Session 1: Understanding the Facilitator’s Role in Agroforestry (09:30-10:45)
Objective

Introduce what facilitation means in an agroforestry context and clarify the role of an extension advisor as a
facilitator. By the end of this session, participants should understand how facilitation differs from lecturing or
directing, and why a facilitator’s neutrality and process guidance are key to group success. They will also learn
core principles of good facilitation (such as active listening and empathy) through discussion and a brief practice
exercise.

Content Overview

Begin with a short presentation (15 minutes) or interactive talk defining facilitation. Highlight that “to facilitate”
means to make something easier - in our case, to ease the process by which a group communicates and makes
decisions. Contrast facilitation vs. teaching/advisory styles: whereas a traditional extension agent might deliver
technical information top-down, a facilitator guides the group’s own discussion and learning. Create a simple
comparison on a flipchart: for example-

Facilitator - asks guiding questions, listens, synthesizes;
Teqcher/Expert - provides answers, talks more, directs the conversation.
Many advisors slip into “teacher” mode by habit, so it's important to raise awareness of this difference.

Next, discuss why facilitation matters specifically in agroforestry: agroforestry projects often involve knowledge
exchange among stakeholders (farmers learning from each other’s experiences, scientists learning from farmers’
insights, etc.). Effective facilitation ensures that local knowledge and scientific knowledge meet in the middle. It
also helps manage the complexity of agroforestry discussions - there may be ecological, economic, and social
considerations all being debated at once under a holistic perspective, and multiple stakeholder interests at play.

Without a facilitator, stronger voices might dominate or the conversation might go off-track, resulting in
frustration or biased outcomes. By acting as a neutral guide, a facilitator can keep the group focused on shared
goals (like developing a viable agroforestry plan) and prevent any single agenda from taking over. If available,
share a quick anecdote or hypothetical: “i/magine a meeting where a new silvopasture plan is being discussed.
The farmer is worried about short-term income, the researcher talks about biodiversity, and the co-op manager
is focussed on market value. A facilitator helps weave these threads together so that by the end, the group has a
balanced plan that everyone supports.”

Key Facilitation Principles g @ _

After establishing the “what” and “why,” introduce a set of

core principles or values that guide effective facilitation.

Solicit participants’ ideas first - ask, “What qualities make

for a good facilitator, especially when working with diverse I_|_I
groups?” Write their ideas on a flipchart. Likely responses
include listening, patience, neutrality, humour, knowledge
of the topic, etc. Compare with a prepared list and fill in any
they missed:

e Active Listening: Unarguably the most important skill. It

means giving full attention to speakers, observing not FIGURE 3. Key facilitation principles.
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just words but tone and body language, and confirming understanding. Demonstrate techniques like
paraphrasing and summarizing group input (“So, I'm hearing that finding a market for tree products is a big
concern for several of you..."). Active listening by the facilitator validates participants’ contributions and
builds trust.

e Neutrality and Objectivity: The facilitator should be viewed as an unbiased guide. Emphasize not taking sides
on content decisions (e.g., whether a certain species is better for agrisilviculture) but focusing on the process
- making sure the group examines pros/cons and reaches its own conclusion. If the facilitator has an opinion,
they should park it aside while facilitating. This neutral stance helps diverse stakeholders (like farmers and
researchers) feel their views are equally respected.

e Empathy and Respect: A good facilitator shows understanding of each participant’s perspective and creates
an atmosphere of mutual respect. Simple behaviours like thanking people for their input, acknowledging
feelings (“I sense that this is frustrating for some of you”), and ensuring no one is ridiculed for their ideas go a
long way. This principle is critical when working with communities - farmers and scientists might have different
lingo and education levels, but in a well-facilitated session, all inputs are valued equally.

¢ Inclusiveness: “Every voice matter” is the mantra. We aim to engage all participants, including those who may
be quieter or hesitant. Explain that diverse agroforestry stakeholder groups often include power imbalances
(e.g., a government official and a smallholder farmer in the same meeting). An inclusive facilitator actively
encourages input from less-heard members and designs processes that prevent the usual suspects from
monopolizing. We will cover specific techniques for inclusive participation in the next session.

e Preparation and Structure: Even though facilitation might seem like “just a discussion,” planning is essential.
Having clear objectives, an agenda, and appropriate facilitation methods chosen ahead of time provides the
backbone for a good session. Emphasize that flexibility is also key - a facilitator should adapt to the group’s
needs in the moment - but without a plan, sessions can meander. Thus, good facilitators are both well
prepared and adaptable.

As you present these principles, try to engage the participants. For instance, after explaining active listening, do
a quick pair exercise: have one partner speak for one minute about a recent farm decision while the other
practices active listening and then paraphrases what they heard.

Debrief: ask how the speakers felt when they were truly listened to. This drives home the impact of listening.
Similarly, you can role-play a bad vs. good facilitator briefly (e.g., act out interrupting or pushing your own opinion
vs. being neutral and encouraging) and ask the group which they prefer in a meeting. Keep the tone light and
emphasize learning by example.

\Il

Q Activity - Role-Play “Facilitator vs. Expert” (20 min)

To solidify the understanding of the facilitator’s role, split participants into small groups of 3-4. Each group
receives a short scenario description: An extension meeting where farmers are learning about a new agroforestry
practice (say, intercropping fruit trees in an arable land). One person in the group plays an “expert advisor” who
knows a lot about the practice, another plays a “facilitator,” and the others are farmers. Give them 5 minutes to
role-play the meeting in their groups. The “expert” should try to teach or give advice; the “facilitator” should try to
involve the farmers by asking questions and pulling out their ideas. Afterward, debrief together: What differences
did they observe between the expert-driven approach and the facilitated approach? Which approach generated
more engagement or better ideas from farmers? This activity often gets a few laughs (if the “expert” exaggerates
being know-it-all), but it makes the contrast clear and memorable.
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Methods Used: Presentation with flipchart visuals; group brainstorm (qualities of a good facilitator); paired
listening drill; small-group role-play with scenario. These methods demonstrate an interactive style, setting an
example for participants. Encourage questions throughout - for instance, someone might ask, “What if people
expect me as an advisor to give answers?” Use that to discuss balancing technical input with facilitation (one can
briefly switch hats but ideally make technical info available without dominating the group’s problem solving).

Wrap up Session 1 by revisiting the initial question: What is the facilitator’s role? Now the group should have a
clearer answer. Emphasize that a facilitator is a process guide who empowers the group to achieve its goals.
They create the conditions for collaborative learning and problem solving, which is especially vital in agroforestry
where no single person has all the answers.

Tip for Success: When discussing facilitation principles, share a personal story if you have one - e.g., “When |
first led a farmer group, | made the mistake of talking too much. | noticed people stopped sharing their ideas. |
learned that stepping back and listening brought out great insights from the group.” Real examples make the
concepts tangible and show that it is acceptable to learn by trial and error. Also consider handing out a one-
page summary of “Facilitation Do’s and Don'’ts” as a take-home from this session (could be part of the toolkit).
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