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Consensus Decision Making 

 

Introduction 

 

 It is an undeniable fact that in life rarely do we make 

decisions alone; in fact more often than not we make them within 

the confines of a group (Dressler, 2006).  There are many 

reasons for this, such as that humans simply feel more 

comfortable within a group, but a more apt reason is that in 

today’s shrinking world, our actions affect so many more people; 

also it is easier today to work in groups because distance does 

not matter.  Although people prefer a group setting, we do not 

necessarily like having to make decisions as a group.  As 

individuals we feel that our answer is the supremely superior 

answer because we hardly ever doubt ourselves (Hitz, 2009).  

This kind of primitive thinking is simply not an option today.  

In modern times we tend to think of a decision being made in a 

majoritarian or all or nothing fashion, where there are 

‘winners’ and ‘losers’.  If you ask almost anyone if they think 

that majority rule is ultimately fair, they will almost always 

answer “no”.  Then why do we continue to do it?  Why is 

everything right or wrong, black or white, yes or no?  The 
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answer, quite simply, is that it is the easiest method with the 

least amount of thinking involved.  The tranquility of 

repetition, however, is not a good enough excuse (Dressler, 

2006).  Certainly quickness and ease are characteristics of 

majoritarian decision making but what about the downside; true 

the majority, 50%+1 of the group wins, but what about the 

minority?  Do they simply happily accept the results and 

everyone is happy, hardly.  In majoritarian decision making you 

may have a large minority who feels that they have lost 

everything, that there is no incentive for them to accept that 

outcome because they have nothing to lose by defying it.  This 

type of decision-making can cause both internal and external 

strife and also be counterproductive to making the best decision 

(Hitz, 2009).  So if majoritarian decision-making is so bad then 

what is the alternative?  There are many but this paper will be 

focusing on, what this author believes is the best way in which 

a group can solve a problem; namely consensus decision making 

(CDM). 

What is CDM? 

CDM is a way in which a group can make a decision where the 

outcome is, in one way or another, beneficial to all the parties 

involved.  CDM looks to use differences of opinion in a 

constructive and positive way.  CDM takes a problem and urges 
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all the parties involved to voice their opinion and then mold 

the solution so that everyone’s ideas are part of it.  This may 

sound somewhat utopian, and therefore unrealistic, but CDM has 

been used successfully for over 100 years by different 

organizations.  It has been within the past 40 to 50 years that 

CDM has been taken from an informal meeting of minds and 

formalized into a tangible and teachable process.  There are 

entire groups, organizations, and foundations which go around to 

different bodies and teach the formalized process of CDM.  These 

groups have become very successful by being hired by companies 

and organizations wishing to better their decision making 

process, either in general or for one specific problem. 

What this paper intends to do 

 This paper will introduce you, the reader, to the very 

basics of CDM.  It will address the different facets of the 

process and the ways in which they are applied.  The paper will 

explain what the ‘formal’ CDM process is and how it works but 

ultimately the paper will explain this authors proposed idea on 

how to adapt the ‘formal’ CDM process to the 21st century. 
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The Formal Consensus Decision Making Process  

   

     There are many different ways in which to practice CDM; 

however there is a uniform and tangible way in which to practice 

what is aptly called “Formal Consensus Decision Making”.  The 

aspects of formal CDM are many but through all the formalities 

of it, it does not diminish the effect that CDM is supposed to 

have attained (Holman, Devane, & Cady, 2007). 

  The Formal Consensus Process, as those at the CDM think tank 

Consensus.net call it, follows a decision flow sub-process.  

First there is the presentation of the problem, the ‘Why are we 

here?’ this part is important for obvious reasons but sometimes 

people are under the wrong assumption when they start a decision 

making process within a group setting, so clarification is key 

(Holman, Devane, & Cady, 2007) 

.  After the problem is clarified then the process that is about 

to ensue must be clarified; this is important because people 

need to know what they are getting into in terms of time and 

effort which is going to be demanded.  The final part of the 

introduction is the questions section of the overall 

clarification process; this is used to clear up any lasting 
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questions and concerns.  After the general opening, the 

Clarification process then comes what is called Level 1; Level 1 

is where the real discussion begins.  Level 1 consists mainly of 

group discussion; it is within this group discussion that 

proposals to resolve the problem come about (Hitz, 2009) 

.  After the initial group discussion the facilitator calls for 

a consensus; if there has been an agreement then consensus has 

been reached, if not then the decision making process moves onto 

Level 2.  Level 2 is where the group and individuals voice their 

concerns and objections to what had been proposed in the group 

discussion process (Hitz, 2009). 

.  The aspect that makes Level 2 stand out is that there is no 

call for consensus when the objections have been voiced, mainly 

because there has been no resolution yet.  Level 3 comes next, 

this is when those concerns and objections are readdressed and 

resolved vis-à-vis another round of group discussion, after this 

group discussion then there is a call for consensus.  Should 

there be no consensus met at the end of Level 3 then Level 2 and 

Level 3 are repeated again until the consensus has been 

reached.  They are repeated, however, with a few modifications, 

in addition to restating the remaining concerns there are 

questions by the group to the individual(s) who have the 

concerns.  Should there be more than one concern then the 
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concerns are resolved one at a time.  After this then there is 

another call for consensus.   

Although the group may want to come to an official consensus, 

there are many ways in which to achieve consensus (Morse, Buss, 

& Kinghorn, 2007).  Consensus does not have to mean that all the 

parties agree with the final proposal.  There are three official 

decision mechanisms in Formal CDM, they are stand aside, block, 

or agree.  Stand aside generally means that while you may not 

agree with all of the facets of the decision, you will not stand 

in the way of it be passed.  The block mechanism is exactly what 

it sounds like; it means that you agree with no part of the 

proposal, or you emphatically disagree with one or several of 

its facets.  A block means that the debate must be restarted 

from Level 2.  The last one is the agree mechanism; the agree 

mechanism means that you agree with all or most of the decision 

and the facets that you don’t agree on do not hold such strong 

sway.  

      This is not all that goes into Formal CDM; there are also 

many roles that have to be filled in order to make it the truly 

formal kind of CDM.  The most important role is the group, 

without the group there would be no CDM.  The next most 

important role is that of the facilitator; the facilitator can 

be seen as, perhaps, the chair or the Speaker.  They are there 
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to keep order, to make sure that the debate stays on the topic 

at hand, and that everyone is heard (Morse, Buss, & Kinghorn, 

2007).  The facilitator themselves usually undergo formal 

training in either mediating or facilitating.  The next most 

important role is that of the secretary or more colloquially a 

note taker (Holman, Devane, & Cady, 2007).  The purpose of the 

Secretary is to ensure that there is a written record of all the 

happenings of the meeting(s).  This is important because the 

group may need to go back to an argument that was in the past 

set of meetings, it is also important for organizational 

purposes as some organizations require that all minutes of 

official meetings be recorded and stored.  The third most 

important role is that of the Gentleman-at-Arms (Holman, Devane, 

& Cady, 2007); it is their job to ensure that there are no 

distractions and that parliamentary behavior ensues during the 

meeting quid pro quo to keep order.  

     

The ‘New Consensus Decision Making’ 

 The formal process of CDM as explained in the last section 

of the paper is a time tested process which has aided several 

groups, organizations, and companies in making those tough 

decisions which are a necessity in life (Ben-Haim, 2006).  The 
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one problem, and this author sees it as a major problem is that 

it is so rigid that it has failed to be adaptable to the 

different problems which modern organizations face.  Therefore, 

reason states that if the old model does not function properly 

any longer than a new model is required.  This ‘new CDM’ is not 

going to be some brand new novel idea but rather it is going to 

consist of several minor changes in the already established CDM 

process.  One aspect of this new CDM is the blending of the 

already established process along with traditional parliamentary 

procedure.  Some experts in CDM will argue that CDM and 

parliamentary procedure are wholly incompatible (Kaner, 1996)  

; this author argues that both have strong points and weak 

points so by blending the strong points of both will make a 

better, more efficient process. 

 

 Let us begin with the easy constants which are carried over 

from the established formal CDM process.  The core roles that 

people will play are left unchanged so there will be a 

facilitator, a secretary, a gentleman-at-arms etc.  What will 

change is the addition of some new roles and new competences 

added to the existing roles.  We’ll start with the main role, 

the facilitator.  In formal CDM it is stated that there must be 

a facilitator but it does not establish whom or from where this 
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facilitator should come from.  The author supposes that in the 

established form of formal CDM the facilitator should come from 

someone in the organization with the problem to solve.  In the 

‘new CDM’ the facilitator will be an outside professional.  

There are many organizations, some non-profit some for profit, 

that supplies organizations with a trained facilitator or 

mediator.  The reason why this new style of CDM adds a 

professional is simple, the facilitator is the most important of 

the established roles of CDM; it requires someone who knows the 

process very well and can adapt the core processes to any given 

situation.  In case you, the reader has not figured it out yet, 

adaptability plays a critical role in this new style of CDM.   

 The role of the secretary has not fundamentally changed.  

Their core role is to provide the group with a record of the 

previous meeting and exactly what was decided.  The change in 

their role will be their new requirement to address the group, 

at the beginning of the new session, with a brief 1.5-minute 

summary of the last meetings happenings.  Included in this new 

set of competences will be the requirement of the secretary to 

provide no only an oral summary but the creation of a formal 

written, albeit brief, summary of the happenings of the last 

meeting (Susskind, 2007).  The secretary will also play a more 

active role in the fact that when a member of the group should 
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reference happenings in the previous meetings that are incorrect 

or unclear, it is the job of the secretary to vocally correct 

that member an provide the group with the official documented 

happening of the last meeting.  In short, the secretary is the 

organizer of the group. 

 The role of the gentleman-at-arms has not changed at all.  

Their primary role is to ensure that order is maintained and 

that a safe and healthy environment is established.  Depending 

on the formality of the meeting the gentleman-at-arms could 

remove a member of the group who is being disruptive or acting 

counter to the established rules and principles of CDM.  It will 

also be the role of the gentleman-a-arms to ensure that proper 

procedure is being established (a competence they share with the 

facilitator).   

 Now that the new roles have been explained we will now move 

on to the actual procedure of the ‘new CDM’.  The first thing 

the reader will notice is that it is a bit lengthier that the 

original formal process as explained in the previous section.  

In order to make the ‘new CDM’ adaptable too most situations 

there have been several additions like activities and sidebars.  

These additions are not meant to simply fill time, they are 

added to help the group members understand why they are part of 
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this process and help them find the best solution to the given 

problem in a consensual manner.   

 The first part will be familiar to the reader in that it is 

an introductory part.  The facilitator will address him or 

herself and share a little about their experience in the field 

of CDM.  Then come the introductions of the other officers of 

the meeting.  The most important part of the introductory 

session will be the presentation of the problem, as the 

facilitator understands it.  In their explanation, should the 

facilitator present a component of the problem that is not true 

or requires clarification it is the job of the group to correct 

the facilitator.  After problem has been clarified the secretary 

then formally writes it down and each member of the group will 

receive a copy of the problem summary.  The final part of the 

introductory session will be the setting of the agenda.  The 

agenda should be something that the facilitator already has 

prepared but it can be made up on the spot with input from the 

group (Ben-Haim, 2006).  An auxiliary part of the introduction 

process can also be the introduction of the group members to 

each other should they not already know each other.  An example 

of this could be to break up into groups of two or three and 

have each person tell their group members about themselves and 

the role that they play in the organization. 
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 The second part is the clarification of the problem at 

hand.  In this session each group member should present their 

interpretation of the problem along with one possible solution 

as they see it.  This exercise helps the group understand where 

everyone else is coming from in the organization.  It is by 

hearing others interpretations of the problem that new light can 

be shed on a possible solution.  After everyone in the group has 

had their chance it is the job of the facilitator to verbalize 

the “new” version of the problem and then the job of the 

secretary to provide a tangible copy of this revised problem 

along with every members proposed solution.  This step may or 

may not lead to a different version of the problem as it was 

presented in the introductory session.   

 

Conclusion 

 These two kinds of CDM, the ‘formal’ and the ‘new’, are 

very similar in many ways; most notably the fact that they 

intend to arrive at the same conclusion.  The question may still 

linger, is it possible to end at different conclusions?  The 

answer to this depends on the complexity of the problem or the 

situation from where the problem stems.  If the problem has a 

limited amount of people involved in the group, reason stands, 

that the solution may be easier to solve.  If on the other hand 
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there are many people involved in the group with a complex 

background or a drastic outcome then a solution may be a little 

harder to come by.  There is, with these two types of CDM, 

however, a distinct possibility that, there may be a different 

outcome with each different style of CDM (with all other things 

being equal).   

 The formal CDM approaches things differently than the ‘new’ 

CDM.  The formal approaches things in levels, each level with 

its own set of criteria to be met.  It seems to be a very 

vertical type of decision-making.  The formal type of CDM 

discourages (yet does not bar) “thinking outside the box”, this 

is what Ben-Haim describes as “tunnel based decision making” 

(Ben-Haim, 2006).  The group is constantly striving to meet the 

criteria of one level just to move on to the next.  That being 

said there is good enough evidence that suggest that formal CDM 

can solve almost all kinds of problems that are to be solved 

with CDM.  It is this formal type of CDM, which has proved most 

useful in helping groups that thrive off of decisions made by 

consensus (Holman, Devane, & Cady, 2007).  Basically there is a 

quiet yet effective consensus amongst academics in this field 

that if it’s not broken, there is no need to fix it. 

 Currently, there is something of a wave of reform amongst 

the newer generations of organizational academics.  They see, 
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like this author, that the established form of CDM has worked 

well in the past but we are now is a newer point in time.  In 

terms of organizational problems, modern organizations face 

approximately 25% more organizational problems than did their 

forerunners 50 years ago (Morse, Buss, & Kinghorn, 2007).  The 

modern workplace is simply more complex.  There is  a new labor 

market, one starkly different than the labor market 50 years 

ago.  This new group of people brings different experiences and 

ways of thinking.  This, in itself, makes organizations more 

complex and this, inevitability, brings along more conflict.  To 

summarize this argument the formal type of CDM is simply not 

able to successfuly cope with the differences in society.  It is 

a victim of its own age. 

 One may ask oneself then what it the difference between the 

traditional form of CDM and the authors alternative, the so 

called ‘new” CDM.  Throughout the paper I have referred to 

‘formal’ consensus, this is, perhaps, not the best word to 

describe it because the problem with the already established 

form of CDM isn’t formal enough.  That is to say that the formal 

type of CDM is rigid in structure but, not in practice.  One of 

the most common criticisms of CDM in general is that it that 

seems too informal which may distract the participants from 

focusing on the real problem at hand.  The ‘new’ type of CDM 
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prevents the problem of a CDM sessions becoming pow-wows by 

providing a tangible set of structured discussions, which are 

followed by decisions.  Its functionality can be summarized by 

the phrase “every action has a reaction”, every discussion 

(action) begets a decision (reaction).  The use of roles is very 

important in the ‘new’ type of CDM.  It utilizes roles as an 

integral part of the decision-making process.  The most 

important role is, as the title confirms, the facilitator.  The 

facilitator is there to ensure that the meeting is serving its 

purpose, that the problem is being solved.  While Kaner argues 

that “a strong facilitator role inhibits the full potential of a 

CDM session”, however, many times the problem is that the 

facilitator does not exercise authority and this, therefore, 

makes the session an eloquent example of organized chaos.  The 

Secretary and the Gentlemen-at-Arms are there to facilitate 

records and order respectively.  All the roles fulfill an 

overtly utilitarian purpose, to improve the organization and 

efficiency of a session and therefore produce a better outcome.   

The most emphasis, however, is undoubtedly on the 

participants.  The ‘new’ CDM places an emphasis on making sure 

the participants fully engage the process.  It is by engaging 

the process that participants will see the benefits of CDM and 

is more likely to come to a reasonable consensus.  This can be 
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seen especially in the beginning phases of the ‘new’ CDM. It is 

the people, along with the guidance of the facilitator, who 

actually define the problem or issue.  This process, along with 

the very art of finding a consensus, will inevitably find the 

bet solution to the problem. 

 Another aspect of the ‘new’ CDM is the use of quasi-

parliamentary rules.  In his book, Breaking Roberts Rules, 

Susskind argues that restricting and eventually eliminating the 

use of parliamentary procedure can achieve consensus faster and 

easier (Susskind, 2007).  This is a foundation principle in the 

already established formal CDM.  The problem with eliminating 

parliamentary procedure is that without strict established rules 

a meeting could turn to chaos at the drop of a hat.  The ‘new’ 

CDM recognizes this and uses parts of parliamentary procedure to 

ensure that all parties get a chance to voice their ideas and 

opinions (a cornerstone of CDM), to make sure that the meeting 

follows an agenda, and that in the end a decision is made.   

 To clarify to the reader, simply because this paper 

proposes a new type of CDM does not mean that the established 

formal CDM should be discarded and forgotten.  The two types of 

CDM are both valid ways of finding a consensus to solve a 

problem.  Although the paper argues that the older form is 

outdated, it does not mean that it cannot work in a modern 
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organization, indeed it still is used.  The ‘new’ CDM focuses on 

tangible formality, order, and procedure but still works toward 

the common goal of finding a solution vis-à-vis consensus.  

Those who practice CDM professionally still abide by the rules 

set forth in the established formal CDM because it will take 

time before a new kind of decision making matrix can be tested, 

codified, and practiced.   

 In conclusion, in most organizations, especially 

corporations, problem solving and subsequent decision-making is 

seen simply as another procedure that must be done.  No one in 

an organization really likes to tackle organizational or 

institutional problems because they feel that they are going to 

come up with something that is contradictory to what their 

superiors want.  While other decision making and problem solving 

matrices may promote confrontational and majoritarian decision-

making skills, CDM goes beyond that norm.  CDM takes into 

account everyone’s views, opinions, thoughts, and objections 

and, in a way, celebrates them.  It is through the voicing of 

opinions or suggestions that real, viable, and long lasting 

situations can come to fruition.  In coming up with solutions 

that take into account the participants thoughts and objections, 

the solution will be one that can be implemented easier and 

successfully because it has the backing of a large group of 
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diverse individuals.  Another fine point of CDM is that when and 

if a decision is reached using consensus by the group, then the 

group stands by that decision.  It is by reaching a consensus 

that everyone in the group has a stake in the success of the 

decision made.  It must be emphasized that consensus is not 

compromise, not everyone may agree 100% with some details of the 

solution but the decision made is the best one at that juncture 

in time.  In today’s modern organization problem solving and 

decision making are more complex than they were forty or fifty 

years ago and there needs to be a way to solve problems and make 

decisions that have a broad base of support from different 

segments of the organization.   
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