was using first IBIS and QuestMap in 1992-94, then expanding on those with an additional set of modeling and analysis techniques called Compendium in 1994-2000, which then necessitated further software development resulting in a tool called Mifflin in 2001. The various techniques and tools have been applied on more than 100 projects with my personal involvement as facilititator in more than 50, spanning hundreds of sessions and groups in both commercial and non-profit settings, with a wide range of issues, constraints, group types, and outcomes. 

As these approaches and case studies have been documented elsewhere I will spend the bulk of this position paper reflecting on my own provisional answers to the workshop questions. 

1.2 What is behind the criticism “it’s too hard”?

I have heard this comment in many settings, even from skilled and experienced group process facilitators. A corrollary of it is “you’re a wizard” or equivalent, implying that only a “wizard” could produce the kinds of effects the participants are seeing.

Something about watching someone else skillfully manipulate groups of nodes and links around on a projected screen in front of groups of people in real time often provokes this response. 

Doing this well does combine a large set of skills, including careful active listening, determining the style and level of each intervention, navigation and improvisation, .facility with working with conceptual frameworks and structures, working with software, LCD displays, and virtual meeting software (e.g. WebEx, NetMeeting, etc.); creating and enhancing dialog, understanding characteristics of ‘good’ representations, expressing ideas quickly in familiar or vernacular language, manipulating complex representations quickly, effectively, and on the fly (while being watched), knowing where most usefully to direct the group’s focus, having the flexibility to move between various modes and techniques, including the sensitivity to know when a new technique is needed, and understanding hypertext well enough to take proper advantage of transclusions and other hypertext functionality.

This appears to be a tough combination of skills to find and inculcate – although to the small community of practitioners, including myself, it doesn’t seem tough at all. Rather, it seems ‘natural’ to many of us, a logical extension of things we were already doing with software, analysis techniques, and/or conventional facilitation. The fact that HACM is a union of all of those is merely a novel, not an inherently difficult combination. 

On this front, I’ve recently identified what seem to me to be a number of ‘paradoxes’ in my experience with HACM approaches. Some of them speak to the “it’s too hard” question:

It’s easy and it’s obvious and it works

Vs

It’s hard to learn, unfamiliar, alien, too technical (or not technical enough)

It requires a plethora of skills

Vs

It’s not easy to find all the skills in the same person

Useful representation

Vs

Overly chunked, discontinuous, unfamiliar

1.3 Is this kind of facilitation more a talent, like being a jazz musician, or a learned skill, like automobile repair?

Well – being a good jazz musician is both a talent and a learned skill. What distinguishes a good jazz musician from a run-of-the-mill one? For that matter, what distinguishes a merely good musician from a true artist? It’s a combination of style, skill, sensitivity, breadth, and inspiration. Part of the reason most musicians want to learn their instruments (and are willing to spend years to learn and practice) is because even at the start they want to achieve the base level of competency to begin to play like musicians they admire. They complete their apprenticeship when they know how to achieve the already bounded beauty – that’s the craft. But the artist pushes past the well-known parameters. It’s art when it reaches into unexplored territory, or turns explored territory into something transcendent.

I think we need to set the standards high. The potential for the value added by HACM facilitation is enormous; we have seen it on many projects. Perhaps this does mean that talent and years of practice/dedication are necessary to achieve true mastery/artistry. Why should that concept be anathema? 

The following seems a nice statement of what we should be aspiring to. Wilber defines "vision-logic" as "networks of higher and creative relationships":

"The point is to place each proposition alongside numerous others, so as to be able to see, or 'to vision', how the truth or falsity of any one proposition would affect the truth or falsity of the others. Such panoramic or vision-logic apprehends a mass network of ideas, how they influence each other, what their relationships are. It is thus the beginning of truly higher-order synthesizing capacity, of making connections, relating truths, coordinating ideas, integrating concepts... mass ideation, a system or totality of truth-seeing at a single view; the relations of idea with idea, of truth with truth... self-seen in the integral whole.... highly integrative structure..."
.

1.4 What is the core orientation of this facilitation?

Again I think the bar should be set high. Giving groups (or communities of purpose) better ways to “appropriate and organize the stream of events” – to strengthen groups’ identity formation skills, give them a stronger and more effective set of tools to make cogent sense of the stream of internal and external events, ideas, constraints, issues, distractions etc. coming at them, both those from “outside the room” and those they generate themselves. 

At every moment this has three faces or tiers: First, the need to accentuate development, to help the group move toward increased functionality and effectiveness. Second, the need to preserve what is viable and useful in the group’s current functioning – but not to be trapped by it into stasis. Third, the need to avoid the devil at the door, fend off the tendency towards pathology and dysfunction, allowing the group to gain greater purchase on the situation. All three are always going on.

1.5 What does it take to become masterful at it?

I don’t have a good answer to this, just pieces of possible answers. Again I am taking the perspective from achieving full potential at the highest level of functioning (i.e. “mastery” as opposed to “competency”), rather than enabling beginners and novices (that is also an important question but on a different level).

· Tool support. An ideal tool support facilitators in carrying out their primary functions: listening, paying attention, making interventions, pulling together and representing information, and preserving information in a useful form to serve as a future resource. The tools should afford ways to do these so that, at minimum, they do not distract facilitators from performing their primary functions, and at best so that they augment and extend it, allowing advocates to do things that they otherwise couldn’t (or that would be prohibitively expensive and difficult). 

· Commitment and discipline. Attaining mastery requires both (or huge innate talent, not often found). For me personally, when I first saw Jeff Conklin and Lansing Bicknell demonstrate CM/1 (later QuestMap) facilitation in 1992 I immediately knew this was something I wanted to learn and get good at. It took much fumbling and hundreds of hours of practice and experimentation before I was able to move into nearly any meeting and use the approach effectively, and even longer before I was able to move beyond ‘basic’ IBIS and QuestMap use (itself a subject requiring, and benefiting from, long practice) into fluidity with new techniques that extended the usefulness and leverage of HACM in many ways. It requires sticking with the approach beyond early awkwardness and (sometimes in spite of) doubts and skepticism from peers and participants, beyond feeling (and hearing) that the same or better benefit could be derived from far simpler techniques (e.g. sticky notes, easel sheets, outlining software, etc.)

· Apprenticeship, peer support, and mentoring. I don’t think that I would have attained anywhere near the level of mastery I think I’ve achieved without the example of Jeff, Lansing, Maarten Sierhuis, and others, not too mention hundreds of hours of discussion with these and many others about various techniques, sessions, and practices. The community of practice of HACM facilitation is in a very early state. How do we grow it?

· Formal training and certification. This is an idea that has come up and down a few times in the small Compendium community, and one we might profitably explore at this workshop. What would it mean? Are there enough commonalities between the different approaches to merit moving towards some kind of certification, or are things at too early and fragmented a state?

� K. Wilber, Eye to Eye: The Quest for the New Paradigm, 3rd Edition  (Boulder: Shambhala Press, 2000), p.249
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