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Dilemma Analysis Protocol
NSRF,® Spring 2015

Purpose — To help an individual or a team to think more expansively about a particular, concrete dilem-
ma, using a structured format of questions and responses. This protocol is particularly useful when dealing 
with complex problems that involve many aspects and/or stakeholders. 

Group size — Up to 15

Preparation — Ensure that the presenter has some power to effect change with the dilemma. Consider 
whether this protocol or the Dilemma Consultancy Protocol best meets the presenter’s needs. Determine 
the presenter’s focusing question. The presenter may want to bring recording equipment to the meeting 
to collect ideas rather than attempting to write notes and listen simultaneously. If the presenter decides 
to record the process, the coach must get the group’s consent before beginning the protocol.  Bring chart 
paper and a marker, plus sufficient Post-it® notes and pens for the entire group. You may want to bring 
copies of the Quick Guide to Probing Questions or Probing Question Approaches for participants, or direct 
them to bring their own.

Possible pitfalls — In Step 4, ensure that participants repeat back as closely as possible what they heard 
the presenter say. There should be NO judgments or speculations of any kind. Facilitator must be prepared 
to interrupt and ask the participant to reword their statement if needed. Also, be aware that this protocol 
will always take 60 minutes or more. You cannot shorten the time of this protocol the way that you can 
some others.

Facilitation tips — The first time you use this protocol with a group, review each step so that the partici-
pants know what to expect. Most importantly, you’ll need to highlight why the presenter needs to move 
away from the group and when this will happen. This initial setup can take up to ten minutes, so be sure 
to add those minutes to the total protocol time. Also, steps 4, 5 and 11 should be done in rounds, to guar-
antee that everyone’s voice is heard (very important for this protocol).

Prerequisite activities — Group must have completed Probing Questions Practice Activity and Giving and 
Receiving Feedback, and, ideally, Zones of Comfort, Risk & Danger.

Steps:

1. Setup — (10 min.) The first time (or first few times) you use this protocol, explain the purpose and 
review the facilitation tips above. Once a group is familiar with the protocol, you may skip the setup.  

2. Present — (5-7 min.) The presenter gives an overview of the dilemma and charts a focusing ques-
tion for the group to consider. It is vital that the presenter has spent time reflecting deeply on the 
dilemma and has carefully framed the question with the coach’s help in the preconference.  

3. Clarify — (3-5 min.)  The group asks clarifying questions of the presenter, which are answered. It’s 
okay if not all clarifying questions are asked or answered: it’s impossible for participants to fully 
know all the details, and attempting to do so will not significantly alter the outcome of this protocol. 

4. Separate and setup — (2 min.)  Direct the presenter to physically move away from the group but stay 
close enough to hear, and ideally, turn so they aren’t making eye contact with anyone. The presenter 
should bring materials for taking notes. For the next step, instruct everyone to imagine the presenter 
has left the room, to avoid eye contact with the presenter, and to speak of the presenter in the third 
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person.  (“They said” rather than “You said.”)  Explain that in steps 5, 6, and 12 participants will 
give feedback in rounds 

5. Listen actively — (5-7 min.) In this round, instruct the group to answer the question “WHAT?,” 
answering the prompt, “What did we hear the presenter say?” Everyone should make statements 
that restate as accurately as possible precisely what the presenter said: “I heard [the presenter’s 
name] say…” “What I heard is…” These statements should not include any speculations or sugges-
tions.  The purpose of the active listening round is to surface what the participants think are the 
important points around the dilemma.  It also helps the presenter hear what the participants’ 
understandings of their dilemma are.  

6. Interpret — (5-7 min.) In this round, the group now tries to make sense of the dilemma by con-
tinuing with “SO WHAT?,” answering the prompt, “What this means to me is…” In this speculation 
round, participants should try to articulate what they think is happening in this dilemma.  The 
purpose of interpretive discussion is to share your thought processes around the dilemma in order 
to help the presenter think differently about it.  

7. Review and refine — (2 min.) Now the presenter returns to the group. Ask the presenter, “Did we 
hear you correctly?  Do you need to clarify or add anything?” The presenter shares whether the 
group seems to be on-target. If necessary, this is the presenter’s opportunity to refocus the group.  

8. Create probing questions — (2 min.)  Instruct the group to consult their Quick Guide to Probing 
Questions or Probing Question Approaches and take two minutes to silently write probing questions 
for the presenter on Post-it® notes. These questions are designed to help the presenter clarify and 
expand their thinking about the dilemma, to gain insights rather than find an immediate solution, 
to move the presenter’s thinking into new territories. Probing questions written on notes will be 
handed to the presenter at the end of the next round. 

9. Ask — (5 min.)  Each group member should read one probing question aloud, in rounds. After time 
is up or after all the probing questions have been asked, pass all Post-it® notes to the presenter.

10. Respond — (2 min.)  The presenter shares which one or two probing questions pushed their thinking 
the most or triggered the strongest emotional response for them. The presenter does not answer 
the probing questions nor explain why some were less valuable. 

11. Separate again — (1 min.)  Direct the presenter to slide back out of the group again and continue 
to take notes without making eye contact or interacting with anyone else in the group. 

12. Suggest — (10 min.)  In this round, the group explores “NOW WHAT?” At last we come to the op-
portunity for participants to make actual suggestions for improving the dilemma. Caution everyone 
to couch their suggestions in “I wonder…” language, understanding that some of their “wonderings” 
may not be useful to the presenter. The hope is that something shared in this round might spark a 
new idea or shift the presenter’s perspective in a meaningful way. 

13. Reflect — (5 min.)  The presenter returns to the group and reflects back what they are now think-
ing and any next steps that they may take.   

14. Debrief — (5 min.)  Begin with the presenter:

•	 How did the experience of presenting and listening feel? 

•	 Was the outcome of this protocol different than other attempts to solve the dilemma? 

•	 Do you have a different appreciation of the protocol rules now that you have presented?

•	 How did it feel to sit outside the circle when hearing feedback?
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