 Step-Back Consultation

In the last few years, Dr. Robert Kegan, from the Harvard Macy Institute for Physician Educators, has pioneered a new model of group consultation called “step-back consultation.”  We will introduce this method to you tonight and apply it in consultation groups.  Each of our five consultation groups will be made up of three project group triads and mentors/facilitators.

This is how it works.

In the initial presentation, a Scholar (student or faculty) speaks to the consultation group for about 10 minutes, giving enough information about his/her triad’s project so that the other triad and mentor can discuss the challenges during the following 30-40 minutes.  During these 30 minutes, the presentation triad “steps back” from the group and LISTENS only.  During the final 5-10 minutes, the presenter/triad might reflect on what has occurred in the discussion.

What’s the idea of having the presenter talk so little?

In Bob Kegan’s words, “the more the presenter talks the more she will shape the discourse in the room to resemble the way she is already thinking.  New ideas don’t get in.  Since the goal of the consultation is for new ideas to get in, presenters need to be warned that, perhaps, surprisingly, the role of silent listener is actually a very difficult one.

“Those presenting their projects will inevitably feel that those responding ‘don’t really understand,’ ‘need more details,’ ‘would not be saying these ridiculous things if they only understood my context better,’ etc.  Scholars should remember that feelings reflect how difficult it is for new ideas to work their way into their mindset.

“What the others in the group need to be clear about is that when they talk they are to take the position for 30 minutes or so that this is THEIR project.  Collectively they are to work on shaping it up.  The presenting Scholars should feel that they have “given over” their project (for better or worse) to this group which is now stuck with thinking about how to advance it.”

It sounds easy.  Are there hazards?  Watch out for these.

· Exclusive 1:1 dialogue between one scholar and a group leader or other scholar

· Scholars who use their presentation time to flex their articulateness, letting their listening get flabby

· Passive listening by one or more scholars, while others carry the discussion

· The irrepressible presenter who can’t resist the pull to “help out” instead of stepping back and listening.
The Method:
Three project groups will go to an assigned location with a group mentor/facilitator.  Your project group will have 10 minutes or less to summarize your project and present a few questions/issues you would like help with.  This is a low tech presentation (no power points!).  If you want to bring a simple handout, that's fine, but not necessary.  

The rest of the group will then have 5 minutes to ask questions to clarify points about the project.

Your project group then physically "steps back" from the rest of the group.  Move your chairs so you are clearly outside the circle.  You are now observers.  Your job is to remain silent and observe actively.  Take notes of ideas and of your reactions to them.  This will be a much harder job than you might imagine.

For about 30-40 minutes the rest of the group takes over ownership of your project.  They will be instructed to speak about the project in the 1st person and not direct comments to you.  For a brief time the project is theirs.  What  are they going to do?  How will they prioritize?  What obstacles do they see?  How will they overcome them?  How would they re-conceive the project?  How can they get it to move along?

After about 40 minutes, the facilitator will ask the group to stop.  Now you are brought back into the conversation for the last 5-10 minutes.  We'll ask you to comment on what it was like to sit back and let others temporarily take on your project.  What did it lead you to think about and what did you learn?

Each of the 3 project groups will have an opportunity to have a step back consultation on its project.

The Results:
You've been thinking about and working on your project for awhile.  It seems almost ridiculous that anyone could understand your project after 10-15 minutes of explanation.  You're right and that's the whole idea.  You (any of us with projects) are deeply invested in your ideas and can no longer see the project as an outsider. Suggestions from others are often answered by us with comments such as, "I tried that but..."  We tend to "push back" suggestions and sometimes interesting ideas simply can't get out there.  

The group will be quite uninhibited!  They know only a skeleton about the project.  But the 50,000 foot view can be quite revealing.  My own  project took a big change after I presented it in a step-back.  I realized that I had left out a step that seemed obvious to me but not to my step-back group.

The goal is for you to get a few ideas out of the many that will emerge that you think will be worth some further consideration.  


