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The Facilitator©  

Whether the financial neutral in the “two-coach model” or the mental health professional 
(often referenced as the “MHP”) in the “one coach model,” the facilitator plays an important 
role, if not the most important one in the collaborative process. She brings a specific skill set that 
assists the team to establish an atmosphere of cooperation, respect, and reasonableness. The 
facilitator runs the meetings, watches the time, keeps the team on track, and helps to maximize 
the process and outcomes.  

If the facilitator is an MHP, during the process, she assists the clients in learning negotiation 
skills, often monitors the clients’ emotional well-being, and will likely teach them better problem 
solving and more effective communication strategies. She may employ various approaches to 
enhance the collaborative team members’ effectiveness. If children are involved, she’ll likely 
assist them in recognizing and coordinating their respective parenting styles to enhance their 
future co-parenting relationship. If a child specialist isn’t a team member, the facilitator will help 
them with their parenting plan.  

With or without children involved, the MHP facilitator plays a crucial role because she 
assists them in achieving acceptable outcomes, taking into consideration their expressed goals, 
interests, and concerns. Because she’s trained in human behavior, communication skills, 
personalities, etc., she’s more able than the other professionals to defuse destructive situations 
and prevent progress-halting situations from developing and commandeering the process. 

Depending on whether the team opts for a one-coach or two-coach model, the MHP may or 
may not act as the neutral facilitator. Generally, communities have their own protocols regarding 
which model is most often used. But certain parties may require a deviation from the standard to 
meet their specific needs. A one-coach model may be beneficial because it saves on costs and 
doesn’t suggest the partisan tone that a two-coach model may foster. But, in certain cases, 
especially those in which a party may suffer from mental health issues, substance abuse issues, 
domestic violence issues, etc., the two-coach model may be more effective.  

Assuming that the facilitator is the mental health professional, early in the process, before 
the first full team meeting, she will help the clients identify their goals, interests, and concerns. 
It’s important for each of them to understand the difference between a position and a goal or an 
interest. Focusing on positions rather than on interests limits settlement options. Identifying goals 
allows for more bargaining room and helps spouses understand that there’s more than one way to 
resolve their divorce. It’s important for the parties to prioritize their goals. Then the team can 
work to achieve each party’s most important ones and compromise on their less important ones. 
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Although people going through a divorce are in conflict, by focusing on interests rather than on 
positions, they’re able to negotiate reasonably without using threats, intimidation, or ultimatums.  

It is always surprising to me how often spouses in conflict, when they are able to focus on 
goals instead of positions, identify the very same interests and objectives, i.e. safety, security, 
privacy, protection of their relationships with their children and their friends, and similar 
honorable and highly principled motivations and concerns. 

Once they have formulated them, the facilitator shares their goals with the other 
professionals on the team at the first teleconference, if not before. She routinely reminds them of 
those goals throughout the process. She may begin each full team meeting by reviewing them 
and ask each person to focus on the other party’s goals. When one of them gets stuck on a 
position, or when the negotiations aren’t proceeding as effectively as the team would like, the 
facilitator will remind them of their goals to help them brainstorm options. By negotiating 
interests rather than positions, parties are more likely to reach a mutually satisfying settlement 
agreement that they’ll abide by going forward. 

At the client’s first meeting with the facilitator, she’ll describe her role, clarifying how it 
differs from her role in therapy. In the collaborative process, the facilitator must not act as a 
therapist, even though the sessions may feel therapeutic. In a way, the collaborative process itself 
is the facilitator’s client. But if one of them needs outside counseling, she can make outside 
referrals for counseling or other psychological intervention. If it is a one-coach model, the 
facilitator will explain that she is a neutral party.  

She’ll also explain that the importance of transparency, meaning that they must fully and 
candidly exchange information about the nature, extent, value of, and all developments affecting 
their income, assets, liabilities, and all other matters relevant to their divorce. She’ll remind the 
clients that their conversations will be shared with the team.  

The facilitator will also explain the concept of confidentiality. The team agrees to maintain 
the confidentiality of all collaborative communications relating to the subject matter of the case, 
whether before or after the institution of formal judicial proceedings, if any. But her meeting 
with the client isn’t confidential and will be shared with the other team members. 

She’ll discuss the expectation that the clients will avoid offensive communications, 
destroying evidence, making financial decisions without the other parties’ approval, etc. 

The facilitator will discuss her retainer agreement and fees with the client, establishing the 
clients’ responsibilities for her payment. 

Most importantly, she’ll interview and observe each client’s dynamics. She’ll make personal 
connections with the clients so that they are comfortable opening up to her. She’ll discuss the 
history of the clients’ relationship, specific concerns the client has, etc. She’ll screen for issues 
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that could derail negotiations, like power struggles, psychological problems, personality 
disorders, and addictions. In addition, she’ll assess the couple’s dynamics and communication 
skills. She’ll determine whether domestic violence seems involved, and, if so, whether the 
collaboration can proceed, despite it. 

The facilitator will then prepare a report to the other professionals outlining her interviews 
with the clients, explaining areas of concern and strategies for dealing with the specific type of 
client. She’ll describe each client’s readiness to proceed and any matters that may influence the 
pace and direction of the process.  

Given that “heads up” from the facilitator, the other collaborative professionals will then 
work together to form a realistic plan of action. 

The facilitator is particularly important at the first meeting, where she is probably the only 
professional with whom both parties have met. She’ll have established a rapport with the parties 
and professionals, and will set the tone for the meetings. By helping the clients process their 
emotions, she’ll know when best to take breaks or terminate meetings. 

In addition, she’ll consider the best seating arrangement for this team, whether it’s more 
beneficial to have them sit across from one another, or side-by-side for a less adversarial climate. 
Once again, at the first meeting, the facilitator will review conduct expectations. As in all 
meetings, she’ll actively listen, alert to verbal and non-verbal communications, and intervening 
when necessary. 

After each meeting, the professionals will debrief. The facilitator should lead this session, 
praising the strengths of the team members, and constructively criticizing the weaknesses. She 
should lead them in considering whether the meeting goals were accomplished, whether the 
agenda was followed, whether the team communicated collaboratively and effectively, and 
whether the needs of the couple were addressed.  

Most importantly, the team should discuss how to improve their effectiveness at the next 
meeting. 

Between meetings, the facilitator may resolve the clients’ disputes, act as a referral source, 
help to defuse or resolve conflicts, and act in any other way to keep the process moving swiftly. 
Not only is she a support system to the clients and professionals, but she can help with problem 
solving and creative thinking. 

Because emotions often drive divorces, the facilitator is generally the most essential member 
of the collaborative team. Her interaction can change the tone in the room from an adversarial 
feeling when it is just two parties and their attorneys to a team dynamic. Clients are more likely 
to listen to a neutral facilitator than to an attorney whom they view as aligned with his or her 
client. For this reason, the facilitator is often the appropriate person to ask clients tough questions 
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and elicit honest answers from them. They are invaluable members of the collaborative team. 
Contact Open Palm Law now. We can help you resolve your disputes. 
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