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Introduction

Men’s Action Network (MAN-C) developed this consensus decision-making  
protocol through our organizing work with men on healthy relationships and 
violence prevention. The Protocol is based on western social justice activism, 
Baha’i teachings and Indigenous-centered teachings. A few members created the 
Protocol and shared with members of MAN-C and later, Alberta Men’s Network for 
feedback and endorsement. We hope that this will be a useful  
resource for anyone involved in social justice organizing.
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Consensus: Guiding Attitudes and Principles

Unity 
The preservation of the unity of the group is more important than arriving at the ‘right’ decision. 
The wisdom in this is that a wrong decision can be righted if there is unity, at the same time learn-
ing could be gained from the experience (Bahá’í World Faith, 1976). However, striving only to 
arrive at the ‘right’ decision or championing an individual’s opinion at the expense of the unity of 
the group could potentially splinter the group, or even worse, lose members. Thus it is better to be 
wrong and united than right and divided!

Unanimity 
The decision arrived at belongs not to one or a few members but to all members acting as one 
body. Every person should feel equally responsible for whatever decision is agreed upon and all 
should equally implement this decision without reservation or harboring discontent. 

Relationship-Building  
“In a Circle, relationship-building and getting to know one another beyond the context of the task 
precede discussion about the task itself. Half the time of a Circle may be spent on creating the 
foundation for deeply honest dialogue about the conflict or difficulty before that dialogue begins.
Discussion values, creating guidelines, and sharing unseen aspects of ourselves are all part of 
creating the foundation of dialogue that engages participants’ spirits and emotions as well as their 
intellect” (Pranis, 2014, p. 13).

Wisdom 
“In a Circle wisdom is accessed through personal stories. In a Circle, life experience is more 
valuable than advice. Participants share their experiences of joy and pain, struggle and triumph, 
vulnerability and strength to understand the issue at hand. Because storytelling engages people 
on many levels—emotional, spiritual, physical, and mental—listeners absorb stories differently 
than they do advice” (Pranis, 2014, p. 13-14).

Detachment 
All contributions should be shared in such a way as to not offend; nor should any take offence, nor 
become excited, if their opinion or suggestion is challenged, questioned, or altered in arriving at a 
group decision (Bahá’í World Faith, 1976). Once an opinion or suggestion leaves a person’s lips 
it no longer belongs to that individual but to the group—either to accept, oppose, alter, build upon, 
etc. 

Independence 
Each individual should ideally represent themselves and not the views or position of an institution 
or organization unless invited to participate in that particular capacity.
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Equality 
Everyone should feel equal and be treated with equality regardless of position, education, expe-
rience, social status or any other factors. 

Courage 
All should feel free and comfortable to contribute, or not, to the discussion.

Efficiency 
Room must be made for both frank and respectable discussion. Before expressing a point of 
view all should carefully consider what was already said by others. If a view previously ex-
pressed by another person is more agreeable to the group, one should not willfully advance the 
superiority of their opinion. For what matters is that reality is explored, understanding is found 
and agreements are forged - it matters not from whose lips it comes. 
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Consensus: An Overview of the Process, Benefits, and Guidelines

What is consensus?  
“Consensus is a process for group decision-making.  It is a method by which an entire group of 
people can come to an agreement.  The input and ideas of all participants are gathered and syn-
thesized to arrive at a final decision acceptable to all.” (Act Up, 2003) 

What does it mean? 
“Consensus does not mean that everyone ends up thinking that the decision made is necessarily 
the best one possible, or even that they are sure it will work.  What it does mean is that in coming 
to that decision, no one felt that her/his position on the matter was misunderstood or that it wasn’t 
given a proper hearing” (Act Up 2003, section 3, para 1)

 
Benefits of consensus

It creates community!
Through consensus, a group works together as a team to reach the best solution possible.   
A consensus process promotes openness, honesty, trust, respect, and a sense of community. 



Latino Pro-
file

It is actually faster and more efficient!
Consensus is often dismissed as being a time-consuming process, but in actuality it is faster, 
more efficient, and more reliable than the traditional methods of decision-making.  Consensus 
compels the group to ‘out’ their concerns and disagreements from the onset, instead of harboring 
them or ‘beating around the bush’.  Although a meeting that uses the consensus method may be 
longer than one where a majority vote is utilized, the non-consensus formats oftentimes do not 
create group  ‘buy in’ on decisions. This kind of commitment by the group is often an essential 
element of the outcome and follow-through.  Also, if there are group members who were voted 
down or remained silent about their disagreement with the decision, these issues will often pop up 
later in the process when the decision is being implemented.

Voting versus consensus 

• Voting is a win-lose model that does not promote team development. 
• Voting can often limit the options on the table and does not promote the group to think creatively. 
• Voting does not compel the group to work though differences to reach a mutually satisfactory  
  decision. 
• Voting can give a false sense of support where participants do not feel they have a choice but to  
   vote along lines of popularity, expedition or budget.

”Groupthink” versus consensus

“Groupthink” (Gellermann, 1981) is when the group appears in agreement on a decision, but 
some of its members have felt obligated to agree for a variety of reasons or have kept silent to 
avoid conflict.  When groupthink occurs, not all members have had an opportunity to voice their 
opinions and concerns.  Important issues and disagreements have not been properly addressed.

When is consensus most effective?

• When there is a high level of trust among the group 
• When the group has a good understanding of the consensus process  
• When the group has shared, or complementary, values 
• When members of the group are aware and honest 
• When issues of power differences in the group are acknowledged and addressed 
• When the group members respect and are committed to each other 
• When there is time to complete the process 
• When the group is energized and free to think creatively 
• When the group shares a belief that the consensus process is an effective decision-making tool 
• When the group agrees on what is happening
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Difficulties in reaching consensus 

• When group members don’t have the same information/understanding
• When the group members’ perception of why something is happening is too different (based on  
   participants’ ideologies, beliefs and worldviews)
• When one or more persons utilize their informal or positional power to disempower the deci 
   sion-making process 
• When trust and respect in the group has not been developed or has been damaged
• When unresolved issues, personality conflicts, or relationship problems cloud the group dynamic
• When the degree of change needed to reach the goal is too radical
• When a win-lose mentality is brought forward in the group
• When group cohesion, support and solidarity are not priorities
• When forces outside of the group make an impact on the group’s ability to make decisions 
• When individualism or personal agendas supersede the well-being of the group
• When the group feels pressured to making ‘snap’ decisions, and time issues are a factor

Guidelines for reaching consensus

A. Before engaging:
• Develop a clear agenda for the meeting, preferably shared before the start of the meeting.
• Communicate in the ways that work best for your group, find out how they access and engage  
   with information. Social media networks, e-mail newsletters, or group messages can be ways to  
   effectively reach large groups of people. 
• Give time to respond and be invitational and intentional about communications. 
• Ensure all participants know the purpose of the discussion: defining the issue or a recommenda 
   tion for action
• Provide all participants with a presentation of the item for discussion and the item’s history
• All should strive for detachment from ego and self-interest.
• Make sure that everyone who needs to be part of the decision-making process is at the table.   
   If some members of the group cannot attend, ask for their input ahead of time and find out if  
   they are committed to supporting the decisions that are made by the group.
• All should commit to unity during and after the consultation.

B. During meetings:
• Encourage frank and respectful discussion and contributions on all matters discussed. Engage  
   in dual perspective and allow enough time for everyone to speak, listen and be heard (Wood,  
   p.151, 2010). State your position clearly and honestly.  A diversity of opinion is natural and  
   should be valued. 
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• Maintain a positive tone to the meeting by watching tone and volume of voice. Emphasize the  
   need to own your feelings and thoughts, remember that we, not others, are responsible for our
   feelings (Wood, p. 152, 2010). While issues may produce an emotional response, it is best     
   when members present their point/history/recommendation in an even voice. However, Anders- 
   en and Emmons emphasized that like verbal communications, nonverbal behaviour is shaped  
   by cultural ideas, values, customs, and history (as cited in Wood, 2010, p. 162). Hence, one  
   should not assume that the raising of voice, standing or gesturing emphatically are negative  
   behaviours. These gestures may be used by some people to supplement verbal communication,  
   emphasize agreement, or an alternative viewpoint or express passion on an issue of impor- 
   tance. A Sharing Circle, when practiced with the proper protocols and facilitation, is a good way  
   to assure that everyone has the opportunity to join in the conversation and express their views  
   in an equitable fashion. 

• Avoid arguing for a position by using a ‘go around’ process, where each person is able to speak  
   to the suggestion on the table.  Allow each member time to reflect on new suggestions and  
   options.

• Moments of silence and reflection give everyone a chance to think about what has been talked  
   about and the different options on the table. Taking a breath between speakers allows you to  
   dream up other ideas, options or alternatives. Don’t be afraid of a healthy pause in the  
   conversation!
 
• No one should aim to offend by their views nor should others easily take offence by comments  
   and views shared.

• Acknowledge and try to address power differences in the room.  Is one of the group members a  
   supervisor or employee of another group member?  How does positional power or informal pow- 
   er impact the group?

• Once discussion has defined the issue or a recommendation has been made, a proposal may  
   be made and the group can test for consensus. 
 • If there is consensus, the group moves forward. 
 • If not, they can share concerns and choose to address them, table to a future meeting or  
    designate a team to address and bring a recommendation back to the table.
 • Individuals who are not in agreement may “Stand Aside” and allow the group to proceed.  
    They will not have any major implementation tasking but will stand by the decision.
 • An individual may have a firm conviction that the action does not serve the interests of  
   the whole and “Block” the action. If not resolved (see second possibility above) the issue  
   is “Laid Down” and no further action is taken – unless it is changed/amended and pre- 
   sented as a new item or the individual removes the “Block” and the group continues.
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• Steer away from a win-lose paradigm where people will walk away from the table as winners or  
   losers. Having winners and losers in your group takes away from the group dynamic and  
   reduces the positive energy of its members.

• If the group seems to be moving in a certain direction, and there are still concerns on the table,  
   ask for creative suggestions to address the stumbling blocks.   Ask questions like:

   “Can we give this suggestion a try to see if it works and review it next time?”

   “Is there anything we can change to make this decision more acceptable to everyone?”

   “Should we try this for 6 months, and then try the other idea for 6 months?

   “Do we have time to think this over and come back with creative solutions at the next meeting?”

• Be creative with your approach to complex issues and problems.  There are often more than  
   two ways of doing things and there are often “stages” of doing things. Address each stage, at 
   tain consensus for each. 

• Avoid pitfalls such as carrying-though with a decision that one or more members cannot morally  
   or ethically support. 

• Get to know each other & have fun!

C. After the meeting:
• Circulate minutes of meeting to members of the group for accountability and for following up on  
   decisions. 
• All decisions made by the group in meetings are to be unitedly supported by everyone. 

Links to follow for more ideas on Consensus:

Seeds for Change: https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/consensus

Solidarity: https://solidarity-us.org/feministprocess/

Treegroup:  https://treegroup.info/library/flowchart.pdf



9

References 

1. Act Up: AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power. Civil Disobedience Training. http://www.actupny.org/ 
 documents/CDdocuments/Consensus.html . Accessed on 2003/04/03 

2. Bahá’í World Faith: Selected Writings of Bahá’u’lláh and Abdu’l-Bahá. Wilmette, Illinois, Bahai  
 Publishing Trust. 1976

3. Gellermann, William (1981). Group Leadership and Decision Making: Workbook, 1981. www. 
 welcomehome.org/rainbow/focalizers/concensus.html. Accessed on 2003/04/03

4. Kenneth Crow DRM Associates. Consensus Decision Making. Retrieved from www.npd-solu 
 tions.com/consensus.html. Accessed on 2003/04/03

5. Health Care for the Homeless Information Resource Center (HCHIRC).  Consensus Decision   
 Making.  Opening Doors, Issue: Summer 2002. www.hchirc.com/newsletter/april_00_c.asp.  
 Accessed on 2003/04/03

6. Panis, K. (2014). Little Book of Circle Processes: A New/Old Approach to Peacemaking. New  
 York, NY: Good Books. 

7. Wood, J., Schweitzer, A. (2010). Everyday encounters. Toronto, ON: Nelson. 



WWW.ALBERTAMEN.COM


