
Facilitator Musings: The Inner Frontier 
 

    By Dick Axelrod 

Good clients push you.  They bring out the best in 
you.  They make you think.  Most of all, they don’t let 
you get away with what you’ve done before.  So pick 
them wisely. 

 
How you show up counts.   When I’m in the 
room with a client, I’m naked.  Not literally, of 
course.  I’m there without books, without the 
internet, without a lifeline.  It’s just me and the 
client.  It doesn’t matter whether the client is 
one person, a group, or even a system.   
     Tools and techniques do not assure great-
ness.  Ultimately, tools and techniques do not 
care how they are used.  The differentiator is 
you.  How you show up makes a difference.  
Do you show up with a solution in mind or do 
you show up wanting to support the solution 
that is about to form? 
     I was facilitating a large group session when 

one of our biggest supporters stood up in the middle 
of the session and said, “I’m really feeling manipulated 
by this process.”  The group went silent.   

      I was so shocked he said this; I didn’t know 
what to do.  I mumbled a few words and moved on 
to the next activity.  During the break, my friend 
came up to me and said, “I took a big risk out 
there; I was voicing what other people were feeling.  
You abandoned me.”   
Had I had my wits about me when this issue came 

up, I would have asked, “Who else feels this way?”  We 
would have gone on to discuss how people were feel-
ing manipulated by the process, and we could have 
addressed the issue immediately so they were not feel-
ing manipulated.  The choices we make as facilitators 
matter.  I learned. 

You have to know who you are and what makes 
you tick.  This is a lifelong process.  I feel I keep deal-
ing with the same issues over and over again.  Some-
times I deal with them at deeper levels of understand-
ing, sometimes not. 

                                     
                               Continued on next page   

In 1971, I was a young manager participating in a 
team-building session facilitated by an external consult-
ant named Bill Fillmore.  I remember watching him 
standing at the flip chart and saying to myself, “How 
hard can that be?  You stand at a flip chart and write 
down a few words now and then.  I 
can do that.” 

I was in a fast-track management 
development program.  I needed a 
staff job to support my fledgling ca-
reer.  Not knowing I was making a 
choice that would shape my career,  
(It’s often that way with life-changing 
decisions.) I applied for an internal 
consulting job in our company’s 
newly formed internal consulting 
unit. 

Well, it turns out there’s more to 
facilitating than writing down a few 
words, as we’ve all learned.  Some people say I’m a 
good facilitator, and call my work magic.  Some don’t.  
I’m never as good or as bad as people say I am. 

After 37 years of facilitating since that fateful day, I 
want to share with 
you some things that 
are important to me.  
They are not the 
truth with a capital T, 
but they are useful to 
me, and perhaps to you.  In no particular order, then… 

 

You are only as good as your client.  Good clients 
are partners.  They see the best in you and take your 
work to places you never thought it could go.  Hank 
Queen, former VP of Engineering at Boeing, was such 
a person.  He saw the possibilities in what I had to of-
fer, and together we helped transform his organization. 

Hank would often begin meetings by saying, “Dick, 
I’ve been thinking about…”, and we would be off to 
the races.  Actually, it was me who was racing, trying to 
keep up with what Hank thought we could do. 
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 “...one of  our biggest supporters 
stood up and said, ‘I’m feeling 
manipulated by this process.’” 



 

Facilitator Musings, continued 

Continued from previous page 
 
If you have issues with authority, then you need to 

know what part of group issues is your stuff and what 
is theirs.  I root for the underdog.  I have empathy for 
the wounded, for those struggling to make a difference.  
When I’m working to make sure every voice is heard, 
what part of that is my issue?  Do I work equally as 
hard to make sure leadership’s voice is heard? 

 

Keep the end it mind.  
Bypass surgery taught 
me how difficult it can 
be to change even when 
your life depends on it.  
Following my surgery, I realized if I didn’t want my 
chest cracked open again, then I had to get serious 
about exercise, diet, and managing the stress in my life.  
But there are days when I don’t want to exercise, when 
I don’t want to watch what I eat, when it’s too much 
trouble to do the things I know will reduce stress. 

This doesn’t mean I want my chest cracked open 
again.  It just means it’s too difficult to do that particu-
lar day.  What I’ve learned is that even when you want 
to change, sometimes you work against yourself.  
When this happens with a client, it doesn’t mean my 
client isn’t committed to the change.  It just means they 
have had a momentary relapse, and my job is to sup-
port them as they get back on track. 

I’m incredibly optimistic.  It’s probably why I’m a 
Chicago Cubs fan.  What else can explain that?  The 
Cubs haven’t been to the World Series in one hundred 
years.  But every year, I hope this is the year they make 
it. 

 

Listen deeply.  Listening builds trust.  Other than 
that, it’s not important.  If you don’t care about build-
ing trust with your clients, you can skip this section.   

It’s easy to go through the motions of listening and 
not really be present at all . I know how to act as if I’m 
listening intently when I’m only half there, and I know 
it doesn’t work. 

I try to stand in the other person’s shoes and see 
the world through their eyes.  There is an imaginary 
line between me and the other.  I cross the line and 
stand beside them.  What does the world look like 
from the other side of the line?  What are they think-
ing?  What do they want?  What are they feeling?  

These are all questions I try to answer.  I pretend I’m a 
researcher and these are my research questions. 

When I do this really well, insights emerge and op-
portunities open up.  When I don’t do it well, what I 
see reinforces my previously held beliefs.   

Now of course, if all you do is listen, it’s not 
enough.  But when your speaking comes from a place 

of listening and understanding the 
other, your words will be heard.   
 

Let go of the outcomes.  Of course I 
want my clients to succeed.  And the 
best way I can help them succeed is to 

not be invested in their success.  That doesn’t mean I 
abdicate my responsibility for doing my very best.  I 
can confront, empathize, support, and coach, but in the 
end it’s the choices they make that determine the out-
come. 

This is a difficult lesson.  At least it was for me.  
You may want the client to make other choices, to go 
in a different direction.  But when they stand at the 
crossroads, they must choose the path.  My job is to 
support them. 

I offer my opinions, share my experience, and pro-
vide options.  Ultimately, it’s the client’s choice.  My 
value is in what I offer up, not in how many of my 
ideas they implement.  I try to make my clients think. 

Sometimes I choose to make clients think by tak-
ing the contrarian point of view.  I speak for those who 
aren’t in the room.  I don’t simply accept the first re-
sponse, but rather probe for deeper meaning.  I might 
ask a client what is open for discussion when we in-
volve the larger system in our work.  The client re-
sponds, “Everything.”  Then I ask, “What if people 
want to change the reward system, or what if they want 
to go in a direction that is different than the one you 
are proposing?”  The client stops and hesitates.  Now 
they are not sure everything is on the table.  If I’ve 
made them think, consider options, other viewpoints 
and consequences, then I’ve done my job. 

 

If you can avoid it, never work alone.  Some-
times I worry about the reaction when I say, “We will 
need two people to facilitate this meeting.”  After all, I 
could probably do it myself.  But it wouldn’t be as 
good. 

 

                                   Continued on next page   
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 “...when they stand at the crossroads, 
they must choose the path.” 



Facilitator Musings, continued 

Continued from previous page 
 
 I know working with someone else is not without 

its problems.  Co-facilitators must contend with differ-
ent styles, a different sense of pace.  Different facilita-
tors emphasize different things.  They view the world 
differently. 

And that is just the point.  Two people provide 
diversity and richness.  They 
see things the other person 
doesn’t see.  They relate to 
the group differently.  All of 
this adds value. 

Two heads really are 
better than one.  When you are trying to sort out what 
is happening, another set of eyes and ears is priceless. 

I like working with people who are different from 
me.  The client doesn’t need a clone.  Variety brings 
about adaptation and learning as you incorporate dif-
fering perspectives.  It’s hard work.  It’s much easier to 
work with someone who agrees with you.  And it’s not 
as much fun.  The key is to be different enough to be 
creative, but not so different that you get in each 
other’s hair. 

Work with someone you really respect.  Respect 
shows, and so does lack of respect, no matter how 
much you think you are hiding your true feelings.  Cli-
ents sense this, and it takes focus away from their own 
work. 

Clients often make comparisons between facilita-
tors.  If the client likes you and doesn’t like your part-
ner, don’t be seduced.  See these comparisons for what 
they are – attempts to divide and conquer. 

I do a lot of co-facilitating with my wife, Emily, 
which brings its own special set of challenges.  The one 
thing we know is that we are not going to let the other 
fail.  It is not in our interest to look good at the other’s 
expense.   

 

Find the humor in the situation.  Poke fun at 
yourself; never make fun of your client.  Funny situa-
tions happen all the time, and they can be a bonding 
experience. 

I was having dinner with Neil after a difficult day, 
in the midst of an even more difficult consultation.  We 
were really engrossed in figuring out what to do the 

next day.  I looked down at my pasta bowl and saw this 
hand clutched around a bread roll, moving toward the 
red sauce at the bottom of my pasta bowl.  Neil swirled 
the roll around my bowl, sopping up the remaining 
sauce.  When there was none left, he deftly moved the 
roll to his mouth.  I stared down at my gleaming bowl.  

The sauce was gone without a trace.  You’ve 
really bonded with a person when you’ve 
sopped bread with them. 
      Ever gone dumpster diving?  You have-
n’t lived ‘til you’ve dived head first, past cof-
fee cups, through layers of last night’s tira-

misu, while looking for last night’s flip charts.  And 
when you surface with your coffee-stained, chocolate-
smeared flip charts in hand, you know you’ve given it 
your all for your client. 

My colleague Nancy is short, so short that in a 
large group, it can be difficult to see her if you are sit-
ting at the back of the room.  We were co-facilitating a 
large group session when someone called out, “Nancy, 
we can’t see you.”   

She took action.  She found a long stick, and cre-
ated a colorful pennant using construction paper and 
decorated it with sparkles, stars, and dots.  She carefully 
lowered the stick into the back of her skirt and began 
to walk back and forth in front of the room.  Sitting in 
the back of the room, I still couldn’t see Nancy, but I 
could see this pennant moving back and forth with this 
disembodied voice and a thick New York accent say-
ing, “Here I am.  Can you see me now?” 

It helps me now and then to step back and con-
sider what I’ve learned in my work.  I’d love it if you’d 
join the conversation.  You can reach me at 
Dick@AxelrodGroup com.  

 
    Dick Axelrod is a co-founder of The Axelrod Group, Inc.  
He is the author of Terms of Engagement: Changing the 
Way We Change Organizations and a co-author of You 
Don’t Have to Do It Alone: How to Involve Others to 
Get Things Done.  His latest  e-book is How to Get Peo-
ple to Care about What You Find Important.  Visit 
www.everydayengagement.com, www.AxelrodGroup.com, or email 
Dick@AxelrodGroup.com. 
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 “It’s much easier working with 
someone who agrees with you.  
And it’s not as much fun.”  
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