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What do you do when nobody will talk in a group?  The Situation 

Silence in the group. Signs & Symptoms
All eyes are averted from speaker/leader/facilitator.

Repeated attempts to engage group in conversation fail.

No safety or trust in the group. Underlying Causes
Individuals may feel that past contributions have been ignored,  
under-valued or betrayed.

Group members may feel that they are being manipulated by the 
leader and that decisions have already been made.

One of the most dramatic examples of this dynamic and the use of the Crum-
ple and Toss process is the time when Tim and I went to work with three 
different unions along with the management team of the employer group. 
Tim had conducted many meetings with the various union organizations at 
the highest levels and all agreed that this was an essential meeting in order to 
reach new agreements across the three unions. 

I had made the long trip to Australia and got off the plane after 14 hours 
flying and was in the conference room an hour later ready to go to work. 
Within ten minutes of starting the meeting, the federal officials of each of the 
three unions spoke up and announced that they didn’t think the meeting was 
necessary and that they wanted to huddle together and work out a solution 
on their own. I remember thinking, “Oh my God, I have just travelled the 
equivalent of 22 hours to find that I need to turn around and go back.” We of 
course granted them their wish for the huddle. 

Tim and I had a cup of coffee and the remaining 32 union members stood 
around a bit perplexed. Sure enough, the officials came back and announced 
that we didn’t need the meeting. Tim then asked if we could postpone the 
decision to cancel the meeting until after we talked with the whole group for 
the rest of the morning. They grudgingly agreed to this proposal. 

Tim and I looked at each other and knew that we needed to do the Crumple 
and Toss process. We passed out the half sheets of paper and asked each of 
the 35 members to answer the following two questions:

1. What do you want to have happen here at the meeting?

2. What needs to take place in order to achieve these    
outcomes?

Thirty-two of the sheets of paper basically said that they felt the meeting was 
important and that it should proceed without the presence of the federal of-
ficials. 
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After reading aloud from all these slips, we put them in the center of the 
circle of participants, pointed to them, and asked the three union officials 
what they thought should happen. They once again asked for a huddle.  When 
they came back from the huddle they agreed to leave as long as they received 
daily updates on the progress of the group and that they had the opportunity 
to come back and speak to the group at any time they deemed necessary. 
This was acceptable to all parties and the meeting continued for the next 
several days. 

The meeting resulted in some very significant agreements across the union 
that ended in improved relationships with the employer, along with improve-
ments in productivity and reductions in cost. 
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Process Description
Crumple and Toss is intended to get key issues 
on the table as quickly as possible when safety 
is a big concern in a small group. Generally this 
is useful for groups between six to forty people. 
The process is very simple. When the facilita-
tor detects that a group is stuck because it isn’t 
safe to discuss what needs to be discussed, she 
asks each person in the group to take a half 
sheet of paper and anonymously respond to the 
follow two questions:

1. What are the issues or concerns that are holding you and this 
group back in its work?

2. What needs to happen for us to begin moving this group forward?

After each person has had the opportunity to write down their responses, the 
facilitator takes the group through the following steps:

Step 1: CRUMPLE AND TOSS.

People are asked to crumple their response sheets and toss them 
around the circle of participants. This is done several times with ev-
eryone eventually picking up one of the crumpled response sheets. 

Step 2: READING THE RESPONSES.

Each person in turn reads the response form they picked up. No 
comments are allowed during this process.

Step 3: FINDING THE THEMES.

The response forms are all collected and put in the middle of the 
group. The facilitator then asks the group to identify the common 
themes, issues and solutions that were identified across the group.

Step 4: AGREEMENTS.

An agreement is reached in the group about the changes that will be 
implemented in order to move the group forward.

This process has frequently been a life-saver. Many, many times you 
will come into groups and there is a real reluctance in the group to talk. When 
you pose a question to the group, heads go down and eyes are turned from 
you or the other people in the group. This frequently means there is a safety 
or trust issue impeding the conversation. When the facilitator checks with the 
group to determine whether there is a safety or trust issue, no one is forthcom-
ing. This is the time to use this process. 

 PRACTICE

CRUMPLE AND TOSS What Process 
 Do I Use?
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Rational Outcome
This is an intervention strategy and is generally utilized at the point 
of Tensions on the Process Enneagram when little or no safety 
exists. The focus is to identify specific actions or agreements that a 
small group needs to make to move their work forward. 

Experiential Outcome
Like the Confidence Line, this process creates a sense of relief for 
a small group to finally get the real issues on the table. It also estab-
lishes connections and demonstrates that the group can discuss 
tough issues openly.

CRUMPLE AND TOSS

Process Tips and Reminders
This process is an intervention strategy when the facilitator 
detects through non-verbal cues that a group is stuck and there 
is little safety in the group (all heads are turn down or away and 
there is minimal eye contact) to work together through the tension. 
It should not be used if safety exists in the group. 

The facilitator should avoid making direct eye contact 
with individuals in the group when processing the re-
sponse forms after they have all been read. This prevents people 
from feeling blamed or singled out.

The slips should be collected by the facilitator at the end 
of the session and transcribed and destroyed. This is to prevent 
anyone from looking at handwriting to determine who said what.

Tips and
Reminders

Generally, the Crumple and Toss process identifies some of the tensions in 
the team and system that contributed to the current dilemma. The process 
also creates a little more openness in the group and can be followed by 
developing group agreements or operating principles. It would be important 
to additionally develop a monitoring strategy that periodically looks at how 
team members are living their group agreements. This can begin to build a 
healthier culture in the team and organization.

Next Steps for 
the Team
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Alternative 
Approaches

What if this Process 
Doesn’t Work?

Sustainability 
Reminders

If the group is 15 people or larger in size you can use the Confidence Line 
Process. Because the underlying cause behind this dynamic is trust, one-on-
one interviews by an independent third party is often a viable alternative. The 
interview findings would then be shared and addressed with the whole team.

This is a pretty bulletproof strategy to get a group talking. If it doesn’t work, 
or if the input quickly fades or is very generalized, it means that the dynamic 
is very deep. It would be important to appropriately adjourn the meeting and 
have an independent person conduct one-on-one interviews to determine the 
real nature of the issue and identify what individual group members might 
need to move forward. 

Some people or some groups of people can reach a place of ethical doubt 
about a leader or organization. In this case a major intervention will need to 
occur that may necessitate the movement or removal of team members and 
leaders.

Remember when approaching this situation:
Patriarchal way of operating: Frequently a leader or leadership system that 
is highly directive and operates in command and control mode will create this 
type of dynamic.

Change and Transition Model: A team where past endings have been 
handled poorly by a leader ends up shutting down the team and the team may 
appear to be apathetic to new change initiatives or requests for input and as-
sistance.

Adizes Leadership Model: This dynamic can be caused by leader who con-
tinually comes to their team with pre-determined decisions and only seeks 

ideas about implementation. They are missing 
the essential ingredient of ownership. 

Trust Cycle: Sharing critical information leads 
to more openness in a group. Openness builds 
a small measure of trust that allows a group 
to take on an issue proportional to the level 
of trust. Working on issues together gener-
ates positive results and learning that led to 
the desire to share increased information, 
and so as the cycle continues trust continues 
to build. (See also the Organizational Life 
Cycle on page 135)
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