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IN T RO D U C T I O N  
As part of the collaborative decision-making arrangements, the Western Ontario Health 
Team (WOHT) has chosen to use the following consensus decision-making process whenever 
a material decision is required by the Coordinating Council or an Advisory Table.  Given the 
nature of the WOHT’s working groups, it is expected that these groups will come to 
consensus using an informal process. 

The simplest and most basic definition of consensus is, 'general agreement about 
something’.1  

A broader description is, ‘Consensus-based decision making is based on a deliberate 
process of consensus building, whereby members of a group actively participate in finding a 
decision together that all members can feel comfortable with.  A consensus decision does 
not necessarily reflect complete unanimity.  However, decisions reached by consensus do 
reflect the thoughts and feelings of the group as a (collective) whole, rather than just the 
majority.  Effective consensus building results in decisions that have been thoughtfully 
deliberated, incorporate diverse experience and views, and may produce the best possible 
decision given the configuration of interests that have come together for a given purpose.’2 

The goal of the process has been described as follows. 

‘Consensus decision making is a creative and dynamic way of reaching agreement in a 
group.  Instead of simply voting for an item and having the majority getting their way, a 
consensus group is committed to finding solutions that everyone actively supports – or at 
least can live with.  In consensus no decision is made against the will of an individual or a 
minority.  If significant concerns remain unresolved, a proposal can be blocked and 
prevented from going ahead (until a satisfactory resolution can be found).  This means that 
the whole group has to work hard to find win-win solutions that address everyone's needs.’3 

Given that the OHT is a voluntary association of members, using a consensus decision-
making process is essential to build the collective engagement of its members, ensure that 
decisions taken by the OHT have the support of the membership, and do not adversely 
impact the governance authority or operations of any members without their agreement. 

CO N S T R A I N T S  
The ability of the WOHT to effectively use this consensus decision-making process is 
constrained by the following factors. 

 The WOHT is a voluntary association of independent Members and can only make 
decisions that reflect the authority it has been granted by its Members.  Hence 

                                                 
1  Soanes, C. and Hawker, S., ed., The Compact Oxford English Dictionary of Current English. 3rd ed. Oxford University 

Press, 2005 
2  Copyright © 2017, James Madden, London, Ontario 
3  Seeds for Change, Short Guide to Consensus Decision Making, https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/shortconsensus 
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the WOHT’s decision-making process is dependent on gaining the agreement of 
the WOHT’s members through the Coordinating Council’s Cluster Representatives 
especially those who are impacted by a decision either prior to deciding or prior to 
a decision being implemented.  Or in the case of an Advisory Table, the voting 
members of that Table. 

 As a voluntary association, the WOHT lacks the authority to make decisions or 
take actions that are detrimental to a Member, in the view of that Member, until 
that Member has agreed to accept the decision.  Should a Member object to a 
decision that Member may choose to withdraw from participating in the 
implementation of that decision. 

PRO C E S S 
The WOHT’s consensus decision-making process is illustrated in the following Consensus 
Decision-Making Flow-Chart presented below and described in this section.  The process is 
designed with multiple streams to accommodate faster decision-making on matters in which 
there is little, or no significant disagreement or consensus is likely to be achieved during a 
single meeting. 

This process may be used by the Coordinating Council or an Advisory Table when needed.  As 
such the flow-chart uses the generic term “member” to refer to the individuals who sit on the 
Coordinating Council or Advisory Table that have a “voting role”. 

The Chair/Co-Chairs have the right to invite non-voting members of the Council or an 
Advisory Table, or guests to participate in the discussion portions of the process recognizing 
that only voting representatives have the right to vote to determine if consensus has been 
achieved. 

The process begins with the meeting agenda calling for a decision to be made on a defined 
matter.  A matter is most likely to be a recommendation tabled as part of the meeting 
agenda that the Chair or Co-Chairs believe requires consensus of the members to decide.  A 
recommendation may be in the form of a written report and recommendations that were 
made available as part of the meeting package, or a matter communicated prior to or during 
a meeting by the Chair or a Co-Chair.  An urgent matter may also be raised by a member of 
the Council or an Advisory Table during the meeting. 
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Consensus Decision-Making Flow-Chart 

Process Steps 
The major steps in the process are described below. 

1 Introduction of Matter needing a Decision 
The matter for discussion and decision is presented to the meeting usually by a 
representative of the group seeking a decision (Sponsor).  The goal is to provide the 
representatives with an understanding of the matter and the nature of the decision 
being sought.  Questions for information or clarification may be included in this step. 

2 Initial Discussion/Exploration of Matter 
The Chair or facilitator manages the seeking of input from representatives at the 
meeting.  This should include documenting key concerns, issues, perspectives or 
reservations initially raised by each member.  Each member should be given an 
opportunity to contribute to the initial discussion. 

3. Initial Testing of Consensus 
Based on the initial discussion the Chair/Co-Chair may wish to have an initial call for 
consensus to determine the positions of the voting representatives and to determine 
which branch of the consensus decision-making process to follow in seeking out 
consensus. 
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 If consensus is apparent, then the meeting can proceed with Branch A of the process.  
This provides a fast track process for the Coordinating Council when making a 
decision when no substantive issues, concerns or reservations are raised, and the 
likely outcome is consensus on the decision. 

 If consensus appears to be achievable with further discussion, then the meeting 
would likely proceed with Branch B of the process.  This branch identifies steps that 
in a consensus-based decision-making process to ensure the issues, concerns, and 
reservations are identified and documented, and an approach appears likely to come 
to consensus. 

 If achieving consensus appears to be a challenge, then the meeting would likely 
proceed with Branch C of the process.  This branch incorporates the opportunity for 
sector representatives to consult with members of their sector and be prepared to 
participate more fully in the decision-making process at the next meeting. 

Branch A Steps 
A4 Formulate Decision 

The Chair/Co-Chair leads any further discussion that may be needed to clarify the 
decision motion or documenting any “support with reservations” positions taken by one 
or more of the voting representatives. 

A5 Confirm Consensus 
The Chair/Co-Chair polls each representative to obtain the position of each 
representative on the decision.  The result of the poll is recorded in the meeting’s 
minutes.  If consensus is not achieved, then the process proceeds to step B4. 

Branch B Steps 
B4 Explore Concerns, Issues, Objections or Reservations 

The focus of this step is the further identification, clarification and exploration of 
concerns, issues, objections, or reservations raised by voting representatives.  Included 
in this step is the documentation of the identified concerns, issues, objections, and 
reservations. 

B5 Collaborative Proposal Development 
The focus of this step is for the representatives to explore and develop alternative 
proposals on how the OHT might address the identified concerns, issues, objections, or 
reservations brought forward.  The goal is to seek out an approach to allow the group to 
come to consensus on the matter under consideration.  Included in this step is the 
documentation of the proposed approach and associated actions to help the group 
reach consensus. 

B6 Testing for Consensus 
At the appropriate time, the Chair/Co-Chair calls for a recorded poll to test for 
consensus by the group.  If consensus is achieved, the decision can then proceed to 
the implementation stage.  If consensus is not achieved, the process moves to Step C4 
for further work and discussion likely at a following meeting. 
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Branch C Steps 
C4 Test for Cluster Consultation 

This step allows the Chair/Co-Chair to confirm whether there is a need to suspend the 
decision-making process to allow representatives to  consult with their cluster, or to 
proceed in an effort to address issues, concerns and reservations raised during the 
discussion to date. 
If it is evident that cluster consultation is required, the Chair/Co-Chair suspends the 
discussion, clarifies the issues needing cluster consultation and directs members to 
seek out input from their cluster for presentation at the next meeting.  The process 
proceeds to Step C9 with Step C10 to be completed before the next meeting. 
If no member objects to the discussion continuing the discussion continues to Step C5. 

C5 Exploration of Outstanding Issues 
Similar to Step B4, the representatives continue to explore the issues, concerns and 
barriers identified with a focus on ensuring full understanding and possible ways to 
address any of the issues, concerns or barriers. 
If the members have completed Steps C9 and C10, then the step needs to include the 
opportunity for each member to provide feedback on the input received from their 
cluster consultation. 

C6 Formulation of Proposed Decision 
Similar to Step B5, the discussion focuses on formulating a proposed decision that may 
include actions required to address or mitigate outstanding issues, concerns or 
barriers. 

C7 Proposed Decision Tested with Representative who Raised Issues 
Because of the occurrence of at least one issue, concern or barrier that diverted the 
discussion to this branch of the process, it is important  the Chair/Co-Chair takes the 
time to solicit the final position of each member and any outstanding issues, concerns 
or reservations are recorded before moving to the next step. 

C8 Test for Sufficient Consensus to Proceed 
The Chair/Co-Chair tests to see if sufficient consensus exists to proceed.  If consensus 
is achieved, the OHT moves forward to act on the decision taking into account the 
issues, concerns or barriers raised during the decision-making process. 
If consensus is not achieved the Chair/Co-Chair it is decided whether to return the 
matter back to the Sponsor seeking the decision for further work to develop a 
recommendation that is more likely to gain consensus, or proceeds to Step C9. 

C9 Members Seek Sector Input 
Each member seeks input from their cluster regarding the decision under consideration 
and the issues, concerns and barriers raised regarding proceeding with the proposed 
decision. 

C10 Members Prepare to Present Input from Cluster Consultation 
Each member prepares a record of the input received from the cluster consultation 
including differing views raised during the consultation.  Each member is encouraged to 
submit a written summary of the consultation findings to the Chair/Co-Chair prior to or 
at the beginning of the meeting at which the consensus decision-making will resume. 
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Consensus Categories 
For the consensus process to work, each Voting Representative must present a position on a 
proposed decision. 

For the City of London, Hospitals, Middlesex County, Middlesex-London Health Unit, and 
Middlesex London Paramedic Service, their voting representatives, or delegates present the 
position of the organization they represent. 

For the other Clusters, their representatives or delegates are expected to present the 
consensus of the Cluster including significant differences in positions raised by one or more 
members. 

ln this consensus process, representatives are not simply for or against a decision, but need 
to declare the position of their Cluster reflecting the degree of support or objections of 
Cluster’s Members based on the Consensus Categories described below. 

When support for a proposed decision is tested, the Chair/Co-Chair will poll each 
Representatives participating in the meeting and ask them to state the degree of support, 
from their Cluster’s perspective according to the following six levels: 

1. Full support: The Cluster fully supports the decision and interested members are highly 
likely to participate in the implementation of the decision. 

2. Acceptable: The Cluster generally supports the decision as it is unlikely to directly 
impact its members.  One or more may have members have concerns or 
may not favour the proposed decision but are unlikely to be adversely 
impacted if the decision is implemented. 

3. Reservations: The Cluster generally accepts the decision, however, one or more Cluster 
members, impacted by the proposed decision have reservations. The 
Cluster requests that the identified reservations be considered to see if 
the reservations can be addressed. 

4. Issues: The Cluster is mixed in its support for the decision as some Cluster 
members have identified issues and disagree with the proposed decision.  
The Cluster is reluctant to go along with the decision if the identified 
issues are not addressed because one or more members may be 
adversely impacted and decide not to participate in implementation of the 
proposed decision. 

5. Objections: The Cluster either needs more information about the proposed decision in 
order to participate in the decision-making process, or there are one or 
more members who have objections to the proposed decision that need 
to be addressed before the decision is implemented. 

6. Block: There are significant concerns with the proposed decision, leading the 
Cluster of oppose the decision, and at least some members will most 
likely not participate in its implementation. 
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Process Options 
lf every Cluster is at level #1 or #2, then by definition, consensus has been reached.  Any 
Cluster Representative who is at level 2 is expected to describe concerns raised by one or 
more of the Sector’s members to ensure that the concerns are recorded in the minutes. 

If at least one Cluster is at level #3 or #4 then each representative is expected to describe 
the reservations or issues, their implications and any suggestions as to how each 
reservation might be resolved.  Discussion should focus on understanding the reservations 
or issues raised and whether there are any steps the WOHT could take to mitigate the 
identified reservations or issues.  The reservations and potential mitigation actions need to 
be recorded in the minutes.  There should be a test for Consensus once the discussion is 
complete, especially if the Cluster representative(s) who raised the reservations or issues 
identify their support for any revised decision statement. 

If at least one Cluster is at level #5 or #6 then each representative is required to describe 
the objections or significant concerns, their implications, and any suggestions as to how 
each reservation might be resolved.  Discussion should focus on understanding all 
reservations, issues, objections and serious concerns that have been raised by any Cluster 
Representative.  The focus in on revising the proposed decision to reach consensus or to 
inform all representatives so they are prepared to seek out further input from their cluster 
members.  All reservations, issues, objections and significant concerns and potential 
mitigation actions need to be recorded in the minutes.  There may be a test for Consensus 
once the discussion is complete, to determine how much progress has been achieved, 
however it is likely that the completion of the decision process will need to be suspended 
until the next meeting to allow for further consultation within each cluster. 

Throughout the decision-making process, the focus of the discussion should be on 
understanding the implications of a proposed decision and its impact on the work of the 
WOHT as well as individual WOHT members.  In reaching consensus the Council or Advisory 
Table needs to consider any reservations, issues, objectives, and opposition to the proposal 
with the focus of developing an approach that will result in consensus with minimal adverse 
impact on WOHT members. 

Responsibilities of Voting Representatives 
To be effective, the WOHT’s consensus decision-making process requires each voting 
representative to fulfill the following responsibilities. 

 To fully represent the varying perspectives of cluster members on the matter being 
considered to ensure the range of perspectives are presented during the Council or 
Table’s discussion. 

 To consult with the cluster members on matters known to be scheduled for 
discussion at an upcoming meeting. 

 To inform cluster’s members on the positions taken and the outcome of a consensus 
decision. 

 To seek a deferral on finalizing a decision if there is reason to believe there are 
significant reservations or concerns about a matter being considered during a 
meeting and there has not been sufficient time to consult with cluster members. 

To facilitate the process representatives need to: 
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 take responsibility for helping group achieve a positive outcome, 
 listen very carefully to what others are saying, 
 monitor his/her level of participation (neither dominate nor withhold), 
 be aware of the purpose, stay on topic, 
 engage with, build on, respond to the ideas of others, 
 express disagreement or concerns constructively and with respect, 
 be aware of how both verbal and non-verbal signals impact group dynamics, 
 avoid side conversations when we are conducting business in the group as a whole, 

and 
 be fully present, for example avoid unnecessary use of smart phones or other 

electronic devices. 

Process Administration and Support 
It is essential that all decisions made using the consensus decision-making process must be 
fully documented in the meeting minutes by a recorder specifically assigned the role.  The 
positions taken and the associated rationales, issues, concerns, and reservations raised 
during the discussion, resolutions of issues, concerns or reservations reached during the 
meeting, and final action/decision taken during the meeting must be documented. 

The effectiveness and efficiency of the process may be enhanced through the following 
actions. 

 Having the author of a document or chair of a working group introduce and present a 
matter at the beginning of the discussion and to assist by answering questions from 
members raised during the discussion. 

 Having a Co-Chair or a support person facilitate the discussion of a matter 
particularly if it is anticipated there may be significant discussion including issues, 
concerns or reservations being raised. 

Exclusions to Formal Use of this Process 
Decision that are typically excluded from the formal use of a consensus decision-making 
process include decisions related to the following matters. 

 Approval of meeting date/time, agenda, minutes, or other matters related to the 
operation of the Council, Table or Working Group. 

 Minor operational or tactical decisions that do not impact the independence or 
governance of any member. 

 Decisions that the voting representatives agree require little discussion to reach a 
unanimous decision. 


