
TIPS FOR DISCUSSION LEADERS 
 

1.  Help create the right atmosphere 
a. Be relaxed and friendly, pleasant and informal.  Be tactful!!!  Show your interest 

by listening impartially to every opinion expressed.  Be sure the group 
understands they are to exchange ideas freely, that every opinion is solicited and 
welcomed. 

b.   Make sure everyone is comfortable, sitting in a circle or semi-circle and has been 
introduced.  Use name tags when necessary. 

 c.   See that the leaders (discussion, resource, recorder) are part of the group, not 
apart.  Make sure they can been seen and heard by everyone and vice versa. 

2.  Have a plan to get discussion started 
a.   Before beginning, repeating if necessary, make sure everyone is aware of the 

focus and scope of the discussion.  Clearly define the issues to be discussed and 
underline by indicating related areas that will not be taken up. 

b.   Start discussion off with a provocative, carefully prepared kickoff question which 
calls for opinions, not facts, and stems directly from the introduction and leads to 
the first area to be discussed.  Beware of questions that can be answered with a 
simple "yes" or "no". 

c.   Do not be afraid to wait a short time to allow the group to mobilize its thoughts.  
If there is no response after a reasonable length of time, rephrase the question, but 
do not use a different question.  Do not call on people directly unless you are 
quite sure they have background on the question and would be willing to speak. 

3.  Keep the discussion moving 
a.   Using the questions carefully prepared in the discussion outline, help the group to 

move from point to point.  Remember to ask, not answer the questions.  Refrain 
from injecting your own point of view into the discussion.  Be prepared to bring 
out a point of view that is not represented. 

b.   Be sensitive to the group.  Know your outline, but be flexible and don't insist on 
sticking slavishly to any plan.  Try to see that all points in the outline are covered 
at some time.  If the group disagrees, point it out.  Usually this is all that is needed 
to bring the group back to the subject. 

c.   If the members start repeating themselves, stop and recap in order to focus the 
discussion and crystallize thinking.  This will help the group to move on. 

d.   When agreement is reached in any area, or the reasons for conflicting opinions 
emerge, stop to summarize.  This will give the group a feeling of accomplishment. 

e.   If the group gets hopelessly bogged down on any point, ask resource leader to 
provide additional information which may help to clarify the issue, or help the 
group to distinguish facts from feelings.  If points of view cannot be reconciled, 
summarize both and move on. 

f.   Remember, the secret of keeping discussion moving is to recognize when the 
group is ready to move on.  Lingering too long will strangle discussion with 
boredom; moving ahead too fast will strangle discussion with frustration. 

4.  Be alert to problem situations 
a.   Over participants.  See that no one holds the floor too long or too often.  Refuse to 

be awed by the "dominant" person, the "expert."  Call for another opinion from 



the group or resource leader.  Help the "repeaters" by summarizing quickly the 
point they are making to the group.  They repeat to make sure their views have 
come across and this will reassure them.  Help the insecure "ramblers" to feel they 
have a place in the group.  Sometimes a small assignment will help.  Ask the 
"tangent" persons to relate their off-the-point comments to the discussion or throw 
out a question quickly to bring discussion back on the track.  If the "story tellers" 
go on long or off the subject, warmly suggest that the yarn be saved for after the 
meeting. 

b.   Shy ones.  Try to draw them out with a simple question when they indicate they 
are ready to contribute something--they will probably not speak up unless called 
on.  On the other hand, remember that it is not mandatory for each person to 
verbalize at every meeting.  If shy people feel more comfortable remaining silent, 
leave them alone.  A simple "I can see by Jane's nod that she agrees with us" will 
recognize her non-verbal participation. 

c.   Side conversations.  Can be handled by asking those conversing aside to share 
their thoughts with the group.  If there is a general restlessness, the group may 
either be bored, in which case you need to help the group move on, or frustrated, 
and need more information or clarification. 

d.   Missing facts.  If the group members do not have the answer to a question 
(including resource leader), don't let them worry about it.  Assign someone to 
bring it back to the next meeting.  

5.  End the meeting ON TIME! 
a.   Ask recorder to give a brief summary. 
b.   Make sure the group agrees with the summary.  Ask for a show of hands to ratify 

conclusions if there is any doubt. 
6.  Help prepare the written report 

a.   Together with the resource leader, units chair, and recorder, take a few minutes at 
the close of the meeting to expand on the results of the meeting; assess extent of 
participation; whether the group was stimulated and interested or bored; whether 
people felt competent and comfortable in speaking on the topic, or inadequate to 
participate. 

b.   Note number of attendees; number of active participants; any leading of the group 
by a particularly strong or vocal individual(s). 

 
 
 


