Debriefing by Numbers
by Roger Greenaway

What is the best sized group for debriefing? 1? 2? 3? 6? 10? 16? 20? 24? 30? 100? This article looks at the problems and possibilities of debriefing with different group sizes—from 1 to 100.

Big Is Small 

“Working in large groups” seems to describe situations in which people are working in small groups with lots of people nearby who are also working in small groups. Why is it that the larger the debriefing group, the greater the chances that people will end up in the smallest of groups—debriefing in pairs, or even on their own?

Debriefing For One 

The presence of others can support individual learning in many ways, but it is also good to provide individuals with some personal time and space to reflect—away from the distractions of others. However, being alone is no guarantee of high quality reflection: when alone, attention can wander or people get stuck in a rut as they keep going through the same patterns of thought or visiting the same dead ends. But find the right setting or technique for individual reflection and you can help people see with fresh eyes, or lead them to “aha” moments, or help them break out of “same-old” thinking. Here are just a few options for “debriefing for one”:

· Unstructured reflective writing: using log books, diaries, journals, notebooks. 

· Structured reflective writing: responding to a questionnaire or to a standard template of questions or headings following a particular sequence. 

· Graphic reflection techniques: creating diagrams, charts, graphs, maps, patterns, drawings, collages or photos to capture reflections. 

· Scavenger hunt: searching for symbolic objects that answer reflective questions. 

· Solo: time alone without distractions and space to think, or to read feedback notes from other group members, or as a challenge in itself—to live alone and close to nature with time to reflect. 

· Guided reflection: listening to a monologue that includes pauses for thought. 

· Silence: context is all important, but well timed silences in suitable settings can result in deep reflection. 

· Reflection time following a stimulating story, performance or experience. 

· Thinking time before making a reflective statement about recent events. 

· Preparation time before making a presentation about personal learning to the group. 

Some of the above individual debriefing techniques can work surprisingly well, but often the best way to make a breakthrough is talking with another person…

Debriefing For Two: Roles For Debriefing In Pairs 

Talking things through with another person can be more dynamic and productive than being left with your own thoughts. Sometimes the other person is just a listener, but there are many other useful roles the other person can adopt—such as a sounding board, a summarizer, a buddy, a coach, or even a devil's advocate. There is no guarantee that the other person will be good at assisting the process of reflection. The other person may be too intrusive or challenging, or may stumble into “no go” areas, or offer insensitive advice. There is always the risk that the other person (even a skilled facilitator) will spoil, distort or disrupt the process of reflection. The risk of ending up with an “unhelpful” listener can be reduced by providing clear briefings and by providing an easy way for the “speaker” to change the rules or opt out if they find the process is not working well.

Here are a few helpful roles that the “other person” can play when debriefing in pairs:

· Listener: just listens—giving the “reflector” the opportunity to think aloud. 

· Sounding board: listens and responds to any questions the reflector may ask. 

· Summarizer: repeats key phrases, summarizes, asks for clarification. 

· Buddy: notices, empathizes, supports, and possibly advises. 

· Coach: agrees with objectives, provides feedback, and asks questions that assist reflection. 

· Interviewer (with a script): asks set questions or follows a certain debrief sequence. 

· Child: just keeps asking “why?” The reflector can stop the process at any point. 

· Devil's advocate: tests and challenges what the reflector says. This needs careful briefing to ensure that the challenges are provided and perceived as being part of a helpful process. 

Debriefing For Two: Walking And Talking 

Something that goes particularly well with paired debriefs is “walking and talking”—especially if you have a suitable outdoor location. “Walking and Talking” can be combined with any of the above roles. A classic problem in paired debriefs is that one person dominates and the time is not well shared. One solution is to divide the total time into two halves by having a clear “swap over point” at half way (see “Out and Back”). Another solution is to have a turn-taking system in which there is frequent swapping of roles (see “Chat Cards”). These and other variations of “walking and talking” are described next:

· Out and back: This strategy helps to ensure that the time is divided equally between each person. Pairs walk out to an agreed point, swap roles and walk back in their new roles. (See previous section for ideas about “roles”.) Ideally, each pair heads for a different point to avoid distractions from other pairs. 

· Chat cards: Each card has a reflective question. Each person takes it in turns to answer as they walk. One question per card helps people to focus on one question at a time. Just one good question may be enough for some pairs, but other pairs may need a plentiful supply of questions to keep a reflective conversation going. It is better to have too many questions than too few. 

· Scavenger hunt: Pairs work together to collect symbolic objects that answer reflective questions. 

· Walking round the active debriefing cycle: As pairs walk through each stage of the cycle, they focus their reflective conversation on the stage they are walking through. In practice this takes two or three minutes in each stage, so you either need a huge cycle or people simply stop and talk until they are ready to move on to the next stage. 

Debriefing For Two: Changing Partners 

Another style of paired debrief is where people have a series of brief meetings with different partners. The speed of this process means that people do not get stuck in partnerships that are not working. There may not be very deep reflection during brief meetings, but a quick succession of paired reflective conversations can quickly add up to a lot of reflection from various angles in a short space of time. Your choice of methods will partly depend on how important it is that everyone meets everyone else.

· Milling about (for one-to-one feedback): Find a partner, give each other one positive statement about their contribution to the team exercise, find a new partner and repeat, etc. 

· Brief encounters (questions and partners keep changing): Each person starts with a unique question on a card and finds a partner. Each person answers their partner's question. They swap cards and each finds a new partner. 

· Surveys (small groups specialize in one question): Subgroups scatter throughout the whole group conducting brief one-to-one interviews on the topic in which they are specializing. Subgroups meet together again to collate the answers and report back their findings to the whole group. 

· Mad hatter's tea party: Two lines face each other. People talk with the person standing opposite. At a given signal, everyone moves one to the left and starts talking with their new partner. The facilitator announces a fresh question at each move. If the group is too big to complete a full cycle, set up a suitable number of smaller groups. 

· Concentric circles: This is much the same idea as the Mad Hatter's Tea Party, but is a little easier to set up and manage. This structure does not allow participants to have conversations with people in their own circle, but it does provide an effective way of meeting and learning one-to-one with everyone in another group. 

· Matrix meetings: Each individual has a list of everyone's names. They place a mark beside the name of anyone they work with on a paired debriefing exercise of (say) five minutes or more. From time to time they also enter this information on a single group matrix that builds up a picture of who has worked with whom. A number or letter code can be used to give basic information about who took which role during the exercise (e.g. L=learner, F=facilitator, S= shared). If the target is to complete the matrix, remember to provide enough opportunities for paired debriefing for this to be achievable. 

Not all pairings work well—one person can dominate, trust may be low, pairs may decide to take easy options, or just go through the motions or may even opt out. Group facilitators may try to avoid the risks of paired debriefs not working well by keeping everyone together under their own watchful eye for whole group reflection. But whole group reflection has its own risks and disadvantages (such as lack of personal space, less personal attention and less airtime for each individual). The challenge is to find the right mix (and sequence) of different group sizes (including reflective time alone) so that there is a good balance between these different “social settings” for reflection.

Linking The Flow And Energy Of Debriefing 

Running debriefs in any size of event means that the facilitator will need a varied toolkit of debriefing tasks and activities that small groups of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 or 6 people can carry out independently.

The outcomes from these small group debriefing sessions will often be shared in the larger facilitated group, but sometimes the process will end in the smaller group. For example when the whole group experience leads stage by stage to individuals setting personal goals, it is not always necessary or appropriate for these individual goals to be shared in the whole group.

On the other hand, when the final part of the debriefing process takes place in the whole group it tends to be more honest, insightful and significant if it is the result of high quality small group reflection rather than being the spontaneous ramblings of dominant individuals in the large group. Almost by definition, the first to talk are not likely to be reflecting much before they speak and are therefore unlikely to be setting the right tone for a reflective discussion. This is why preparatory work (alone or in smaller groups) can add so much to the overall quality of debriefing.

Wise facilitators appreciate the value of working in a variety of different group sizes, so they will often split a facilitated group into smaller unfacilitated units. The challenge is to link these processes together in ways that produce a bubbling flow of energy and questions and discoveries as learners move to and fro between the central arena of facilitated group debriefing and the intensive involvement of debriefing in smaller groups.

Further Reference: 

(Thiagi's note: Roger uses the word “reviewing” to refer to “debriefing”.)

Reviewing by Numbers (a longer 6-page version dealing with other group sizes): http://reviewing.co.uk/articles/reviewing-by-numbers.htm 

The Active Reviewing Guide: http://reviewing.co.uk 

Reviewing with Large Groups: http://reviewing.co.uk/toolkit/large_groups.htm 

Reviewing to Scale: http://reviewing.co.uk/archives/art/6_2.htm 

The Art of Reviewing: http://reviewing.co.uk/articles/the.art.of.reviewing.htm 
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