
 

 The Chair 
 
The consensus-building process is led by the Chair. Note that  
the Chair’s main role is “management” of the group. The Chair  
can be creative. For instance, the Chair can “lead” the group in 
processes to make it effective. The Chair, however, does not  
“lead” the group in the sense of pushing it towards any particular 
technical choices. 

The Chair as Manager 

The Chair manages time. The Chair ensures that everyone has a 
chance to provide input—in this way the Chair is also managing the 
process to ensure fairness and openness. The Chair ensures decisions 
are made based on consensus (which is usually some percentage of 
approval in a vote). 
 
The Chair should be aware of and use various management 
techniques to ensure an effective process. Such techniques might 
include:  

● Asking people to raise their hands and get permission from the 
Chair before speaking. This is used to control people who want 
to “hog the spotlight.” 

● Going around the group and asking people what they think on 
the issue. Call on quiet individuals specifically for their 
thoughts. 

● Ensuring that there is time for breaks and offline consensus-
building. 

The Chair as Leader 

As leader, the Chair introduces proactive measures to enable the 
group to reach consensus. The Chair must not attempt to “lead” the 
group in a particular direction or bias the discussion. However, the 
Chair can be creative in the process (after all, the Chair usually 
decides process), again with an eye on the goal of making the group 
effective. 
 
Do not try to achieve too much at one time. Break the discussion 
down into sections, and keep your focus on the point being discussed. 
If a discussion on a single point becomes unmanageable, try parking 
the issue and moving on to something else before coming back to it. 
Keep an eye on time, and don’t allow too much time to be spent on 
an individual topic. 
 



 

 
        
 

Take a break—suggest a five minute pause so people can stretch 
their legs. Informal discussions can often lead to compromise. 
 
A decision is made when there is consensus, which is defined as a 
motion passing with greater than or equal to 75% approval (multiply 
number of NO votes by three, if the number of YES votes is larger, 
the motion passes). A “straw poll,” which is an informal statement 
and count, can be taken if needed before this point, and can be used 
to lead the group towards making a decision. Before a vote or straw 
poll, state clearly what is being voted on so everyone understands 
what is happening. 
 
As it may be seen as trying to lead the group in a particular 
direction, oftentimes the Chair will choose not to exercise his or her 
right to take part in straw polls and motions. 
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