
CONSENSUS DECISION MAKING 

 

A basic principle of consensus is a commitment by all participants to the “good of the 

whole”. This means going beyond simple compromise and seeking solutions in unity with the 

deeper group wisdom. A mature willingness to release one’s attachments in order to balance the 

desires of the individual and the needs of the whole is vital in reaching authentic consensus. 

 

Come with an open mind and a willingness to listen deeply.  

Come with trust in the creative spirit and the group’s wisdom. 

Come with the attitude that how we decide is equally important as what we decide.  

 

“Consensus does take more time and energy than voting, but is ultimately more 

efficient because decisions made this way carry the inward consent of the persons involved, not 

merely their outward conformity. The final result of consensus is not a compromise of 

conflicting views, but a synthesis of the best thoughts of all. ”  Howard Brinton  

 

. It is not necessary for each group member to feel equally happy about a decision 

reached. It is important that the matter has been carefully and patiently considered and all views 

have been seriously weighed. If it appears that the group as a whole finds a resolution that seems 

best to them, it behooves a responsible member not to oppose it even if it is not precisely the 

form one might have preferred.   

 

The position of the loyal minority is a highly honored part of the consensus process. 

This occurs when one does not agree with a resolution, and, without coercion, stands aside and 

places the good of the whole above one’s personal desires.  

 

Standing in the way is a very serious stance.  Speaking one’s truth in this way is 

appropriate when one deeply believes a course of action is detrimental. Experience has shown 

that this member is often in touch with something important to the welfare of the whole that no 

one else has as yet discerned.   This position needs to be respected and used with great care.  

 

Steps to reaching consensus.  

1. State the question or proposal with appropriate background information  

2. Ask for clarifying questions or comments  

3. Call for a quick thumb-o-meter to get a sense of the group 

4. Those with thumbs sideways or down speak their questions and/or concerns 

5. Invite input from others – be sure everyone has an opportunity to speak 

6. Ask for a few moments of silence followed by call for consensus via thumb-o-meter  

7. If consensus not reached, go around the circle asking each person to speak or pass 

and have another chance to speak at the end. Participants do not comment upon or 

critique one another’s statements. 

8. Ask for a few moments of silence followed by call for consensus via thumb-o-meter  

9. Repeat rounds as necessary until there are no thumbs sideways or down.  
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The thumb-o-meter is a quick way to indicate the “sense of the group” and see how 

close they are to consensus.  

Thumbs up: I approve and support the proposal 

Thumbs sideways: I have additional questions before making a decision  

No thumbs- abstention: I abstain and stand aside. It does not matter to me.  

No thumbs – loyal minority: I have reservations about the proposal, but will stand aside 

and not block the decision.  

Thumbs down: I am unable to support this proposal and I stand in the way.  This is not 

done lightly and seldom would be the choice on the first call for consensus.  


