Facilitator’s Guide for the Up, Side, Down Thumbs Consensus Process. This quick, visual decision-making tool allows strategic planning decision-makers to test alignment, gauge degree of support, and surface hidden disagreements productively.


Activity Overview
· Goal: Quickly assess consensus on a specific goal, priority, or action step while giving space for non-dominant voices to express nuance or concerns without blocking progress unnecessarily.

· Time: 5–15 minutes per decision point- very flexible.

· When to Use: During Stage 3 (Prioritization) or Stage 6 (Commitment & Adoption) after a proposal has been presented and discussed.

Participant Gesture Scale
· Thumbs UP (Full Support): "I fully agree with this proposal and am ready to support and implement it."

· Thumbs SIDE (Support with Reservations / Neutral): "I can live with this decision and will support the group. I have minor reservations, questions, or suggestions for refinement but they can be addressed later if needed."

· Thumbs DOWN (Block / Serious Objection): "I cannot support this proposal as written because it conflicts with our core mission, equity commitments, or organizational capacity. Here is what I need in order for my thumb to move at least to “sideways” _________"
· A down thumb must come with the proposal for moving the thumb to “sideways”

Step-by-Step Facilitation Process
Step 1: State the Proposal Clearly
· Read the exact motion, strategic priority, or goal statement aloud (e.g., "Proposal: We will adopt a 1:15 building steward target as Priority 1 for the 2027 organizing plan").

· Ensure the text is visibly displayed on a wall, slide, or document so everyone is voting on the exact same wording.

Step 2: Call for the Simultaneous Vote
· Ask everyone to place their hand near their chest to keep votes hidden initially.

· Count down: "3, 2, 1... Show your thumbs!"

· Ensure everyone reveals their vote simultaneously to prevent visual bias or authority figures from influencing others.

Step 3: Read the Room & Process the Votes
· If All Thumbs are UP: Declare full consensus and move immediately to the next agenda item.

· If there are Thumbs SIDEWAYS:

· Option 1 – especially if there are a lot of sideways -Invite those with sideways thumbs to share their reservations briefly: "What small adjustment or clarity would turn your thumb up?"
· Option 2 – is there are only 1 or 2 sideways – declare that adoption – near consensus – with the ability to revisit the decision should it prove problematic. 

· If there are Thumbs DOWN:

· Prioritize hearing from thumbs-down voters immediately: "What core barrier, equity concern, or capacity limit prevents you from supporting this as written?"

· Rule: A single thumbs down pauses the decision to allow the group to address the objection – discussion continues until the thumb can at least be moved sideways.

Step 4: Refine or Re-Vote
· Quick Tweak: If a minor edit addresses the objection or clarifies sideways reservation, update the wording on the board and run a quick re-vote.

· Deeper Tension: If fundamental disagreement remains, move the item to a "Parking Lot" for dedicated breakout discussion rather than derailing the full meeting agenda.

Facilitator Tips for Equity & Power Dynamics
· Check Senior Leaders First: Watch for board officers or executive staff looking around before voting. Remind the group that all votes carry equal weight in testing alignment.

· Validate Sideways Thumbs: Thank participants who raise sideways thumbs—they often surface vital operational risks or capacity constraints that over-enthusiastic groups overlook.

