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Descriptive Consultancy
Developed by Nancy Mohr and revised by Connie Parrish and Susan Taylor August, 2013.

The purpose of this protocol is to help someone think something through, manage a dilemma, or get 
advice. Paradoxically, it recognizes that the best advice is the least advice, and that helping to define and 
set the problem is what is truly helpful in reaching resolution. It recognizes that when we are quick to give 
advice it is not very respectful of the person presenting the problem who has thought of the obvious ideas 
already. It asks us to practice being more descriptive and less judgmental. It also asks us to focus on the 
person who is consulting with us and not to talk about ourselves and our experiences. This can be used 
with a group of up to 30 people and it can be used in triads.

Time
Approximately 40 minutes; times can be adjusted

Process
1. Presenter offers a description of the dilemma and a focusing question (“How might I...?”)  

Participants listen silently and take notes. (5 minutes)

2. Clarifying questions can be asked only if they are truly for informational purposes and are for the 
benefit of the asker. (2 minutes)

3. Active listening by the group (What?)  
These are statements which restate what has been said already, i.e. “I heard [the presenter’s name] 
say...,” or “What I’m hearing is...” (Go-round — 5 minutes). 
Note: The purpose of active listening is not only to understand better what you are hearing, but also to 
help the presenter hear what it sounds like and give them a chance to confirm if it is what they mean to 
be saying. 

4. Interpretive listening by the group (So What?)  
“Something I’m thinking is...” (Go-round 5 minutes). 
Note: The purpose of interpretive listening is to get at what meaning you are making from what you are 
hearing in order to help the presenter think/re-think about what they are conveying.

5. Presenter check-in 
The presenter responds and acknowledges or further clarifies the problem description. (2 minutes) 
Note: It is easy to think we know what we’ve heard and then find out we’re wrong. It’s always good to check.

6. Suggestions by the group (Now What?)  
The presenter is again silent and takes notes while the group brainstorms possible solutions/next steps. 
(“What if we...” or “We might...”) (7 minutes) 
Note: Suggestions are only made when it is clear that they are welcome and we have established a level of 
shared understanding about what is going on. It is a good idea to limit suggestions — too much is too much.
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7.	The	presenter	reflects	back, offering new thinking and 1 or 2 next steps. (5 minutes)

8. Debrief 
Starting with the presenter, then all participants (5 minutes)
• What was it like to go through these steps? What kind of feedback did you get?
• What was it like to use this process? How useful was it? 


