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What is Consensus? 

  A way for a group of equals 
to make decisions.  The 

process rests on the 
fundamental belief that 

each person has a piece of 
the truth.  

 



   

A Different Way of Making Decisions 
(that more clearly follow our concepts) 

 

All members of a service body bear substantial 
responsibility for that body’s decisions and should 

be allowed to fully participate in its decision-
making processes. (7th Concept) 

 

“NA service is a team effort. Our 
Service representatives are 

responsible to the NA fellowship as a 
whole rather than any special 

constituency; so are all other trusted 

servants on the team. The full 
participation of each member is of 

great value as we seek to express the 
collective conscience of the whole”. 

(Twelve Concepts of NA Service, p 16) 



Literal Definition 

Derives from the Latin con 
meaning “with” or “together 
with” and sentir meaning to 
“think” or “feel” 
 

Literally, consensus means “to 
think or feel together” 



Other Definitions 

 Agreement or concord 
within the group or a 
harmonious decision based 
on an understanding of the 
topic 

 A Collective Opinion 

 General Agreement 

 Common Ground 

 

 

 



Other Definitions 

A Mutually Satisfactory Position 

A Solution Acceptable to 

Everyone 

An agreement on some 
decision by all members of a 
group, rather than a majority 

 



Principles of CBDM 

 
 Inclusive: As many Trusted 

Servants as possible should be 

involved in the consensus decision-

making process.  

 Participatory: actively solicits the 

input and participation of all 

decision-makers. 

 Cooperative: Participants strive to 
reach the best possible decision for 

the group, rather than opt to 

pursue a majority opinion, at the 
expense of the minority. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inclusion_(value_and_practice)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participation_(decision_making)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperation


Principles of CBDM 

Impartial : All points of view 
are equally considered. 

 Solution-oriented: emphasizes 
common agreement over 
differences and strives to avoid 
or resolve mutually-exclusive 
positions within the group. 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/impartial


Benefits of CBDM  

  The information and results are 

understood by those in attendance  

 A topic does not have to have a 

2nd. 

 Any topic can be easily changed or 

modified as discussion progresses. 
 



Role of the Facilitator 

 Acts as custodian of the 

consensus process 

 Helps the group make the best 
decision possible 

 A guide, and not a participant in 

the discussion 

 Neutral and fair in treatment of 

all members of the group 



Ground Rules 

 Only one speaker at a time 

 Speak only for yourself 

 No put-downs 

 No blaming 

 No interrupting 

 Everyone participates 

 Silence equals assent 

 Listen and share the time 

 Avoid voluminous repetition 



Ground Rules 

Usually participants don’t 
speak a second time until 
everyone has had an 
opportunity to share once 
 

Participants strive for honesty, 
open-mindedness, willingness, 
flexibility, and trust 
 

Principles before personalities! 



How does CBDM work? 

Bring topics to the Body 
 

Ideas to improve services 

Make changes to services 

Assist with current services 



How does CBDM work? 

Facilitator presents the topic to 
the Body   
 

Maker of the Topic speaks to 
the intent. 
 

Open up the floor for clarifying 
questions. 
 



How does CBDM work? 

Facilitator asks for reservations 
about the topic 
 

General discussion  
 

Facilitator asks, “Are we ready 
to see if we have consensus?” 



 

Three positions in reaching 

Consensus. 

 
 
Assent – I support the proposal or can go along with it. 
 
 
Stand Aside –  
     I take myself out of the equation – do not agree but will 
allow the group to move forward. 
 
 
Block –  
     “I cannot support this or allow the group to support 
this.   It is against our principles.” 
 

Blocking is a rare and extreme form of dissent taken 
only if you honestly believe that one of the Traditions or 
Concepts is directly violated by a proposal or that some 

very fundamental moral position would be violated.  
 

A participant who blocks must be able to articulate 
which      

Tradition, Concept or Spiritual principle fundamental to 
NA is violated by the proposal.   



  
Discussion Proposal 

Test for 
Consensus/Straw 

poll NO YES 

Modify of Proposal 

Assent,  

 
or Stand Aside 

Concerns Raised Consensus Achieved 

Action   Block 

How CBDM Works: 



Invitation 2 Live has chosen to 
operate under a modified 
consensus approach called 
"Consensus-Minus-One."  What 
this means is that it takes more 
than one dissenting Home Group 
member to “Block” consensus. 
One voice at odds with the rest is 
considered a workable way to go 
forward, but more than one is a 
sign that the decision should be 
re-thought.   

 

Invitation 2 Live 



Deciding to “Block” prevents a decision 

of the Home Group from going 
forward.  Blocking is a serious matter 

and should be exercised only when a 
Home Group member believes that the 

proposal, if adopted, would violate the 

spirit of NA’s Twelve Traditions, Twelve 
Concepts for Service or that the 

proposal would be illegal or  

unethical if adopted.    

 

Invitation 2 Live 



Two or more Home Group members 

will be required to effectively “Block” a 
decision of the Home Group.  In the 

event a proposal is blocked, and an 
alternative that all members can 

support cannot be found, the proposal 

will be tabled to the following Home 

Group meeting.  If consensus doesn’t 

exist at the subsequent meeting of the 
Home Group, a simple majority vote of 

the voting Home Group members may 

be called for. 

Invitation 2 Live 



80% of eligible participants 
must assent or assent with 
reservation to adopt (pass) 
a topic.  

Georgia RSC 



We know that Consensus exists when 

Each member of the group can say: 
 

1. I have had the opportunity to 

voice my beliefs 

2. I believe the group has heard me 

3. I can actively support the group’s 

decision as the best possible at 

this time, even if it is not my first 
choice 

Consensus Litmus Test: 



CBDM instead of voting: 

Avoids the “tyranny of the 
majority”. Which can reduce unity 
and compromise one’s 
commitment to any decision. 

 

Emphasizes cooperation and 
compromise --avoids a 
competitive, win / lose dichotomy. 

 



CBDM instead of voting: 

For or against the motion vs. 
community problem solving. 

 

Adds to a group’s unity – 
decisions belong to the group; we 
must all agree on a solution 
together. 

 



Robert’s Rules of 
Order 

Consensus Decision Making 

Discussion constrained by 

motion 

Multiple concerns and info can be 

considered 

Discussion takes the form of 

a debate with a win-lose 
approach.  

Discussion involves active listening and 

sharing information.  

constraints are placed on 

the order and frequency of 
speaking.  

Norms limit number of times one asks 

to speak to ensure that each speaker is 
fully heard.  

Differences resolved by 

voting on motion.  

Differences resolved by discussion. 

Facilitator identifies areas of agreement 
and names disagreements to push 

discussion deeper.   

Chair calls for a vote.   Facilitator articulates the sense of the 

discussion, asks if  the body 
understands topic and is ready to reach 

consensus. 

Winners and losers are 

identified. Decision belongs 
to the winners.  

Group as a whole is responsible for the 

decision, and the decision belongs to 
the group.  



CBDM Potential Challenges 

 Consensus works best in smaller 
groups of motivated members 
with a high degree of affinity 
and agreement to the process 
 

 The ability of individuals or a 
small minority to block 
agreement could lead to 
maintaining the status quo 
despite most members desire 
for change 



 Challenging the intractability of 
a minority or individual 
choosing to block may harden 
their resolve to defend their 
position 
 

 Consensus therefore has the 
potential to reward the least 
accommodating members of 
the group while punishing the 
most accommodating 

 

CBDM Potential Challenges 



 “The Abilene Paradox”; a form 
of group-think wherein a group 
unanimously agrees on an 
action that no individual 
member desires because no 
one is willing to go against the 
perceived will of the body.  

 

CBDM Potential Challenges 



 By it’s very nature, can be very 
time-consuming. This can be a 
liability in the rare situations 
where a decision may need to 
be made quickly. 
 

 The time commitment can be a 
barrier if all members aren’t 
willing to make the commitment 

 

CBDM Potential Challenges 



Mitigate the Challenges 

 All members of the service 

body must have a commitment 

to the process; there has to be 

“buy in” from everyone 
 

 An agreed-upon set of 

operating values should be 

adopted and routinely re-

affirmed by the group 



Mitigate the Challenges 

 Individuals who frequently 

“block” should consider 

whether or not the particular 

group is the best place for 

them to serve (10th Step)   



 

How can a whole room of addicts 
agree on an issue? 

 
Most of us, who are familiar with Robert’s 

Rules of Order  
saw this as a problem… at first… 

 
CBDM is a different way of thinking about 

coming to a resolve. 
 

We either take a.... 
 

Discussion Topic or idea 
We  take an idea and work together to 

mold it into a proposal 
Or 

Specific Proposal 
We  take a proposal and work together to 

discuss if this will 
 work best for the group, can be reworked 

into what the group wants 



 

SOME THINGS TO REMEMBER ARE 

 
 Blocking a proposal is a last resort and 

only done in rare and extreme cases 

 
 We need to change the way we 

think….to work together… “WE” 
 

 Can I put aside my personal opinion to 

allow the rest of the group to move 
forward?   

 
 CBDM does not have to slow down the 

process…. 

 
 Am I able to pass on making a point, 

when someone else has already made it? 
 

 Straw Polls are just to see where the 

body is at with a proposal 
 

 Some service bodies allow all  members 
at their meeting to participate in reaching 

consensus.   This would be determined by 

us. 



CBDM Requires Practicing Spiritual Principles  

such as… 

 Patience 

 Open-mindedness 

 Trust 

 Faith 

 Good will 

 Honesty 

 Respect 

 Willingness 

 



 Questions ? 

 

 What do we need to clarify 
from this presentation? 


