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An Introduction to Consensus Decision-Making 
 

Some Definitions 
  
The word consensus is derived from Latin terms meaning “feel together.” 
Consensus decision-making, according to Wikipedia, seeks “not only the 
agreement of  most participants but the resolution or mitigation of  minority 
objections.”  
  
Given the above definition, how might a discussion in a consensus meeting differ 
from discussion in a majority vote meeting? 

•  The facilitator and the group make space for questions and concerns. 
•  Proposals are amended or even developed collaboratively, in order to address 

weaknesses and concerns or improve upon strengths.  
•  The goal is to build trust and solidarity within the group, rather than foster 

competition between individual members or factions. 



Consensus Decision-Making Traditions 

 
It is commonly believed that the Quakers “invented” consensus.  Consensus 
processes have been used in many societies worldwide, though a few specific 
traditions influenced North American consensus processes more heavily. 

•  Consensus decision-making has been used in the Haudenosaunee Confederacy 
Grand Council (called the Iroquois by the French) since 1142.  Each of  the 5 
member nations has its own council(s), and representatives from each nation make 
decisions that affect the larger Confederacy at Grand Council meetings.    

  
•  Consensus process has been used in Quaker meetings for over 300 years.  Quakers 

may choose to divide monthly meetings if  they grow too large— however, they 
successfully practice consensus with many participants.     

  
•  Consensus decision-making became popular amongst social justice groups in the 

1970s and 80s.  The widespread use of  consensus was part of  a general shift 
toward egalitarian and decentralized organizing models.  This shift occurred partly 
in response to feminist and anti-authoritarian critiques and practices.     

 



Tips for Successful Consensus Decision-Making 

1.  Establish clear organizational values 

What is the group’s mission?  What values does the group strive to uphold?  Does every prospective 
member understand and agree to these values before joining? 
  

2.  Establish clear expectations of  members 
  
Are the rights and responsibilities of  membership clearly outlined?  Are there different levels of  
membership?  Do members have clear job descriptions?  Are there clear expectations around meeting 
attendance and other forms of  participation? 
  

3.  Delegate decisions when appropriate 
  
Some decisions may not need to be made by the whole membership.  Many cooperatives distinguish 
between governance decisions (such as Bylaws changes or big-picture decisions about the organization’s 
future) and management / operational decisions.  Management / operational decisions are often made by 
committees or by individuals. 
 

There are many ways for committees or individuals to exercise decision-making power while 
remaining accountable to the larger group.  Possibilities include posting decisions online 1-3 days 
before they are implemented in order to allow for feedback or reporting back in full collective 
meetings and revisiting controversial decisions. 
 



4.  Prepare for meetings  
See Sample Agenda, Preparing Agenda Items and Proposals below. 
  

5.   Develop meeting ground rules  
See Meeting Groundrules below. 
  

6.   Consider fallback options and exceptions   
  
Many consensus-based groups choose to use “consensus minus one” or majority vote (which can 
be defined as 50%+1, 66%, or 75%) when consensus cannot be reached.  Some groups have 
explicit exceptions for certain types of  decisions (i.e., the decision to ask a member to leave the 
group can be made by majority vote).  
 

7.   Establish a shared understanding of  consent, blocking, etc. 
  
Some groups ask that members block only if  they feel a decision violates the mission statement or 
threatens the organization’s survival.  Alternative guidelines allow for blocking if  a member 
believes the decision cannot be implemented.  It is widely agreed that blocks should not be based 
on individual preference.  Similarly, consent can be thought of  as acceptance of  a solution that 
works for the group, even if  it is not each individual’s first choice.   
  
Some groups use stand-asides only for conflicts of  interest (often called “abstentions”), while 
others use stand-asides to express non-blocking dissent.  Some groups do not allow a decision to 
pass if  there is a high number of  stand-asides (this is called a weak consensus).  
 



Meeting Roles and Preparation 
Even in relatively informal meetings, members are sometimes tasked with certain roles. These 
roles can help to address personal / interpersonal, procedural, and substantive needs.   
 
Facilitator (or Chair): helps to keep the meeting on track by keeping the group focused on 
substantive goals while encouraging member participation.  The facilitator may also prepare for 
the meeting in advance by soliciting agenda items and structuring the agenda. 
 
Scribe: records the meeting minutes, including the date, agenda, who was present, the outcome of  
any votes or decisions, and the content of  discussions. 
 
Stack-keeper: notes when members raise their hands (or look like they have something to say) 
and calls on members, sometimes giving preference to those who have not yet spoken.  In smaller 
groups, the facilitator may play this role. 
 
Time-keeper: watches the clock and makes sure agenda topics do not exceed the allotted time.  If  
discussions run over time, the time-keeper may ask the group if  they would like to extend or table 
the discussion. 
 
In some groups, members volunteer to fill these roles at each meeting.  In others, roles rotate on 
a set schedule or are permanently assigned to members who fill certain positions.  Some groups 
prefer not to use these roles, or assign additional roles based on specific needs.  
 
 

  



Preparing Agenda Items and Proposals 
  
Some groups use forms or templates for agenda items and proposals.  It is helpful to 
answer certain questions when preparing an agenda item.  
  

Before submitting any agenda item, consider the following: 
  
•  What is my goal for this meeting?  To present a report? Initiate a discussion?  Make a 

formal consensus decision? 
•  How long will this agenda item take?  Be realistic!   
•  What format(s) would be useful?  The sponsor and / or facilitator may want to include a 

presentation, go-around, straw polls, brainstorm, small group discussions, etc. 
•  What information, documents, or visuals would help inform the discussion?  Do you need 

to do any research?  Reference minutes, policies, budgets, or external documents?  Prepare 
hand-outs or visual aids? 

  

Before making a proposal, consider the following:   
  
•  What problem(s) or issue(s) does the proposal seek to address? 
•  How does my idea relate to our mission, existing policies, and previous discussions?    
•  How will it affect the collective, committees, and individual members?  
•  Will this proposal have a financial impact?  If  so, try to prepare calculations.   
•  What information will members need in order to make an informed decision?   
•  How will this proposal be implemented?  When will it take effect?  



A typical meeting agenda might include some of  these items: 
 
Check-ins:          5 minutes                 
How is everyone feeling?  In a small group, everyone might be invited to speak up in a “go around.”   
Announcements:         5 minutes 
Does anyone have any announcements or reminders? 
Review last meeting’s notes:    5 minutes 
Some groups also formally “approve” the last meeting minutes, to make sure the scribe correctly 
documented everything. 
Reports:           20 minutes               
Individuals or committees update the group about their work since  the last meeting. 

BREAK        10 minutes 
Today’s agenda items:    

 -Brainstorm      10 minutes 
 -Proposal       15 minutes 
 -Discussion      20 minutes 
 -Proposal       10 minutes 

Each agenda item might have a brief  description, including the name of  the member who is 
presenting the agenda item and what they hope to achieve in the meeting. 
Check-outs or Meeting Evaluation:   5 minutes 
What went well in today’s meeting?  Is there anything that could be improved upon next time? 
     
 
  



The Process and the Decision-Making Flow Chart 
  
Sometimes formal process— especially a complex process with a unique vocabulary— can 
be confusing for new members.  Training and resources are important for this reason!  It is 
important that the group and the facilitator avoid chastising members who may be 
unknowingly “jumping the gun” or speaking off-topic. 
  
Groups that do not use formal processes often fail to provide a comfortable environment for 
quieter participants.  Strong personalities or members with certain privileges may 
unintentionally dominate. Privileges that make some members more assertive may include 
experience, skills, popularity, or the experience of  societal privileges based on gender, race, 
class, etc.  
  
An agreed-upon format can help to create a safer space for discussion.  At first it might seem 
rigid or clunky, but eventually everyone understands and internalizes it and it feels more 
natural.  (For example, if  people understand that they will have an opportunity to address 
concerns later, they will be comfortable holding off  and letting folks ask questions first.) 
 
It is helpful to identify some sort of  consensus at the close of  each discussion, even if  the 
consensus is simply that more research or discussion is needed.  This is a positive way of  
clarifying / restating what the group has accomplished, even if  a proposal was not passed.  
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Consensus Flow Chart 
 

This process may begin with a structured discussion 
(a summary of  an issue, a report, or a brainstorm). 
A proposal may emerge out of  discussion or be 
prepared before the meeting.    
 

The facilitator can gauge reactions through a straw 
poll or a a go-around if  needed.  
 

All concerns are identified and addressed, ideally 
through collaborative evolution of  the proposal. 
 

If  full consensus is achieved, commitments for 
implementation are identified. If  there are any 
blocks, the proposal cannot pass (unless criteria for 
using modified consensus are met). Alternative 
solutions may be considered.  

 

At any point in the process, the group may decide the proposal needs 
more work.  If  there are unresolved questions or concerns (even non-
blocking concerns), the group may table the discussion until members 
can re-work the proposal, resolve conflicts, or brainstorm alternatives.   



Ground Rules 
Many groups have ground rules for meetings.  Ground rules most immediately address 
personal and interpersonal needs, but often include procedural points.  With or without 
ground rules, most groups take measures to create a comfortable meeting environment. 
 

Common ground rules include: 
 
Be open to hearing new perspectives.  If  you disagree with another member, try to 
understand and respect their point of  view. 
 
Be willing to respectfully disagree.  Speak up if  you have a disagreement.  It is often 
helpful to voice questions and concerns, rather than allowing them to remain unspoken. 
 
Be supportive.  Express agreement or appreciation when appropriate.  Offer to help or 
support other members, and ask for help or support if  you want to. 
 
Step forward, step back.  After you speak, make space for others to talk while you 
listen.  Be aware of  each member’s speaking time, language, tone, and non-verbal cues.   
 

These are just a few examples of  ground rules.  Groups often brainstorm ground rules 
together, and adopt communication and meeting guidelines that meet their needs. 



Personal / Interpersonal Needs   
Do all members feel able to focus and 
comfortable speaking up?  Personal and 
interpersonal needs may include 
everything from access to water and a 
bathroom to a respectful and supportive 
environment. 
 
Procedural Needs 
Do all members understand and accept 
the ground rules, agenda, and decision-
making process?  Do these procedures 
address everyone’s personal and 
interpersonal needs?  Do these procedures 
support the group’s substantive needs? 
 
Substantive Needs 
Are members shar ing impor tant 
information and making necessary 
decisions?  This is the “business” aspect 
of  a meeting.  However, members are 
often happier with meetings that 
effectively tackle substantive needs.   

Procedural 
Needs 

 
Personal / 

Interpersonal
Needs 

 

Substantive 
Needs 

 

Different groups use different 
meeting styles and processes.   
 

The particulars are not important, as 
long as these 3 related kinds of  
needs are addressed: 



Conflict Leads to Collaborative Evolution 
  
When a discussion becomes unexpectedly broad, confusing, or contentious this is 
sometimes referred to as the “groan zone.” 
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This period can be frustrating for members who are inclined to just want to reel in 
discussion and make a decision quickly.  But this is also where transformation can 
occur.  Different perspectives are shared and new ideas emerge.  Ideally, this process 
helps the group to build trust and learn to collaborate.   
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Very strong agreement (or “buy-in”) may be necessary if: 
•  The stakes are high! 
•  The decision affects most or all members. 
•  The consequences will be long lasting or difficult to reverse. 
  
Very strong agreement may not be necessary if: 
•  The decision will not affect the organization or its members very much. 
•  The implementation can be left to a few interested members. 
•  The decision will only have a short-term impact. 
  

 Temperature Check Tools 
   
A temperature check may be useful when: 
•  A new proposal or suggestion is made. 
•  A potentially serious or contentious issue is raised. 
•  It is unclear what the group wants to focus on or accomplish in this discussion. 
•  It is unclear whether the group is interested in continuing the discussion. 
•  A potential conclusion is offered. 
  

Common temperature check tools include: 
•  Straw polls (an quick, non-binding vote) 
•  Go-arounds (everyone take turns speaking to the issue) 
•  The Gradients of  Agreement Scale (this can be used in conjunction with a straw poll or a go-around) 



Dealing with Conflict 
  
Some groups make the mistake of  avoiding conflicts.  Granted, there are times when it is okay to agree 
to disagree.  If  a difference of  opinion is not relevant to the group’s work or the wellbeing of  
members, it may not need to be resolved.  If  a conflict is adversely affecting the group or its members, 
they should be addressed.   
  

Clashing Communication Styles 
  
A lot of  conflicts stem from (or are exacerbated by) clashing communication styles.  Do certain types 
of  communication bother you?  Do you have specific communication needs?  It can help to practice 
confronting communication differences in low-stakes situations.   
 

Differences of  Opinion 
  
In consensus groups, it is important that members do not become too personally attached to their 
proposals or ideas.  Proposals are likely to evolve with group input.  This should be a healthy, 
collaborative process.  However, a serious disagreement or even a block need not put an end a 
discussion.  Consider alternative solutions that address everyone’s interests and concerns.        
  

Ideally, the resulting solution is more durable, because: 
 
•  Everyone understands the solution. 
•  Concerns were addressed. 
•  Various ideas were synthesized. 
•  Everyone is willing to support and implement the group’s solution. 
  



Online Resources 
  
Cultivate.Coop 
A great wiki site with lots of  resources for group decision-making, conflict resolution, anti-oppression 
work, and other tools for building successful cooperatives. 
  
consensus.net 
C.T. Butler’s Formal Consensus website. 
  
http://treegroup.info/topics/ 
Tree Bressen’s site on consensus and group process. 
  
wikipedia.com/consensus 
Some useful definitions and links 
  
usworker.coop/doclib 
The US Federation of  Worker Cooperatives online document library.  Many documents used by 
worker cooperatives and collectives across the US. 
  
http://rhizomenetwork.wordpress.com 
Interesting articles on consensus process. 
  

Books 
  
A Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making  
By Sam Kaner and Lenny Lind 
  


