QUESTIONS FOR CARRYING OUT EACH GROUP WORKS PATTERN, WRITTEN BY TOM ATLEE

Aesthetics of Space

What can we do to provide beautiful, functional space for this conversation that deeply serves the group’s purposes and the participants’ wellbeing and life energy?

All Grist for the Mill

How can we use what just happened to invoke learning, bonding, or delight among us?
How can we help this group creatively use the disturbances and conflicts that emerge as they work on this issue?
What is the hidden gift in this mistake (or failure)?
As facilitators, what subtle signals can we attend to in ways that bring forth the most value in terms of the group’s purposes, functioning and energy?

Appreciation

What are the blessings here (in this situation, person, or group)?
How can we help ourselves and each other bring forth the best in us?
Even in the midst of this challenge, what can we be grateful for?
How can we reframe the difficulties we face in positive terms that engage our life energy?
What kind of resource could this problem also be?

Appropriate Boundaries

Who and what do we need to include and exclude here - and how - in order to function well and make wise decisions?
How can we expand who (or what) we include here without getting overwhelmed or distracted?
What’s actually relevant here?  Who decides, and how? What should we do when unwelcome ideas or energies show up?
How can we stay on track without ignoring important ideas and energies that need to be attended to for our group to be healthy and effective?

Balance Process and Content

What tells us when we are paying too much - or too little - attention to our process?

Balance Structure and Flexibility

What tells us when we are stressing our structures and processes too much at the expense of our flexibility? - and vice versa?
Are there certain ways of interacting that enable us to be more functionally flexible without going off the rails?

Breaking Bread Together

What are all the ways we can think of for incorporating shared meals and meal times into our gatherings that actually help us do and be what we are trying to do and be?

Celebrate

At this point (or each point) in our process, what would be worth celebrating, and how might we best do that?
What forms of celebration work well for different groups, different circumstances or purposes, different stages of a process, different times of the year?
Would it help our group to establish a tradition of regular celebrations?

Challenge

What forms of challenge - from life, from each other, from certain exercises - offer the greatest benefits?  What are those benefits - and how can be best earn them?
How can we challenge the ideas of others in ways that deepen understanding and connection?
When are certain kinds of challenge inappropriate and why?  How should they be identified and addressed?

Circle

What do circular conversational settings and processes have to offer, compared to other formats?
Under (and in) what conditions are circle conversations most appropriate, powerful and productive?
What differences do you see between gatherings where everyone sits in a circle and gatherings where nearly everyone faces towards the front?

Closing

What purposes are served by having a shared ritual at the end of a process?  What forms can that take?

Commitment

Under what circumstances does determined persistence make a significant difference?
In the midst of distractions and disturbances, how aligned do we think we actually are - each of us and all of us - to serving our stated purpose and achieving our shared goals?
Who will do what on this - by when - and how will we endure it happens?

Common Ground

What do we share?  What do we all care about?  What can we all count on?  What do we all use and depend on in our lives together?
How can we use our common ground as a basis for working with, through and in spite of our differences?

Courageous Modelling

Who wants to go first?
When we know what everyone needs to do - and that we could model that - what comes up for us when we think about stepping up and doing it publicly?  What are the risks and rewards?
Who do you know who has modeled behaviors we all need to practice in this situation?  What do we know about what it was/is like for them?  What does that mean for us?

Deliberate

Why would we want to take the time to think things through together throughly?  What issues come up when we face doing that?
How shall we go about thinking this through together? What do we need to take into account?  How shall we deal with our differences?
What do we need in order to understand the bigger picture here well enough to deal capably and creatively with the situation as it changes? 

Discharging

How can we release the emotional energies that get in the way of our dealing with this situation sanely and well?
When emotions get high in a meeting, how can we ease their charged energies in ways that help or at least don’t interfere with our ability to get our work done?
When have you experienced intense emotions in yourself and others that impeded your (or their) ability to function?  What have you seen or found that works to address such situations well?

Distilling

What is the essence of what we’ve come to so far?
Can anyone synthesize what we’re learning here?
We’ve been all over the map in this conversation, but I sense there’s some common ground showing up.  Can anyone articulate it?

Dive In

Are we ready enough to dive in and see what happens?
At this stage, what could we try out, just to get moving - and then learn what we need to from what happens as we go?
Are we spending too much time trying to figure everything out perfectly ahead of time when we could do a pretty decent job just getting on with it?

Divergence and Convergence Rhythm

When does it make sense to explore issues and dimensions and options, and when does it make sense to cut to the chase and get something nailed down?
Are we ready to make a decision here or do we need to take some more factors into consideration?
How can we organize and facilitate this upcoming conversation in a way that allows exploratory space and time at the start but helps people come to some kind of conclusions by the end? 
How can we be more sensitive to when the group needs freedom to explore and when they’re needing to start coming together around shared understandings or decisions?

Dwell with Emotions

What strong feelings are brewing here that we may need to make space for in order to tap their energy as we move ahead?
What’s up with you there, Charlie?  It looks like you’re holding something that we should be holding together?
Are we sidelining passions and reactions that may in fact have some relevance to what we’re trying to do here?
How can we best make space for what certain participants are feeling that others may feel is a distraction, but which will make a worse mess if we don’t attend to them?

Embrace Dissonance and Difference

How can we create and hold adequate space to allow the disturbing differences in this group to generate the shifts that will heal and enlighten them?
How can we keep certain voices in this group from shutting down other needed voices?
Can we sit with the discomfort we are feeling while we sense what it’s trying to teach us or get us to look at?

Emergence

What is trying to be born here?  How can we name it in ways that help it show up with integrity?
How can we help the different passions and ideas in this group self-organize into new activities, understandings, and possibilities we didn’t foresee?
Are our process design, agenda and facilitation keeping too tight a lid on generative possibilities and energies that may be bubbling under the surface?
Is this thing that just happened the sign of something bigger that would make a big difference if we could attend to it well?
What might we discover if we all tried to sit with this tension without prematurely fixing it?

Experts on Tap

How do we make the best use of expert knowledge without it eclipsing what ordinary people (or the rest of us) know and believe?
What are the proper roles for experts in the larger field of participatory governance - from a family or community to a nation or the world?

Expressive Arts

What role should arts and artistic expression play in our coming event (or group culture) and why?
What kind of expressive engagement would help us make progress in this situation, getting us unstuck, releasing energy or insight?

Feedback

How can we set things up here so that the group has adequate information about how it’s doing at each significant step of its way?
Is there anything in our group culture that prevents people from sharing information about what they see going on?  How can we shift that?
What can help us know how well we’re doing and what impact we’re having on the world around us? 

Follow the Energy

How shall we treat this surprising thing that just happened in the group? Does this have potential that could significantly help the group?
Where’s the passion here?  Who has energy for what?
We seem to have hit a lull [or there seems to be some real excitement here]?  What’s happening and what should we do about it?
Does the process that we’re using offer adequate support for new promising developments?
What do you folks really want?  What question actually has the most heart and meaning for you now?

Fractal

What am I feeling that might mean something about the state of the group, that I could check with them?
How might the ideas, feelings, and behaviors of various leaders in this group be shaping the group’s ideas, feelings and behaviors, for better and/or worse?
How might problematic dynamics in our culture that we’ve internalized or been shaped by be impeding our ability to function well here?

Gaia

What natural objects, non-human life forms or settings could be incorporated into this meeting - or could this meeting or activity be woven into - to bring us more peace, perspective, or insight?
What might we learn from nature or natural dynamics regarding the challenge(s) we face?
How does what we’re doing relate to the wellbeing of all life on earth - or all life in this place? To what extent should that concern us, and how?
How might natural imagery help us shift our thinking and get more creative?

Generate Possibilities

Given what we know about what’s happening, what is possible now?
What are the wildest options we can imagine for this, right now?
What powerful questions could we ask that would stimulate this group to really think outside its habitual boxes?
Who has interesting or successful approaches to this that we’ve missed so far?
What could this activity also be?
Are we assuming anything that is constraining our sense of possibility here?

Go Deeper

When we get right down to it, what actually matters most here?
What underlying needs, interests, or values are shaping what we’re all proposing, demanding and fighting over?
Where are you coming from?  Is there a bigger or background story that I’m missing?
What’s your concern?  Give it to me…
What dynamics and drivers are shaping our lives in this situation that we’re not realizing or paying adequate attention to?

Go Meta

If an intelligent visitor from another planet were to be observing us, what would they see and think about us?
What is the bigger picture all this is happening in?
Are we actually doing what we want to do right now?
Where are we ultimately heading in our efforts?  What are we trying to do, longterm?  What difference are we trying to make?
Is what we’re doing in this meeting working for what we need to get done?

Good Faith Assumptions

This person did something I don’t like.  What motivation or background story might explain it as something that is actually benign?
What would it be like for us if we all assumed good intentions on each other’s parts?  What could we do to avoid incorrectly assuming bad intentions?
Has anyone ever treated you lovingly even when you felt ill will toward them?  What was that like?

Group Culture

How can we stimulate conscious co-creation and appreciation of a healthy culture in this group?
What about the way we collectively see things and do things here could use a thoughtful makeover?  How does it help or hinder the work we want to do and the ways we want to be with each other and the world?
What does our group look like to outsiders?  When people engage with us, what do they assume about who we are together?  Are there thins about the way we are that make it easy or hard for others to relate to us?  What would we learn if we asked them?  Do we want to do anything about what we discover?
What is the relationship between our group culture and the larger culture we live in?  Do we want to modify that in any way?

Guerrilla Facilitation

(said to self)  I’m not in charge here, but what can I do that can help things go better?
Are we drifting off topic here? (or Are we slipping into a back-and-forth battle?  or Do we need to take a moment of silence? or…)
Are we working well on what we came together to work on?

Harvesting

What did you experience here that was new or useful for you?
Can someone take and distribute notes from our conversation?
How can we usefully gather input from all of the sessions in this Open Space?
What is most germane and important to save from this conversation, and how do we make it most concise, useable, compelling and accessible for the participants and other interest parties?

History and Context

Why are things the way they are in this situation?
What do the people invited to this conversation expect?
What past difficulties [traumas] and successes [privileges] do the people involved in this bring with them?
What forces and factors do we need to identify and attend to that are shaping everyone and everything involved here?

Holding Space

What is going on here right now, and how can I BE with it most fully?
How can I respond to what’s happening in ways that allow, invite, and empower the people and energies involved to unfold in their best natural way?
How can we help each other be fully present to what’s going on and creatively moving with it, even when it is triggering us?
What’s powerfully latent, present or emergent among us that’s not being said or manifested, that we can gently welcome into visibility and participation?’

Honour Each Person

How do we view each others’ beliefs, approaches, information and concerns as resources for our collective wisdom?
How can we make it comfortable - even enjoyable and meaningful - for each person here to give what they have to offer to our conversation?
What can we do to help everyone involved - and even people stopping by - feel respected and appreciated?

Hosting

What participant needs can we anticipate and arrange to satisfy in the upcoming event?  How can we make it feel more like a very welcoming, comfortable, supportive home?
Who can participants talk to to get companionship or help during the event?
What appropriate adjustments might we need to make to meet the special needs of people from different cultures, with different identities, or of different abilities?

Improvise

Am I [are we] ready to creatively roll with whatever happens here?
How can we have productive fun with any surprises or unexpected challenges that come up today?
What do you folks want to do with this [that just came up] that would be fun or useful or might teach us something?
What can we all try out right now that would help us understand what’s needed and possible here?

Inform the Group Mind

What do we each know, feel, or think that might be useful to the group in really understanding this?

Inquiry

What question, if asked and explored here, would make the biggest difference?
What would you most like to know about the person sitting in front of you?  What would you most like to tell them?
What ongoing question has most shaped who you are and what you do?

Invitation

How can we draw in exactly the right people to do the explorations and activities we most need done?
What causes someone to WANT to be part of an event like this? If I was another person, what could I receive from us that would make me drop everything and come?

Iteration

What questions, issues or insights from this process can we usefully incorporate as raw material for the next one?
When shall we convene a dialogue to review the results of this decision?
How often should we do this again to track changes in our operating environment?

Letting Go

What am I attached to that is making it hard to take this next step/accept the implications of this?
What would help us all be more open to whatever happens next?
How can we work on this without getting attached to any particular result or scenario?

Listening

I think you are saying X. Am I getting that right?  Is that all of it?
How can I get out of my own head, narratives and reactions to really hear these people?
What’s behind and underneath what she’s saying that is the most important thing here?

Magic

What just happened?  We’re all on the same page all of a sudden?
How can we foster conditions for unexpected collective miracles to show up?

Mapping and Measurement

What do we need to record here for future use, and what’s the best medium for that?
What should we measure and keep track of to evaluate how we’re doing?
How do all these pieces fit together into something we can see and reflect on?

Mirroring

How can we help people feel truly and fully heard?
What changes have you noticed in yourself and others when someone really hears what you are trying to say, such that you know they got it?

Mode Choice

What kind of engagement with this question would best serve the people working on it - enhancing their energy and/or their insight?

Moving toward Alignment

What stories can we share here to deepen, broaden and clarify our shared understanding, connection and direction?

Naming

What is going on here that needs to be seen and said - that is just beginning to emerge or that seems to be unspeakable?
Who can give a name to the tension that is happening among us right now?

Nooks in Space and Time

How can we provide time and space for spontaneous, emergent, unstructured reflection and conversation?
What would we like to see emerging in and from people’s interactions around the edges of this activity?  What might support that?

Not about You

Aside from the upset I feel with them, what might actually be valuable in what they were trying to contribute by what they said?
How can I get outside my own feelings and narratives about this person to help use this moment to help our group achieve its aims?
What is gained and lost by our making an effort to depersonalize proposals and opinions, always considering them and recording them on their own, with no names attached?

Opening and Welcome

How can we help people begin their participation here by authentically connecting with each other and having their voices heard in the group, while at the same time orienting them to the work ahead?

Playfulness

How can we invite authentically light-hearted, high-spirited energies and activities into this work?
How can playfulness contribute to what we’re doing rather than distracting from it? 
What is the role of humor in the midst of serious efforts?

Power of Constraints

How can obstacles, limitations and boundaries inform us and open us up to new possibilities?  What are their gifts?  How can we work more creatively with them?
What dynamics and potential synergies exist between freedoms and limitations?

Power of Place

What impacts - positive and/or negative - does the location and nature of a site have on a group?
When designing a gathering, what should we keep in mind as we choose and arrange a place to hold it? 

Power Shift

What kinds and manifestations of power do we see at work in this group and how can we address them to better serve everyone involved and the group’s goals?
What group space and process designs tend to balance problematic power dynamics?
What are the gifts and limitations of hierarchy, leadership, power equity, decentralization, and other common power arrangements, and where do they fit in a full-spectrum understanding of appropriate power?

Preparedness

Who and what do we need present here in order to do our work well?
What attitudes and mindsets can we promote that will help those present work well together?
How do we as facilitators need to prepare ourselves to be of greatest service to the groups we facilitate? 

Presence

Is anything distracting me from truly being here with what’s happening?  How can I set it aside?
What needs my/our full attention right now?

Priority Focus

What is most important to this group?  How can we help them focus on that?
Is the group still on track?
How can we respect emergent considerations and possibilities without getting distracted from what needs to be addressed this time around?

Purpose

How can we keep in touch with a shared purpose that is truly alive, inspiring, orienting and energizing for us all?

Reflection-Action Cycle

How can we learn from what just happened?
How can we set things up so that the group can act in a timely way and then reflect on the results in order to shape more desirable responses and initiatives?

Rest

What kind of breaks in our schedule - and permissions outside of our schedule - are needed to help participants digest what is happening and renew themselves for further focused, creative reflection and action together?

Right Size Bite

How can we “chunk down” both our process and the initiatives that come out of it to be appropriate and generative for the people and context we’re working with?

Ritual

What proven formal practices should we weave into our activities to mark major developments and transitions and help establish and sustain group culture?
What ceremonies and celebrations would uplift group spirit?

Seasoned Timing

When is the right/ripe time for that?  How would we know?  Will we be prepared for that moment?
How can we sense when the energy in the room needs or wants a particular offering or intervention?

Seeing the Forest, Seeing the Trees

How can we do this so we consider both the big picture and the necessary details?
Are we getting too lost in the details here?  Should we check in on the overall plan at this stage?
Who is going to do what when in order to make this big next step successfully?

Self-Awareness

What are our values and dreams?
How can we - and they - clarify the needs and interests that we are each trying to serve in this negotiation?
What are we assuming that may be limiting our ability to envision and make progress towards what’s really needed here?
What biases, filters and different cultural narratives are getting in the way of understanding each other?

Setting Intention

What do we actually want to achieve during our time together?
How can we help this group envision and name what they’ll do to make progress toward their goals? 

Shared Airtime

Who hasn’t spoken yet?
Can you wrap it up soon so that others have a chance to speak?
What can we do to help quieter, slower, more introverted people speak up and be heard?
What forms of process systematically ensure that everyone has a fair chance to speak?

Shared Leadership and Roles

What roles here are best shared and which are best taken on by people most qualified to fill them?  What are the trade-offs involved in both modes?
Should we use rotation, random selection, or some other way of sharing tasks and responsibilities here?
How can we help everyone authentically co-create and own what we come up with together?

Silence

What are all the things that silence can be used for in service to the things we are trying to achieve together?
Can we take a moment of silence now?
What would happen if we had a brief - or even substantive - pause between each speaker?
Do we want some technique - perhaps a chime - that will allow any one of us to call for a moment of silence?

Simplify

What is the simplest thing we can do next to move ahead?
What is our deep fundamental guiding light here - our prime directive that makes sense of everything we want to do?
How can we say this in fewer, simpler words?

Spirit

In what ways do each of us call on higher forms of intelligence and/or power to provide us with guidance and support?
How can we collectively call on forces beyond our usual human realm to help us in our work?

Story

What can each of our stories - our personal stories and the stories we tell ourselves and each other - tell us about the bigger picture we’re all embedded in?
What do stories offer that data and rationality cannot provide - and how can these two modes complement each other?
What is the Big Story that we’d all like to live into together?
What’s your story?  How did you come to the place where you are now?  What do you think that means about who you are?

Subgroup and Whole Group

In a conference or meeting, what are the special gifts of people interacting in small subgroups and in the larger group-as-a-whole?  Can you think of ways these two modes can be used together in ways that synergize to make the most of those gifts?  Are there natural rhythms to how they are best used?
When you look at the whole society, what are positive and negative manifestations of people in subgroups compared to “the whole” community or society?

Taking Responsibility

What does it mean to “take responsibility” in a group that has a purpose or a situation that demands attention?  
How can things be set up to support people taking responsibility?
What is the relationship between taking responsibility and having power?
What does “taking responsibility” have to do in relationship to the past, the present, and the future?

Tend Relationships

What does it mean to care for and about each other?  How does that manifest in our group?  How SHOULD it manifest, in your opinion?
How can we take adequate care for each other and still get our work done?  What is the relationship between the two?
How can we best deal with upsets and conflicts in our midst to support the fabric of relationship that allows us to work well together?

Time Shift

How does looking at the history and evolution of this situation (or group or person) help us see it clearly?
What possibilities in the future - both “good” and “bad” - are present in this moment, awaiting how we invest our attention and energy?
What trends and tendencies from the past into the future should we be using for the energy they provide for our goals - either to “ride the wave” or to inspire insight, resistance, or counter-co-creativity?

Trajectory

Where do we think we are headed - both as a group and in the larger context we work within?  What do we need to learn or change about that?
Will this step or plan actually take us where we want to go?  Are there any concerns about it?
Are we allowing enough time to do the things we are planning - and to respond to what happens when we do them?
What just happened - and what does that imply about what’s next, given where we’re trying to go?

Translation

Given how we’re coming from such different “places” - demographics, culture, language, opinion, etc. - how can we understand each other well enough to work together successfully?  Who or what might we need to help us with that?
Who thinks they really “get” what so-and-so is trying to tell us, who can help us understand and them to feel well understood?
Are you OK if I try to reflect what you are saying in a way that the rest of the group can witness and understand - with a real invitation for you to correct me where I’m wrong?
This is not working.  Can anyone help me say this in a way that the rest of the group will understand?

Transparency

When we think about being fully open - interpersonally and organizationally - what thoughts and feelings come up, favorable or unfavorable?
How can we nurture more trust and free flow of information in our group?
How can we know what’s going on with each other if we don’t share these things with each other?

Trust the Wisdom of the Group

What is needed for our group to be dependably wiser together than any of us are individually?
In what situations might it be smart to trust our collective wisdom to guide us well?
What are the gifts and limitations of the intelligence of us as individuals and of the intelligence we can generate collectively - and what does that mean for how we function?

Unity and Diversity

What are the different ways we are or can be united, similar, or hold lots in common?  What are the ways we are or can be different?  What does all that mean for how we function?
What are the dangers of focusing on what we hold in common and identify as one group?  What are the dangers of focusing on our differences?
When do we need to focus on what we have in common, and when on our differences?  How can we best integrate them?

Value the Margins

What do we think of as taboo, unacceptable, unspeakable? What are the gifts and limitations of thinking about those things in that way?
What conditions can we create that would enable us to use edgy topics to learn and evolve, individually and collectively?
What important people, voices, energies, ideas, behaviors, feelings, modes of thinking and communicating, etc., are we missing here because we’ve marginalized or overlooked them?
What edges of our tolerance and experience should we be testing?
How have the dynamics of privilege and oppression shaped our group membership and activities in unhealthy, unhelpful ways?
How can we know the whole of what’s going on if we don’t include all the players and aspects of the situation in our data and deliberations?  How can we change that?

Viewpoint Shift

How can we look at this differently?
Can someone argue the opposite of this?
What might an alien from another galaxy think about this situation?  A housewife in the Congo?  A chipmunk in Central Park?  An astronaut in the space station?
How many different possible dimensions of this situation can we generate in the next five minutes, whether they are real or not?

Whole System in the Room

Who else needs to be here to help us see and address the whole of what’s going on?
Who are the key stakeholders who have networks in different aspects of this situation who, if we really engage them, can take the results out into their networks for implementation?
How can we set this up so that the whole community can witness and engage with what will go on here?
What would enable us to have a legitimate but manageable cross-section of our community involved in this conversation about the state of our community?

Witness with Compassion

How can I rise above my reactions to see clearly what’s going on and communicate it in a compassionate way that those involved can really hear it?
What do I have to offer here that will focus the caring energies of the group rather than just creating a disturbance?
Can we pause for a minute and just attend to the intensity of what just happened and to the important caring, concerns, and needs of all those involved?

Yes, and

Who can take this idea a step further, building on what X just said?
(in response to an objection or disruption)  What’s your concern?
How can we take every offering as a new piece of the road we are traveling together and use it to help us create or move on to the next piece?
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