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Introduction

Organizations today are faced with unparalleled challenges arising out of a global environment of rapid change. Not the least of these problems is in creating and facilitating the work of project teams, when these teams must be highly distributed – must, that is, be made up of people whom it is difficult to bring together face-to-face. 

This paper discusses the challenges and opportunities posed in facilitating the work of such distributed teams. In particular, it discusses techniques for success in working with teams on the Web. 

Not only do we find that technology-enabled facilitation is possible, but we also find that such techniques dramatically expand facilitation capabilities and improve team learning and team  success. Even co-located teams can profit from employing techniques of online teamwork.

Requirements for Facilitating Distributed Teamwork

Teams must now be productive in less and less time amid growing complexities, not the least of which is geography. The challenge of working with geographically dispersed terms leads to creative thinking about ways to broaden the repertoire of strategies and methods available to facilitators. We have learned that where face-to-face strategies fall short, different-place strategies – powered by the technologies of the Web – soar.

The integration of technology with facilitation has dramatically expanded our facilitation capabilities and improved our success with team learning. Indeed, the more we use technology, the more it becomes a transparent and necessary tool, like a flipchart easel, to generate team and organizational learning. We now see asynchronous environments as integral to achieving high performance, and we now include the full range of such technologies to support teams and their interactions. Even when teams are co-located, we now supplement face-to-face meetings with individual reflection time and asynchronous Web-enabled input on a topic. These opportunities significantly improve a team’s ability to think collectively and insightfully during face-to-face dialogue.

Pushing The Boundaries

Facilitating online environments requires development of rigorous, explicit communication habits. Bringing increased new precision into face-to-face dialogue sessions leads to a leap in facilitator effectiveness. We have coined the term boundaryless facilitation to describe our use of the full range of technology tools available for a group’s needs. Table 1 compares the current frame of facilitation with the new boundaryless frame.

Table 1. Moving To Boundaryless Facilitation

Current Frame of Facilitation
Boundaryless Facilitation

Intimacy and learning am facilitated most effectively through quantity of face-to-face time.
Intimacy and learning can be created and enhanced through multiple channels.

Face-to-face is the best tool, and anything else is a compromise.
Multiple tools are most responsive to the range of individual styles and aptitudes for interacting and learning.

Client reluctance to bring people together face-to-face is a form of resistance. Facilitators respond BV pressing for face-to-face.
Client reluctance to bring people together fic@to4ace mV be based on legitimate constraints. Facilitators respond with multiple strategies to meet their needs.

Facilitation is done only in fixed time and space (an event or series of events). Orientation to people and use of technology am mutually exclusive,
Facilitation is an ongoing, boundaryless process. Technology provides many tools to achieve people-oriented results.

When goals aren’t reached using technology, blame the technology.
When goals aren’t reached using technology, evaluate our design and facilitation, not just the technical tools.

Learning to facilitate with computers is about learning the computer technology
Learning to facilitate with computers is about learning boundaryless facilitation,







We now design team meetings and interactions on two levels. First, we consider the full range of technology and how we might combine different modes to most effectively support the group, the work they need to do, and the establishment of group learning mechanisms. Then, as we use different modes with a group, we identify how the specific qualities of those environments will influence group learning so that our design and facilitation strategies are effective (See table 2).

Table 2. Group Modes

Same Time/Same Place The traditional face-to-face group meeting environment Advantages: participants’ familiarity with meeting process; ability to maximize breaks and informal times; opportunity to use multiple senses (visual, auditory etc.) at the same time

Same Time/Same Place with Technology Participants in a face-to-face meeting use linked computers to input data to a variety of software applications. Examples: decision-making support software, electronic white board Advantages: opportunity for anonymous input; speed and quantity of input; opportunity for immediate summarization, analysis, and documentation during the meeting.

Same Time/Different Place Participants join scheduled synchronous meetings from any place equipped with necessary access devices. Examples: video/audio teleconferencing, phone bridge, online chat Advantages: real-time dialog regardiess of location.

Different Time/Different Place Participants communicate asynchronously at any time from any place in password-protected environments accessible to their team, Examples: web conferencing, bulletin boards, voice mail, e-mail Advantages: sustained connections and conversations over time; shared, built-in archival capability, ability to engage at one’s own pace.

Below are examples of design considerations we keep in mind as we use boundaryless facilitation to address four basic group tasks

· build relationships

· generate divergence

· achieve convergence

· sustain action.

Also listed are helpful tips on using different technologies to support the major group tasks.

Building Relationships

Developing and sustaining the ability to be constructive and productive

Design Considerations

1. Provide ways to continue building relationships regardless of geographic location, both beyond and between face-to-face meetings.

2. Ensure that the group gets to know each individual and that each individual has a voice regardless of physical location, group size, and history.

3. Determine how to develop a shared image of the whole group.

Tips

Decision support software, when used anonymously, allows you to ask pointed questions earlier in the group’s life (“What is the one issue or question uppermost in your mind that you hope to have answered here today?” “What are the undiscussables you wish this group could talk about?”)

It can be fun to feature the reality that people are geographically dispersed. If the members are in different time zones, they can say something about what part of the day it is for them - “I’m having breakfast and getting ready to start my day” - or what season it is - “We’re having a lovely fall day here.”

Web-based interactions can also help members get to know each other through shared pictures, audio clips, and links to resumes, bios, and personal web pages. Members can review these materials easily at any time to get a more personal picture of others in the group.

Generating Divergence

Eliciting everyone’s thinking and ideas

Design Considerations

1. Ensure that anyone whose ideas are needed can contribute them regardless of location. 

2. Make sure everyone can put his or her best ideas forward regard less of political and power dynamics. 

3. Given what you will do with the ideas next, determine how to make sure the ideas are most useful.

Tips

If interaction styles and power dynamics in face-to-face meetings are likely to be a problem, decision-support software allows anonymous input and an opportunity to think before contributing.

Decision-support software provides a vehicle for each individual to express a view while creating a sense of the whole in a short period. More time can then be spent in dialogue, thinking and learning together.

With asynchronous environments, individuals can ask each other questions and provide clarification throughout a brainstorming process. The result is often a more thorough discussion and consensus-generating process.

Achieving Convergence 

Distilling and summarizing the ideas and information generated to determine what is important and what direction to pursue

Design Considerations

1. Provide multiple rounds of discussion to test commitment and quality of decisions. 

2. Don’t want to be so schedule-driven that false commitment is generated

3. Ensure that everyone feels she has contributed to the end results regardless of group size - that everyone’s fingerprints are on the final product.

It is also important to determine how emotion, relationships, and power influence the group when making choices; and how much rigor the group typically applies to its decision-making process versus what will be required by the project at hand.

Tips 

The great advantage of using decision-support software is the speed with which you can tap the collective thinking of the group regarding priorities and readiness to commit. You can then spend more time testing the implications and potential unintended con- sequences of specific directions and the quality of the team’s alignment.

When using technology, be careful not to confuse the speed and clarity of the group’s ranking process with an assumption that it has made a decision or that a consensus to take action has emerged. To ensure against a false sense of shared understanding and agreement, ask questions such as “What surprises you or concerns you about the group’s prioritization?” or “What would we gain and what would we miss if we moved in this direction?”

Sustaining Effective Action

Implementing the decisions made and ensuring performance and learning over time

Design Considerations

1. Examine what past forces have prevented or helped sustain action and follow-up. 

2. Remove typical barriers to follow-up, learning, and reflection. 

3. Ensure that the group uses decision-tracking mechanisms, performance measures, and enforcement mechanisms.

Tips

Many people believe that face-to-face meetings are for “real work” and decision making and that check-ins and updates should happen via other modes. 

Check commitment at the end of a session when participants are asked for reflection and comment. Ask questions like “What behaviors or actions might we exhibit that could inadvertently take us away from the path we have agreed to?” or “What do we have to agree to do or pay attention to in order to further our commitment to our agreed-upon direction?”

The large amount of documentation generated by decision-support software and asynchronous modes can lead groups to believe falsely that every issue has been covered. Make sure groups are aware that the high volume and quality of documentation may not mean they are “done.” To give remaining “undiscussables” a chance to emerge, ask, “What remains unsaid or incomplete?” or “What undiscussables could block our progress and learning at this point?”

Use same-time modes to create target deadlines to help keep a group moving: “We’ll expect a report from each subgroup during our call next Friday.”

Conclusion

Boundaryless facilitation is a stimulating and evocative environment for organizational learning. We now know that we can achieve more with its multiple modes than we ever could with face-to-face techniques on their own. Our hope is that the framework and tips presented in this article might spur our readers to experiment with this approach and thereby contribute to a move toward a boundaryless approach to facilitating team learning. 

