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Being needy is not often thought of as a positive trait, but in facilitation of Child and 
Family Teams it is absolutely necessary. Of course, “needy” in this context does not refer 
to selfishness. Instead, it refers to operating from a frame of mind where everything is 
boiled down to underlying needs rather than services or solutions. 

Human nature, especially for people who like to be helpful, is to quickly offer ideas and 
solutions to the problems of people we care about. However, when facilitating Child and 
Family Teams, resisting this urge and instead sticking to needs-based thinking can be one 
of the most helpful things a facilitator can do. Here are some of the reasons this is true: 

Give Me an “E”, Give Me an “A”, Give me an “R” – One of the last things people 
experiencing a challenging situation want to hear is a solution, especially if it is an 
overly-simplistic or generic one. Ironically, it is typically one of the first things we often 
try to offer. Example: A woman says to her husband “I feel so awful…I have no energy, 
no motivation, and I find myself crying at every little thing.” The husband says “Maybe 
you should try exercising more.” What may be meant as a helpful suggestion instead 
comes across as trying to oversimplify a complex situation and not being willing to 
emotionally connect to the wife’s difficult situation. Spouting out a solution right away 
almost never sends the right message (take your pick of which negative message it sends 
– “Your problem is really not that big of deal”, “It’s not that tough, I thought of an 
answer in seconds,” “Why don’t you solve this problem right now so that I do not have to 
listen to it anymore?, “I’m smarter than you because I figured out an answer to your 
problem”, “If you would just do what I think you should do you wouldn’t end up in these 
messes.”) Until others feel like they’ve been heard, understood, and appreciated, any 
solutions offered (even if they are good ones) will likely be unheard or unappreciated. 

The wrong perfume –Ever been given a gift of cologne or perfume that, while in the 
giver’s perception had a wonderful scent, was the last thing you would ever put on? The 
same is true for suggestions and advice – what sounds good to one person may be just as 
much the wrong “scent” to the other as a clashing perfume. I can’t help but think about 
this whenever my wife watches the television show “Trading Spaces”. On the show two 
families trade homes for a few days and decorate a room in the other’s home the way 
they think the other family would like (while having no input on what their own home 
will look like). No matter how skillfully or elaborately the designers decorate the home of 
the other family, the changes are not usually well received unless they match the taste of 
the owner. People are likely to follow through only with suggestions that match their 
unique personalities and preferences.  

Well, if you’re going to do all the work… -- I once had a professor who would ask a 
question to the class only to turn around and answer his own question before giving 
others a chance to respond. After catching on to his style, I quickly learned I could tune 



him out and think about other things during his class because I was never going to have 
to be put on the spot to answer a question or give a response (which probably explains 
my poor grade in the class). Because the teacher did all the work, I had no investment or 
interest in the class. The same holds true when we try to provide solutions for others…if 
we try to do all the work in designing their solutions, they are likely to feel the same 
ownership and motivation for the plan as I felt for my school class. In general, people are 
more likely to follow through with plans they help do the work in designing.  

What about all the other flavors? – Have you ever heard the research that says the most 
popular kind of ice cream in the world is Vanilla? That always perplexes me because 
when I go to an ice cream shop, I seldom, if ever order plain vanilla, nor do I see many 
others ordering it. Instead, I get a chocolate peanut butter cup with a cookies and cream in 
a cup with marshmallow topping and a cherry on top. The research is misleading because 
it reports that vanilla is the most ordered flavor when compared to the other flavors, but it 
does not say that those who order vanilla are more than those who order any other flavor. 
In other words, say twelve out of every hundred order vanilla, ten out of every hundred 
order chocolate, and seven out of every hundred order strawberry. While it is true that 
vanilla is the top-ordered flavor, it is also true that 88% of people who order ice cream 
from the shop order a flavor other than vanilla. Jumping to solutions before 
understanding the underlying needs is a lot like settling on vanilla without exploring all 
the other flavors and combinations of flavors that may have tasted better and provided 
more satisfaction than plain vanilla. In other words, getting to a solution without fully 
exploring the need and the variety of options that could meet the need may lead to 
solutions that are not as helpful as they could be if the whole context were considered.  

Operating from a Needs-Based Perspective – Instead of operating from a solution-
based approach, successful facilitators help their teams work from a needs-based 
approach. In other words, they keep the team members away from arriving at solutions 
until the need has been properly identified and refined and until a variety of creative 
options have been considered. This requires a conscious effort on the part of the 
facilitator, constantly pulling the team away from the solutions and helping them define 
and recognize the true need that lies beneath the situation.    

A needs-based perspective means the facilitator helps the team “drill down” to the most 
basic element of what is needed. One of the most helpful tools in drilling down to the 
basic and underlying need is the following question: “What would that do for you?” As 
long as a person can answer that question in a way that provides more basic information, 
the underlying need has not yet been uncovered.  Here is an example: 

Facilitator: What does Jerrold need in order to feel better from the troubling feeling he is 
experiencing since loosing his father? [Definition of the goal area that the family has 
established].   

Team Member: He clearly needs counseling. [A proposed solution]. 



Facilitator: It sounds like counseling may be one option for meeting his need. Let’s talk 
about what you hope that counseling would do for him. 

Team Member: It would give him someone to talk to in order to sort through his 
feelings. 

Facilitator: Okay, I’m going to write down that one of the needs is to find someone that 
Jerrold can talk to. In a moment we’ll explore different options for meeting that need and 
counseling may be one of them. But I want to make sure that everyone is okay with 
defining the need this way. 

Another Team Member: I agree that he needs someone to talk to, but I think that he 
needs it to be a person he trusts and can get along with…otherwise he will never open up 
about it. 

Another Team Member: Yes, he is so slow to warm up with someone new to him. I 
think he needs it to be someone familiar to him. 

Facilitator: I am adding to the needs that not only does he need someone to talk to, he 
needs it to be someone he trusts, is familiar with, and that he can easily open up to. Does 
anyone have anything else to add about what is needed in this type of person. (No one 
suggests anything new). Okay then, lets begin to think of several options for meeting this 
need. I know one option mentioned before was to assign a counselor and I’m going to 
write that one down. What other options are there? 

The better the need is defined the better the resulting solution – Imagine in the 
scenario above what would have happened if the facilitator had gone with the first 
solution suggested by the team—counseling—without exploring the underlying need. 
How likely would that counseling have been well-received by Jerrold and his family? 
How well would they feel heard and appreciated? How likely would the counseling have 
produced positive results in Jerrold feeling relief from his troubling feelings? Now 
compare those same questions with the likely results of whatever option the team 
develops after exploring options relating to the underlying need. Even if they end up 
deciding counseling would helpful, it will be a counseling situation that is tailored to the 
needs of Jerrold. The team will have tried to find someone who was familiar to  Jerrold, 
that would work well with his personality, and that would use an approach most likely to 
be successful with Jerrold. And because the team took time to listen, explore the 
underlying need, and explore a variety of options, Jerrold and his family are likely to feel 
more heard and understood, more accepting of the solution, and more likely to benefit 
from it. In the example above, after exploring the need fully the team also may not have 
arrived at a solution of providing counseling at all. They may have identified a friend of 
the family who would go hang out with Jerrold on Saturdays at the soccer game and 
provided a listening ear for Jerrold during the activity. Or they may have decided that 
Jerrold’s teacher was the best person for the job. Whatever the resulting plan, it would be 
much more likely to find success and acceptance than one that is selected without drilling 
down to the underlying need. 



“Come on people now, smile on your brother, everybody get together, try to love 
one another right now” – While Child and Family teams are not always going to be a 
bastion of love and getting along, facilitators can help promote a spirit of teamwork and 
togetherness by using underling needs as a springboard for common agreement. Jumping 
to solutions, on the other hand, provides the opposite effect. For example, imagine a team 
meeting beginning by the facilitator announcing that the family wants to work on the goal 
of being happier and then goes around and asks each team member what they think the 
family ought to do. How likely is it that the team members would all give the same 
answer or that the family would be in agreement with the solutions provided? Probably 
not very likely. But if the facilitator first help the team define the underlying needs by 
specifically drawing out the details of why this is important to the family and what is 
unique about this need for them, the team is more likely to arrive at a common point of 
understanding from which they can work. Drilling down to the underlying need serves as 
a unifying point from which to work, while starting with proposed solutions leads to 
division and polarization among team members. Consider the following example: 

Facilitator: Mary is coming out of the hospital Friday and the goal of the meeting today 
is to figure out where she is going to go.   

Team Member: Well, I think we should all say where we think she should go. I really 
think it needs to be a residential treatment facility. 

Other Team Member: And I think it should be living at her aunts home. 

Facilitator: We do want to hear everyone’s ideas about what will work best in this 
situation, but before we go there, I want to see if we can get an agreement about what 
Mary needs in the where she will live, regardless of where the place turns out to be. 

Team Member: Alright, but I still think it has got to be a residential center.   

Facilitator: You are really thinking there is something about a residential treatment 
facility that would be helpful. What is it about a residential facility that you feel would 
help Mary? 

Team Member: She would receive constant supervision and would have a lot of 
structured activities. 

Facilitator: OK, so I’m going to write down that Mary needs constant supervision in the 
place she lives as well as a lot of structured activities. Residential treatment may be one 
way to meet those needs, and we’ll explore options to meet these needs in a moment, but 
first I’m wondering whether anyone else has ideas regarding what is needed in a 
placement. 

Team Member: It needs to be a place where she can interact in a normal way with her 
family. 



Other Team Member: Well that would rule out a residential treatment facility because 
they never allow normal interactions with families. 

Facilitator: Again, I’m going to ask us to avoid trying to reach solutions at this point. 
We are defining what is needed by Mary in a place to live. In the end we will find a place 
that meets these needs…none of the options will be off the table. We’ll just work hard to 
make sure that whatever option makes the most sense meets the needs. 

By drawing the team away from solutions and focusing on defining underlying needs, the 
facilitator helped the team work toward a common point of agreement regarding what 
was needed rather than allowing them to stay polarized on their ideas of what the solution 
should be. When teams agree upon a need before moving to options and solutions, they 
are more likely to work together collaboratively and to end up with a  common agreement 
about the final plan. 

Be as “needy” as you can be – The next time you find yourself facilitating a Child and 
Family Team, be as “needy” as you can…It’s one way to make sure the family and team 
feel heard, understood, appreciated, respected, and motivated, not to mention increasing 
the likelihood that the plan will produce positive results and that the team members will 
be in agreement with it. 

 


