
 
 

GROUP FACILITATION USING THE PROSOCIAL ARC PROCESS 
Welcome to the Prosocial ARC Process! This is a modular, evidence-based sequence of 
steps designed to help your group thrive. Other groups doing this sequence have 
clarified their purpose, created greater equity, inclusiveness, harmony and, of course, 
improved their performance. 
 
Create your own space on the Prosocial Community Forum to take your group through 
the Prosocial ARC Process and facilitate discussions here.  
 

MATERIALS OUTLINE 
 
Getting Started 

• Where did Prosocial come from? 
• Tell us about your group here. 

 
How prosocial is your group? 

• Establishing a baseline 
• Take the survey 
• For Facilitators Only: request survey report (Password: dsB40WqC) 

 
Psychological flexibility 

• Mapping individual interests 
• Individual Matrix 
• Mapping collective interests: finding a shared purpose 
• Collective Matrix 

 
How well is your group doing on the Core Design Principles? 

• Take the survey 
• For Facilitators Only: request survey report (Password: dsB40WqC) 

 
A Deeper Dive into the Core Design Principles 

• CDP1: Shared identity and purpose 
• CDP2: Equitable distribution of contributions and benefits 
• CDP3: Fair and inclusive decision-making 
• CDP4: Monitoring of agreed behaviors 
• CDP5: Graduated responding to helpful and unhelpful behaviour 
• CDP6: Fast and fair conflict resolution 
• CDP7: Authority to self-govern (according to principles 1-6) 
• CDP8: Collaborative relations with other groups (using principles 1-7) 

 
Goal Setting 

• How to set goals 
• Set short-term measurable goals 

community.prosocial.world
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1nnytlfc616hdWiD0pSBccrPRhI6gfrmjN2zd4G2zJa0/edit?usp=sharing


 
GETTING STARTED 
 
The Prosocial ARC Process is a method for helping any group, anywhere in 
the world, work better together.  
 
It is a unique, practical, applied, behavioral approach that contributes to a significant 
worldwide research effort using evolutionary theory as a unifying theoretical framework.  
  
ARC teaches us how to develop and act on our collective consciousness with purpose, 
which in our view is a function of three considerations: 
 

1. Awareness of our internal thoughts & experiences 
2. The quality of our Relationships 
3. The Cultural agreements we create 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Prosocial ARC Process gathers awareness of our internal experiences, the quality of 
our relationships, and the cultural norms we create and agree on into a flexible 
framework that can be used to help groups improve collaboration and cooperation in 
different contexts. These tools help people identify and map their interests, build 
psychological flexibility, and set goals within a scientific framework that can be 
measured over time. 
 
 
The Prosocial ARC Process includes 5 main modules: 
1. Measurement to diagnose what is going on and evaluate change. 
2. A process for clarifying and discussing the individual interests of people in the group  
3. A process for creating or clarifying a sense of shared identity and purpose 
4. Discussion of other Core Design Principles as needed, and 
5. Goal setting and monitoring for change 
 
While your facilitator may recommend you do a different ordering of steps 2, 3 and 4, 
we recommend that none of the steps be dropped altogether because they are all 
important. Measurement is critical so that you can appropriately target the process for 
the real needs of the group, and so that you can see what is working and what isn’t. 
Processes for talking about what motivates individuals to take part in the group are 
important if you want to build a group where everybody is fully engaged.  



 
Shared identity and purpose is so important that we recommend all groups make sure 
that everybody has a clear sense of the shared purpose and how it relates to their own 
goals and values. The other core design principles are all important as well, but the 
group can decide which ones are most useful to focus upon. Finally, goal setting and 
monitoring is critical to make sure that all this hard work is turned into real 
improvements for the group. 
 
Throughout the Prosocial ARC Process, you will be asked to answer survey questions 
from time to time. It is critically important that you answer these questions as honestly 
as you can. If you do not feel you can be honest, please talk with your facilitator or 
someone else who can help to make the process safe for you to be honest.  
 
Prosocial draws upon the most recent scientific findings regarding how humans get 
along with one another and how behavior change occurs. At the heart of Prosocial is the 
understanding that groups that cooperate well are built upon 8 core design principles, 
which are: 
 
• Shared identity and purpose  
• Equitable distribution of contributions and benefits 
• Fair and inclusive decision making 
• Monitoring of agreed behaviors 
• Graduated responding to helpful and unhelpful behavior 
• Fast and fair conflict resolution 
• Adequate authority to self-govern (according to principles 1–6) 
• Collaborative relations with other groups (using principles 1–7) 
 
The next optional module called “Where did Prosocial come from” describes some of the 
science underpinning the Prosocial ARC Process.  
 
Where did Prosocial come from? Three powerful ideas.  
 
Prosocial began with David Sloan Wilson bringing together three very powerful ideas. 
The first is the idea of multilevel selection, the second is the Nobel Prize-winning work 
of Elinor Ostrom exploring how humans cooperate all around the world and the third is 
the science of behavior change. Let’s look at each in turn. 
 
Multi-level selection 
In a nutshell, multi-level selection is the idea that "Selfishness beats altruism within 
groups. Altruistic groups beat selfish groups." What the heck does this mean? It's a 
pointer to the continual tension between self-interest and collective interest. If you stop 
and pay attention to your daily life you will see very quickly that many, many times a day 
we face a choice between doing what's best for ourselves and doing what's best for the 
groups to which we belong. "Should I put in that extra bit of effort at work when I would 
much prefer to be taking some leisure time?", "Should I purchase that new shiny toy I 
want or save the money for my family?" Or even, "Should I stop trying to convince this 
person that I am right, and start to listen to them?" 



 
Of course, human beings are such a wonderfully social species that our own needs and 
interests often include serving the needs and interests of others. We all value caring for 
loved ones and cooperating with people to achieve what matters to us. It is the human 
condition to care very much about belonging in groups, but also to care very much about 
our own individual needs and interests. This is, in a very real sense, the fundamental 
human dilemma. 
 
Multilevel-selection theory systematizes that understanding by pointing out that 
‘survival of the fittest’ applies not only to individuals but also to well adapted groups. 
Prosocial is designed to increase the strength of the selection forces for cooperative 
behaviours and decrease the selection forces for more self-interested behaviours.  
 
In effect, the principles of Prosocial create the conditions for a group to start behaving  
more like a single organism, than a collection of individuals. This shift from separate 
organisms to organisms that are so cooperative that they appear to behave like a single 
organism has happened multiple times in evolutionary history. Think of, for example, 
cells cooperating to form organisms. Or insects cooperating to form huge colonies that 
appear to act in almost perfect synchrony. When individual cells replicate themselves at 
the expense of the whole body, we call it cancer. The smooth functioning of our bodies 
relies upon mechanisms to suppress the selfishness of individual cells. We can think of 
humans as being similar but different to these examples. 
 
When Co-founder & Chief Trainer, Paul Atkins, learned about multilevel selection 
theory, his first response was "but I don't want to be a termite! My individual identity is 
precious to me.” Talk of suppression of self-interested behavior all sounded a little bit 
like a totalitarian state to Paul. But we need to be careful about going to extremes. 
Arguably the cult of individualism in the West has elevated individual choice and utility 
to such a degree that it is undermining our connections to others. What we need is a way 
of encouraging cooperation while still respecting the wholeness of individuals. Prosocial 
is designed to achieve that balance by creating the social conditions that encourage 
shared effort towards a common goal and discourage excessively disruptive behaviour.  
 
Think of it as more like birds flying in formation. They can choose to fly alone or even to 
fly in a different direction, but it is much more satisfying to fly together. And to rotate 
who goes in front! 
 
You are here because you want to make your group more effective.  
 
David Sloan Wilson brought together two big ideas. One of them was multilevel 
selection. The other was the work of Elinor Ostrom who studied groups all around the 
world managing shared resources like fisheries and water supplies. In such situations, 
economists predict a phenomenon known as the "tragedy of the commons" where each 
individual will act selfishly and extract as much as possible of the shared resource, 
ultimately depleting it for everybody else.  
 



 
Ostrom showed that this did not happen if certain enabling conditions were in place. 
She described 8 design principles which David recognised were a good description of the 
conditions needed to suppress individual selfishness and promote cooperation in all 
groups. Since that time, the Prosocial development team has further adapted the 
principles slightly to ensure that they not only suppress individual selfishness, but also 
create the conditions for individual thriving. Whereas Ostrom was focused on the 
problem of discouraging people from over-exploiting a resource, the broader issue of 
encouraging cooperation in any group requires positive reinforcement for helpful 
behaviors not just means for sanctioning unhelpful behaviors. You and your group will 
explore all of these issues during the Prosocial ARC Process. 
 
So, we have introduced two big ideas underpinning Prosocial: multilevel selection 
theory and Elinor Ostrom's core design principles. There is a third big idea 
underpinning Prosocial and that is the science of behaviour change known as Contextual 
Behavioural Science.  
 
In a nutshell, Contextual Behavioural Science is an evolutionary theory of behaviour, 
language and thinking. Whether we cooperate or act out of self interest in any given 
situation is a function of a wide variety of influences like our biological and cultural 
heritage. But the key leverage point for changing behaviour in groups is changing the 
way we relate to our own experiences and to those of others in the group. Contextual 
Behavioural Science gives us practical tools to help people clarify what really matters to 
them individually, and to integrate those individual needs and interests with those of the 
group as a whole. It helps us think more clearly about when our assumptions and beliefs 
are getting in the way of positive relationships. And it helps us articulate positive ways 
forward so that people can be authentically themselves while also achieving great things 
together. 
 
We hope you enjoy the Prosocial ARC Process and that you, like many other groups 
worldwide, find it helps to make your group much more effective.  
 
Let’s get started! 
 
  



 
MODULE 1: How prosocial is your group? 
The aim of this section is to establish a baseline for your group so that, at the end of the 
process, you can evaluate how far you have come.  Next you will be asked to complete a 
survey about your perceptions of your group. This information will be aggregated into a 
report that your group will be able to use to decide how best to proceed through the 
Prosocial ARC Process. 
 
Take the survey so you can have a better understanding of your group's 
health Click here to access the general survey. Your responses are anonymous and it 
will take about 10 minutes.  

 
MODULE 2: Psychological flexibility 
This module is all about exploring what motivates your group members and learning 
some techniques for managing some challenges of cooperation. 
 
Mapping individual interests 
In this section, we will ask you a few key questions about what matters to you about 
being part of this group, and also about what shows up and gets in the way of moving 
towards what matters. Here we want to introduce a couple of important ideas for 
understanding why this exercise is helpful. 
 
Human motivation comes in two varieties. One form is our motivation to have more of 
what we want - whether that be love or money, world peace or power. The other form is 
to have less of what we don't want - whether that is fear or sadness, being ostracised or 
failing at tasks.  These two forms can be thought of as either moving 'toward' what 
matters or 'away' from pain.  All animals are motivated to approach what they want 
more of and avoid what they want less of. 
 
If you are doing this course because you are interested in it and want to create more 
cooperation in your group, then you would most likely want to say that this is a 'toward' 
motivation. By contrast, if you are doing it because you have been told to do it by 
someone in authority, you might say that your behavior is more motivated by having 
less disapproval of the authority figure, therefore you might call that an 'away' move. In 
general, people whose lives are spent moving toward what matters are much happier 
than people whose lives are spent trying to move away from (i.e. avoid or control) 
unpleasant experiences.  
 
The toward/away distinction is one key dimension that we want to explore with you. 
The other key dimension is the distinction between the world of the senses and the 
world of the mind. Humans are different to other animals because we can use language, 
which gives us the capacity to plan for the future and remember the past.  But we spend 
so much time and energy thinking, that we sometimes fail to notice what is actually 
happening. For example, think back to the last time you had a misunderstanding with 
someone. Chances are that either you or they were not hearing what was actually being 
said and instead focusing on assumptions and beliefs about what was being said. 

https://prosocialinstitute.limequery.org/279733?lang=en&source=propath&swave=1&idcourse=42508&idgrp=114375&idmem=814139&pwlink=https://prosocial.pathwright.com/library/prosocial-group-course/114375/path/step/59215124/&grpname=Atkins%20test%20group


 
When we combine the distinction between toward and away moves, with the distinction 
between the experience of the mind and the experience of the 5 senses we get a 2*2 
matrix as indicated in the next section which your facilitator will guide you through 
completing. 
 
Complete the Individual Matrix here.  
 
Mapping collective interests: finding a shared purpose 
 
Now that you have explored the individual interests in your group, it is time to explore 
how these might come together in a set of collective interests. Again, your facilitator will 
guide you through completion of this next phase. 
 
Complete the Collective Matrix here. 
 
MODULE 3: How well is your group doing on the Core Design Principles? 
This module contains a survey of how well the group is doing on the Core Design 
Principles. 
 
Take the survey here. 
 
After everyone from your group has submitted their responses, the responses will be 
shared in a group-wide report. While this report will be anonymous, your verbal 
responses will be shared verbatim with other members of your group, so please write 
only what you feel comfortable sharing. 
 
MODULE 4: Deep Dive into the Core Design Principles 
In this optional module, you can explore each of the Core Design Principles in more 
depth. No matter what the objective, working together as a group requires a number of 
design principles to avoid internal and external obstacles. The two main internal 
obstacles are lack of coordination and unfair allocation of costs and benefits. The two 
main external obstacles are lack of autonomy and lack of coordination with other 
groups. 
  
Eight core design principles are protective against these obstacles. They were originally 
derived by Elinor Ostrom, a political scientist who received the Nobel Prize in 
economics in 2009 for her achievement. Ostrom studied groups that attempt to manage 
resources that are shared among their members (called common-pool resources) such 
as irrigation systems, forests, fisheries, and pastures. Later, Evolution Institute 
president David Sloan Wilson worked with Ostrom and her associate Michael Cox to 
generalize the core design principles in two respects. First, they follow from the basic 
dynamics of cooperation in all species and our own evolutionary history as a highly 
cooperative species. Second, for this reason, they apply to most groups whose members 
must work together to achieve common goals. An academic article written by Wilson, 
Ostrom, and Cox titled "Generalizing the core design principles for the efficacy of 
groups" forms part of the scientific foundation for  

https://www.prosocial.world/tools-resources
https://prosocialinstitute.limequery.org/479572?lang=en&source=propath&swave=1&idcourse=42508&idgrp=114375&idmem=814139&pwlink=https://prosocial.pathwright.com/library/prosocial-group-course/114375/path/step/60300123/&grpname=Atkins%20test%20group
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1VK3FAkd02fYJYontzIPisxm4OJ-geDlt/edit#slide=id.p1
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1s7ZBeLTspUl1JeNM05kOcB4pc0yHGByY/edit#slide=id.p1


 
  
In this step of The Prosocial ARC Process, you will learn about the eight design 
principles and will be asked to evaluate your group on each principle.  
  
The eight design principles are shown below as the spokes of a wheel (which is also the 
inspiration for Prosocial World’s logo). This image helps to emphasize that all of the 
principles must be implemented for a group to function well, just as a wheel needs all of 
its spokes. 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Even though Ostrom’s work was so pioneering that it earned her a Nobel Prize, the eight 
core design principles are easy to understand —but that doesn’t mean that they are 
successfully implemented by all groups! Becoming more aware of the design principles 
and improving their implementation can substantially increase the efficacy of your 
group.  
  
Without further delay, let’s proceed to your evaluation of the eight core design 
principles. Each member will provide responses on their own. After everyone is done, 
the responses will be shared in a group-wide report. While you are not asked your name 
or any other identifying information, your verbal responses will be shared with 
other members of your group, so please write only what you feel comfortable 
sharing.  
 
 
 



 
 
CDP1: Shared identity and purpose 
 
What does this mean?  
This principle is fulfilled when everybody in the group feels as though they belong to the 
group and they share a belief in the value of its purpose. In practice, people often 
struggle to identify with a group when they don’t believe in, or understand, its purpose.  
 
Why is this principle important?  
This principle is critical for creating motivation in groups but it is also really important 
for coordinating action. People will only be motivated to put in extra effort and perform 
at their best when they believe in the purpose of the group, and they identify with the 
group and its members. Furthermore, shared purpose and identity makes it easier to 
coordinate action so that everybody is working towards the same goals.  
 
How is this done well?  
The most important thing to do is constantly talk about purpose, remind people of it in 
meetings, promotional discussions, daily standups, debate it, evolve it at annual 
retreats, "let purpose be your boss" etc. Use purpose as a guide to daily action. Other 
‘one-off’ approaches include the group ACT matrix, scenario planning, strengths-based 
questions e.g. “What are we doing at our best”, The miracle question e.g. “Imagine it is 
five years in the future, everything has gone perfectly, what would you see, hear, be 
doing, etc?”. Outputs include mission, vision and value statements but these are less 
important than continual reflection on ‘towards’.  
 
Finding shared purpose goes a long way towards building a strong sense of shared 
identity but other things you can do include: Clarifying group membership (make sure it 
is clear who is in and who is out of the group), trust building activities such as 
transparently sharing information while working together, ensuring that being in the 
group is rewarding, holding enjoyable events that value people or indeed any activity 
that sends a message that everyone is valued, sharing stories of success and team 
identity, holding retreats and/or team building activities and lastly, implementing all of 
the other CDP's. 
 
How can this be done badly?  
Vision and mission statements that are created by senior management without adequate 
consultation with the people involved in the purpose are pretty much useless in terms of 
shared purpose and often end up ignored by the group. 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
To what extent do the group members feel a sense of belonging and shared purpose with 
the group? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
You can learn more about using the ACT Matrix to help groups find purpose and build a 
shared sense of identity by attending a training in Prosocial. 
https://www.prosocial.world/training 



 
 
Just about every good book on leading teams talks about the importance of creating a 
shared sense of vision. An approach to leadership that is highly consistent with Prosocial 
is “Adaptive Leadership” and you can learn more about that with this book: Heifetz, R. 
A., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. Boston: MA: 
Harvard Business Press. 
 
The book "Find your Why" based on Simon Sinek's work has some tremendously useful 
tools including narrative approaches for finding shared purpose. 
 
Use scenario planning to create alternative visions of possible futures. It is hard to have 
a purpose if you don’t have a vision of what the future might hold. Here is a resource for 
getting started with scenario planning. 
 
Kahane, A., & Van Der Heijden, K. (2012). Transformative scenario planning: Working 
together to change the future: Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 
 
Building a stronger sense of shared identity: 
This article from the NY Times points to the relations of story and identity. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-
life.html?src=me&ref=general 
 
 
CDP2: Equitable distribution of contributions and benefits 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
Most people have a strong sense of equity that is violated when someone receives 
benefits disproportionate to their contributions. Perceived fairness is essential for high 
group performance. Often this is about balance of effort (workload) and reward.  
 
How is this done well?  
Perceived unfairness is sometimes ‘undiscussable’ in groups and sometimes it is 
discussed endlessly but in ways that do not lead to positive change. Rather than talking 
about fairness as such, which invites individualistic social comparisons, it can often be 
more helpful to think and talk with the group about ‘win-win’ outcomes. Are everybody’s 
needs being taken care of in the group?  
 
A key part of creating equity is creating agreements about roles in a group. To the extent 
that this process can be agreed in advance, there is more likely to be a sense of fairness 
in terms of workload and role. 
 
It can sometimes be helpful to raise literacy regarding equity. For example, it is helpful 
to distinguish between fair outcomes (distributive justice) and fair process (procedural 
justice). This principle is more about fair outcomes whereas CDP3 is more about fair 
process. 
 



 
It can sometimes be helpful to gather information about perceived equity using an 
anonymous process like a survey. Other methods that typically improve equity include 
transparency regarding allocation of rewards and benefits, communication skills 
training to build assertiveness and listening to multiple perspectives, open discussions 
of fairness, training regarding the distinction between distributive and procedural 
justice and their importance for motivation. 
 
The group ACT matrix is a great way to surface concerns about equity, particularly down 
in the bottom left of the matrix. In our experience, where there is unfairness, there are 
usually 'sticky' thoughts like "I might lose control", "conflict is terrifying" or "the system 
is rigged".  
 
Fairness is a conversation, not a one-off outcome. Paradoxically, sometimes asking 
questions like “Do you feel treated fairly?” can backfire if the question functions to push 
people into the win-lose frame or social comparisons of individual outcomes. In some 
instances "comparison is the thief of joy". For example, in one case we worked on, 
asking directly about fairness tended to evoke a string of rigid, oft-repeated stories and 
complaints from those who felt unfairly treated, and a string of justifications and 
reasons for current policies from those who were seen as benefiting. Fairness grows 
from a group culture focused on “Us” (i.e., shared purpose and identity CDP1) rather 
than focusing on comparing my outcomes with your outcomes.  
 
The individual and group matrix processes are enormously helpful here because they 
help build shared purpose and trust. When people are focused on their bigger and 
shared “towards” moves, there is less emphasis on the more self-protective, away moves 
involved in social comparison. A conversation focused on “Are we working together 
effectively to achieve our shared purpose” is more likely to produce fairness as a by-
product than a conversation focused on “Am I getting what I deserve?” Clarity of 
purpose is particularly helpful when the dominant norm for fairness is equity – that is, 
benefits relative to contributions. With clear purpose comes clarity about what 
constitutes a valuable contribution.  
 
As with a lot of issues in groups, problems arise when the focus is on the outcome, not 
the process that creates the outcome. Just like we cannot force love or sleep, we need to 
allow fairness to emerge from conversations about individual and collective needs and 
interests: Conversations where people are willing to talk about what they care about, 
experience discomfort, stay engaged, actively step into the worldviews of others and 
acknowledge the automatic influences of self-serving biases. 
 
Here are some other things you can do with groups to help with fairness: 
 

• Explicitly value "care-labour" (aka "organizational citizenship behaviors"): This is 
all the little things that some people do to keep the group ticking over - 
volunteering, remembering birthdays, organising events and so on. Often these 
tasks fall disproportionately to women and it is important to make sure that 
group members do not feel exploited. 



 
• Improve psychological flexibility: this can help people break out of tired, stuck 

stories of unfairness and move towards seeking to change things. 
 

• Foster perspective taking skills: teaching listening skills, involving people in 
decision making and so forth helps everyone step into the shoes of others, and 
perhaps learn if they are being exploited. 

 
• Conduct surveys: (perhaps anonymously) to determine if there are systemic 

issues of unfairness. 
 
The key planning question for this principle is “How will we ensure fairness in this 
group? How can we create a situation where everybody benefits?” 
 
How can this be done badly?  
Policies that are context insensitive and insist that everybody gets the same irrespective 
of effort or contribution can work against motivation to cooperate.  
 
Systems that seek to manipulate people by providing extrinsic rewards can sometimes 
undermine rather than encourage discretionary effort. 
 
Focusing on social comparisons that are likely to be highly biased may often be 
unhelpful. The main antidote to this is to shift the focus to how everyone in the group 
can get their needs met. 
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
To what extent are the demands and benefits of participating in this group distributed 
equitably between its members? What would a win-win situation look like here? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
A key distinction is between fairness of outcomes (sometimes 
called distributive justice; CDP2) and fairness of process (sometimes called 
procedural justice; CDP3). 
 
This is a useful blog introducing the distinction: https://hbr.org/2018/08/how-to-earn-
a-reputation-as-a-fair-manager 
 
And this article does a great job linking the science of fairness to performance: 
https://scienceforwork.com/blog/justice/ 
 
This article offers some helpful practical tips on fairness for the workplace: 
https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/219505 
 
 
 
 



 
CDP3: Fair and inclusive decision-making 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
If you want good decisions and motivated people, group members need to be involved in 
making the decisions that affect them, particularly agreements about how the group 
runs. This can take the form of consensual decision making but in some circumstances, 
consultation with a designated leader/representative, voting or even the opportunity to 
make objections (veto powers) can be enough and more efficient.  
 
How is this done well?  
Some ways to do this well include daily/weekly/quarterly meetings focusing on short to 
medium term goals as appropriate, consultation, participative democracy [informed 
voting] and consent-based decision making. 
 
The key planning question is “How will we decide in a way that involves those who need 
and want to be involved?” 
 
How can this be done badly?  
We often see groups that pay lip service only to inclusiveness. Such groups often 
struggle to get people to contribute to decision making because everybody knows that 
their contribution will be ignored.  
 
Another way this can be done badly is the use of inappropriate consensus techniques 
that are poorly designed or inefficient. 
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
To what extent do group members feel involved in making the decisions that affect 
them? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
 
The best single source I know of for information on inclusive decision making is the 
wonderful book on sociocracy: 
Rau, T. J., & Koch-Gonzalez, J. (2018). Many voices one song. Amherst, MA: 
Sociocracy for All. 
 
This page is a tremendous example of a structured, non-hierarchical approach to 
decision making:  
https://handbook.enspiral.com/agreements/decisions.html 
 
Take a look at this blog, which introduces parts of the Holacracy approach to inclusive 
decision making: 
https://blog.loomio.org/2016/07/12/taking-holacracy-governance-to-the-next-level/ 
 
And also this blog, which has another nice example in the organisation Gini: 
https://blog.gini.net/how-we-make-decentralized-decisions-ccd2de61b8b2 



 
 
CDP4: Monitoring of agreed behaviors 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
Self-serving behaviors increase when there is a lack of transparency of those behaviors. 
Monitoring does not need to be coercive. It can be as simple as having regular check-ins 
or meetings to discuss progress. In hierarchical organizations, monitoring agreed 
behaviors tends to be seen as the job of the manager. But such top down monitoring is 
often coercive and serves the needs of the manager. Research shows monitoring is 
usually better performed by peers as part of the normal interaction of group members. 
 
How is this done well?  
One of the most important ways to notice what others are doing is in meetings. Agile 
teams often have regular 'standups' each day to report out on what they are working on.  
 
Creating regular reports on work completed can be a way to increase transparency and 
engage in effective noticing of behaviour. 
 
More traditional ways of monitoring include top-down performance management and 
just working together in group spaces like open-plan offices.  
 
Key planning question: How can we be aware of what each other are doing? How can 
our behaviours be transparent? 
 
How can this be done badly?  
Monitoring becomes ineffective when it is either inconsistent or coercive.  
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
To what extent do group members know what others in the group are doing? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
Loomio makes use of a really fascinating approach to monitoring called "Stewarding" 
where everybody in the group is given responsibility to provide peer support to someone 
else in the group. This approach is described in the link below and is also incidentally a 
great way to keep up transparency of behaviour: 
https://loomio.coop/stewarding.html  
 
This blog from Rich Bartlett contains some great ideas regarding having a regular 
rhythm of meetings within a team: 
https://medium.com/the-tuning-fork/bootstrapping-a-bossless-organisation-in-3-easy-
steps-afc653e8f5e6. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
CDP5: Graduated responding to helpful and unhelpful behaviour 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
Research shows trust increases in groups when graduated sanctioning occurs for 
unhelpful behaviors. Transgressions do not imply malintent. Well-meaning members 
can fail, especially given competing demands upon their time and attention. Effective 
groups have in place responses to transgressions ranging from open, compassionate 
conversation to find out what happened, through to sanctions or even, ultimately, 
exclusion from the group.  
 
But sanctions alone are not enough. To create enjoyment, belonging and engagement 
with the group, helpful behaviors must also be appropriately encouraged. Typically, this 
can be as simple as expressing gratitude for helpful acts or it can be built into more 
formal recognition systems. 
 
How is this done well?  

• For unhelpful behaviors, the most important principle here is to focus on 
learning and change, rather than just punishment. "How can we (you) do things 
differently next time?" It can be helpful to train people in coaching techniques 
like listening and skillful questioning so that they can first learn what was going 
on for the person who engaged in the unhelpful behavior (e.g. what they thought 
they were doing).  
 

• Once again, the ACT matrix is incredibly helpful here. Doing a quick run-through 
to identify the purposes and values that were important (bottom right), the 
behaviors you are hoping for (top right) and the stuff that gets in the way (left 
hand side) is a tremendous way of structuring a conversation to respond to 
unhelpful behaviors. 

 
• For helpful behaviors, simply responding in an authentic, appreciative way 

whenever someone acts in ways that are helpful for the group is probably the best 
way to encourage that behaviour. This is not about creating artificial praise but 
rather just genuinely grateful, appreciative responding. You will have the best 
sense of what works to reinforce someone for acting helpfullly. It might be 
acknowledging someone in a meeting or just giving them a short pat on the back 
in conversation. It might be giving them access to new learning and development 
opportunities, a promotion, or a pay rise. It could be anything that the person 
values. And this is where having done the individual matrix work pays off again. 
To the extent that each member of the group knows what other group members 
care about, they are in a better position to provide reinforcement. 

 
The key planning question is “How should we respond to one another to encourage 
cooperation and discourage unhelpful behaviors?” 
 
 



 
How can this be done badly?  
For unhelpful behaviors, the most common way to do it badly is to either ignore 
them for too long or to be overly punitive without learning more about what 
motivated the person to act. 
 
For helpful behaviors, the most common problems are either ignoring the behaviors or 
being inauthentic in praise so that it becomes meaningless. 
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
If someone behaves in a way that is unhelpful or disruptive in this group, to what extent 
do people respond appropriately to discourage that behaviour? If someone behaves in a 
way that is helpful or cooperative in this group, to what extent do people respond 
appropriately to encourage that behaviour? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
Some useful behaviourally oriented books on responding appropriately to behaviour 
are: 
 
Braksick, L. W. (2007). Unlock behavior, unleash profits: Developing leadership 
behavior that drives profitability in your organization: McGraw Hill Professional. 
 
Daniels, A. C., & Daniels, J. E. (2004). Performance Management: Changing Behavior 
that Drives Organizational Effectiveness: Performance Management Publications. 
 
 
 
  



 
CDP6: Fast and fair conflict resolution 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
Any group that involves committed individuals acting authentically will inevitably 
encounter conflict as people have different interests and information. It is best to plan 
for conflicts and their resolution from the beginning by building conflict resolution skills 
among group members and creating helpful, flexible processes for conflict resolution. 
 
How is this done well?  
Some of the best way to enhance performance on this principle are  

• developing skills in listening and assertiveness,  
• creating a role for trusted impartial mediators,  
• or a judicial committee with rotating membership,  
• an escalation process: self-reflection > 1 to 1 conversation > mediated 

conversation > arbitration, committees for assisting mediation, or arbitration. 
 
The key planning question for this principle is “How should we resolve the inevitable 
conflicts and differences that will arise within and between groups that are authentic?” 
 
How can this be done badly?  
Conflict is often ignored in groups because people don’t have the emotional or 
communicative skills to handle it.  
 
Other ways to do this badly include assuming that one already knows the perspective of 
the other without having done reflective listening.  
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
To what extent does the group have fast and fair conflict resolution processes? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
This page is a tremendous example of a very well thought through conflict management 
process in a non-hierarchical organization.  
https://loomio.coop/conflict_resolution.html 
 
Notice how it explicitly mentions the principles that are important for this group, while 
also being very clear about the steps people should follow to resolve conflicts. A process 
like this will definitely require people to have good skills in listening, separating the 
person from the problem, focusing on purpose, assertive (not aggressive) speaking and 
psychological flexibility. In my experience, groups often need training in all these skills, 
particularly listening. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
CDP7: Authority to self-govern (according to principles 1-6) 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
Every group is embedded in a larger society that can limit its ability to govern its own 
affairs. These constraints can interfere with the objectives of the group and the 
implementation of design principles 1-6. For example, the context might impose 
excessive regulation on how the group behaves (e.g., when Human Resources 
departments constrain conflict resolution to formal procedures or when organizational 
policies restrict a group’s capacity to do inclusive decision making) or minimize the 
capacity of the group leader to act as a leader. Groups must be able to implement 
principles 1-6, without excessive interference, to function effectively. 
 
How is this done well?  
The main thing to do to increase group autonomy is to clearly articulate the purpose of 
the group and their associated authorities and accountabilities. This can be a gradual 
process that can be aided by completing the collective matrix. 
 
Because we are talking about how a group sits within its broader context, improving a 
group on this principle often involves changing the context for the group through, for 
example, culture change efforts.  
 
Training in Agile methodology and other approaches to empowering groups and 
individuals such as transformational leadership, can improve the degree to which 
leaders trust groups to act more autonomously.  
 
Formal methods such as Sociocracy, which help groups coordinate their actions with 
other groups without relying so heavily upon top-down policy and regulation can also 
help enshrine increased group autonomy.  
 
The key planning question here is “How can we take responsibility for managing our 
own affairs? How should we lead and how should we protect ourselves from undue 
influence from outside the group?” 
 
How can this be done badly?  
This principle can be done very badly when lip service is given to empowering groups 
but the broader system actually strives to retain control. For example, in Australia at 
least, many schools are told that they have autonomy to decide for themselves but in fact 
they sit within a context of so many restrictive key performance indicators and policies 
that they have no real autonomy.  
 
Another way that this principle can be done badly is if groups are given accountabilities 
for things that they do not have the authority to control. For example, if a school is made 
accountable for improving test results but it is not give the authority to change its 
recruitment and educational practices, it is unlikely to be successful in its efforts.  
 
 



 
Where can I learn more? 
The best resources on this principle can be found in the literature on self-managing 
teams. 
 
Buurtzorg is a classic example of a large organisation built strongly on this principle. 
You can read about it in Fredric Laloux's work "Reinventing Organisations" and this 
website has some great resources 
(http://www.reinventingorganizations.com/resources.html).  
 
You can also find a case study here that outlines some ways that Buurtzorg makes use of 
all 8 core design principles. 
 
Another great resource for discussing this work is the "Corporate Rebels" group. They 
have a slack channel you can join where there is constant discussion about self 
managing groups and other topics. Here is their blog archive: https://corporate-
rebels.com/archives/ 
 
Another area to take a look at is Sociocracy and Holacracy. This is a great starting point 
http://www.sociocracyforall.org/sociocracy/#4minvideo. 
 
 
 
  



 
CDP8: Collaborative relations with other groups (using principles 1-7) 
 
What does this mean and why is this principle important? 
This principle is really a reminder to pay attention to how Core Design Principles 1 
through 7 are implemented at the next level up, between-groups. Just as individuals 
need shared purpose, so do groups of groups. Just as there should be equity between 
individuals, there needs to be equity between groups and so on. 
 
How is this done well?  
Some practical ideas for ways of organizing between group relations include: 
• Systems for reporting out activity and results to other groups 
• Hierarchy for coordinating groups 
• Non-hierarchical structures such as Sociocracy can be implemented to organise 
relations between groups.  
 
The key planning question here is “How can we have better relations with other groups? 
How can we contribute to building whole systems that work?” 
 
How can this be done badly?  
If we are to build systems of cooperation, a group must relate to other groups using 
principles 1-7. This can go wrong in two ways: a) other groups may not cooperate with 
you (e.g. they don’t include your group in important decisions, behave in ways that can’t 
be monitored, and so on), or b) your group may not cooperate well with other groups. In 
this fashion, the same design principles are relevant at all levels of a multi-tier hierarchy 
of social units. For example, groups cooperate well when there is shared purpose, equity, 
inclusiveness in decision making etc between groups as well as within groups. 
 
How do you know how well your group is doing on this principle?  
Does the group have purposeful, fair, inclusive, transparent and effective relations with 
other groups? Does the group primarily serve its own interests, or those of its larger 
context? 
 
Where can I learn more? 
The “Collective Impact” approach created at Stanford University is designed to enhance 
cooperation between groups. There is an interesting introductory video and a bunch of 
useful links here: 
 
https://socialoutcomes.com.au/toolkit/collective-impact/ 
 
The original article is available here: 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact# 
 
And this is a useful (Australian) summary of collective impact: 
https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/collective-impact-evidence-and-implications-
practice/what-collective-impact 
 



 
This is a great article highlighting many of the most important issues in inter-
organizational cooperation. I think you will see the strong connections to Prosocial. 
https://blog.lead.ngo/three-ideas-for-more-effective-cooperation-among-
organizations-53ea8a337d25 
 
If you want a great background book on Sociocracy see "We the people" by Buck and 
Villines.  
 
For a very practical resource manual on how to do it, see the book Many Voices, One 
Song by Rau and Koch-Gonzalez http://www.sociocracyforall.org/book/ 
 
 
Goal Setting 
Prosocial would not be much use if it didn’t lead to longer term changes in behavior. 
Setting goals for the group, as well as processes for monitoring progress is a way to 
embed the learning. 
 
Once you have facilitated a Prosocial conversation, it is critical that you help your group 
turn all their ideas into concrete action plans. Groups seem to vary dramatically in the 
types of goals that they are comfortable setting. Some groups set highly specific, 
measurable goals and that is obviously desirable.  
 
The Prosocial book outlines the value of SMART goals for groups in Chapter 15. There 
are lots of different interpretations of this acronym but here is our preferred version 
based on the evidence (with some common variants): 

● Specific (simple, sensible, significant). 
● Measurable (meaningful, motivating). 
● Attainable with effort (agreed, achievable). 
● Relevant (reasonable, realistic and resourced, results-based). 
● Time bound (time-based, time limited, time/cost limited, timely, time-sensitive). 

 
Another formulation is FAST goals (see here) which brings in the idea of continuous 
discussion, similar to CDP1, and is probably better suited for team level goals than 
SMART which was developed for individuals.  
 
 
 
We look forward to seeing your survey data and discussing your results in the Prosocial 
World Community Forum. 


