The Collaborative Problem Solving Process

Purpose:

The purpose of this activity is to learn a collaborative problem solving process.
Materials:
Chart paper or overhead projector and transparencies, markers

Facilitator Tips:

· The facilitator does not share information or engage in the content of the problem.

· The facilitator simply guides the process and insists on constructive communication.

· Trust the process. If you follow the process, using each step to do the work it is designed to do, the process will lead the group to a successful resolution of the problem.

· Be sure to choose a problem that at least half the staff cares about.

· Be sure to choose a problem you want staff members to solve and one for which you can live with any solution they choose.

· Don’t force a solution. If you run out of time, stop and come back when you have time to finish.

Procedure:


Identify a problem that affects at least half the staff in the building. It needs to be a problem you are willing to let staff solve any way to which they can agree. (If you don’t have an appropriate problem to solve, use a hypothetical problem so that staff can learn the method.)


Set the structure. Tell staff that you are going to introduce a collaborative problem solving method. Explain that there are six steps that need to be followed in order. Describe the process step by step. Tell staff how much time will be spent on the activity. Explain the ground rules:

      •
No interrupting.

•
Talk about yourself not about others.

•
No side conversations.

•
What is said in the room stays in the room.

•
Be honest.

•
Seek first to understand.

•
Listen deeply to others.

•
Work toward agreement.


Gather information. Ask staff members to share any information they have about the problem. The key to sharing useful information is to talk about you not about others. The facilitator writes the key ideas on a flip chart for everyone to see.


Clarify the problem. Ask staff, “If you had to name this problem, what would you name it?” The purpose of this step is to clarify issues and interests. (The issues are the tangible things at stake and the interests are why the issues matter to people.) This step helps the staff define the problem on which they are working.


Set an agenda. Make a list of all the things that will have to be talked about in order to solve the problem.


Negotiate. Taking one agenda item at a time, ask staff to brainstorm possible solutions. This step can also be conducted as an open discussion as long as the staff members follow the ground rules and the discussion is clearly focused on understanding and resolution. (An open discussion is much harder to facilitate than a brainstorming session.)


Reach agreements. As the group negotiates, agreements will emerge. The facilitator is responsible for identifying areas of agreement, writing down agreements and moving the group toward agreement based on common interests and mutual gains.


End with a debriefing. Because this is a learning experience, it is important to ask the staff what they learned from this process about themselves. When using this process in the future, this step is action. The group will act on its agreements and then come back together in a couple of weeks to share how the agreement has been working. This follow-up step offers an opportunity to fine tune the agreement.

