
Getting on the Same Page Now – Susan Beaumont  1 
 

Getting on the Same Page Now 
April 19, 2021 by Susan Beaumont 

Photo  by nad i borod ina  on  Unsplash  

Build ings a re  reopening and  in -person  engagem ent is  slowly com ing back. As 
leade rs look to  the  fu ture , m any wonder how to  bu ild  consensus about the  
next chapte r. Over the  past severa l weeks, m y phone  has been  ringing off the  
hook with  clien ts looking for he lp  with  p lann ing. It’s not surprising. Plann ing 
has trad itiona lly been  our go to  approach  for ge tting people  m otiva ted  to  
m ove  toge ther from  poin t A to  poin t B. 

But ge tting everyone  to  agree  on  a  d irection  should  not be  your ob jective  
now. 

When I ask people  what they want to  accom plish  with  a  p lann ing project, I 
typ ica lly ge t th is re sponse : “Well, we  have  to  figure  ou t what people  a re  
in te rested  in  doing toge ther. We  have  to  begin  with  a  un ified  vision  of our 
m ission  and  m in istry. Don’t we?” 

Still in Liminal Space 

We are  still in  lim ina l space . Reopening our bu ild ings and rega the ring the  
congregation  physica lly will not resolve  our d isorien ta tion . We  are  still stuck 
be tween  som eth ing tha t has ended  and  a  new th ing tha t is  not ye t ready to  
begin . 
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You cannot resolve  lim inality by p lann ing your way th rough  it. You  
m ust lea rn your way th rough it. Guide  your leade rs th rough  cycles of 
observa tion , experim enta tion , ad justm ent, and  ite ra tion . You  need  a  lea rn ing 
agenda , flu id  action  p lans and  conta ine rs for re flecting on  your learn ing. You  
do not need  a  leade rsh ip  body in  fu ll agreem ent about which  way to  go. Tha t 
will com e  la te r—m aybe . 
In  the  unse ttled  sta te  of lim ina lity, people  a re  m ore  like ly to  accept strong 
d irection  from  a  leader or sm all group  of leaders. Consensus is  not required . 
In  lim ina l seasons, people  grow frustra ted  with  p rolonged  pe riods of 
listen ing, pondering, and  p lann ing. More  im m edia te  action  is needed . Just te ll 
us what to  do next! 

Do We Need Unanimity… Consensus… or Something Else? 

Unanim ous agreem ent m eans tha t a ll stakeholde rs have  had  the ir say and  
a re  in  fu ll agreem ent about how to  proceed . We  rare ly find  true  unanim ity 
even  in  the  best of tim es. We  m ay approxim ate  unanim ity by wate ring down 
our op tions un til we  can  ge t to  a  choice  tha t offends no one . Or stakeholde rs 
m ay silence  the ir own d issenting op in ions because  they do not want to  be  
seen  as obstructing progress. Ne ither of those  conditions produce  authentic 
support. 

Many pre fe r to  work by consensus—when stakeholders, by genera l 
agreem ent or accord , decide  to  m ove  toge the r in  a  d irection . In  consensus, 
not eve ryone  needs to  be  in  fu ll agreem ent, but everyone  m ust fee l tha t they 
have  been  heard . Those  who don’t support the  proposed  action  are  asked  to  
stand  aside  and  support the  will of the  whole . 

However, reach ing consensus is  tim e  consum ing and  d ifficu lt to  ach ieve  in  
polarized  or rap id ly changing environm ents. While  working towards 
consensus, the  naysaying voice  of one  unhea lthy stakeholde r can  ha lt action . 
And  action  is im portant now. 

In  a  lim ina l season , you  should  not be  pursuing unanim ity or consensus-
bu ild ing. Your goa l is  to  ge t a  critica l core  of stakeholders to  pursue  a  
learn ing agenda . How do you  go about doing tha t? 
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Adopting Innovation 

In  The Diffusion of Innova tions, Evere tt Rogers expla ins how and  why new 
ideas and technologies a re  adopted  in  organ iza tions. He  in troduces five  
ca tegories of constituents who popula te  the  typica l organ iza tion  as it adap ts 
to  change . The  m akeup  and  behavior of these  five  groups he lp  us 
understand  the  tipp ing poin t for action—when we  have  enough  support to  
m ove  forward . 
Innovators. Approxim ate ly 2.5% of the  people  in  the  organiza tion . This group  
is eager to  pursue  in form ation  and  is we ll connected  to  sources of innovative  
ideas. They a re  ready to  take  risks and  often  have  the  financia l liqu id ity to  
support the ir risk-taking behavior. 
Early Adopte rs. About 13.5% of the  people . These  a re  the  op in ion  se tte rs in  
the  organiza tion . They tend  to  be  younger and  be tte r educa ted  than  the  
m ajority. They a lso  re lish  new inform ation . They a re  m ore  d isce rn ing and  
m ore  cautious than  the  Innova tors about the  risks they will support. 
Early Majority. About 34% of an  organ iza tion . This group  offe rs support once  
they are  confiden t a  new idea  will succeed . They a re  pragm atists. They 
usua lly have  above  average  socia l sta tus bu t ra re ly dem onstra te  thought 
leade rsh ip  in  the  congregation . 
La te  Majority. Anothe r 34%. They dem onstra te  a  h igh  degree  of skep ticism . 
Are  often  seen  as “the  guard ians of trad ition .” They offe r the ir support 
eventua lly—if and  when  m ost others have  a lready done  so . 
Laggards. About 16% of the  people  in  the  organ iza tion  are  d iehards. They 
have  sm alle r circles of friends and  experiences. They have  an  ave rsion  to  risk 
or change . They seek ou t people  who agree  with  the ir op in ion . Som e m ay 
grudgingly acquiesce  to  new d irection  over tim e . Others never com e  on  
board . 
Leaders a re  cautioned  not to  invest too m uch  ene rgy bringing the  la te  
m ajority and  the  laggards a long for the  ride . The  tipp ing poin t for a  change  
in itia tive  is  when  the  innova tors, ea rly adopte rs and  the  first segm ent of the  
early m ajority a re  on  board . Tha t is  the  m om ent when  the  organ iza tion  is 
p rim ed  to act. The  re st of the  early m ajority and  the  la te  m ajority will com e  
a long over tim e  and  the  laggards m ay never support a  change  in itia tive , so  
your energy is wasted  trying to  ge t the ir support. 
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Building Commitment & Moving Forward 

So, wha t a re  your leade rsh ip  tasks for the  next chap te r of th is lim ina l 
season? 

• Identify and  work with  your innovators and  ea rly adopte rs to  
crea te  a  vita l learn ing agenda  for the  next year. For exam ple : 
Learn ing about the  needs and  in te rests of the  worshipp ing 
com m unity tha t chooses to  rem ain  on line . Or: Exploring d igita l 
pa rtnersh ips with  other organ iza tions because  we  do not have  
adequa te  resources to  offe r vita l in  pe rson  and  on line  
educationa l experiences. 

• Ask your govern ing board  to  approve  the  learn ing agenda . This 
au thoriza tion  will he lp  you  to p rioritize  the  organiza tion’s tim e  
and  resources for the  designa ted  lea rn ing period . 

• Crea te  an  innovation  team  for each  learn ing area  you  have  
nam ed and  have  those  team s crea te  flexib le  action  p lans for 
advancing learn ing. These  team s should  be  m ade  up  of 
innovators, early adopte rs, and  the  ea rly m ajority. Action  p lans 
m ust be  flu id  enough  to  evolve  as the  environm ent a round you  
evolves. 

• Listen  to  and  address the  conce rns of the  laggards, because  the  
la te  m ajority a lso  listens to  the ir conce rns and  the  m ajority need  
to  hear you  address the  rese rva tions ra ised . However, you  
should  not le t the  conce rns of the  laggards stop  forward  
m om entum . You probably can’t m ake  them  happy—so don’t 
m ake  tha t your ob jective . 

• Nam e new m etrics for m onitoring and eva lua ting the  success of 
your learn ing in itia tives. Be  sure  your m e trics m easure  lea rn ing, 
ra ther than  reward ing prem ature  “right answers.” 

• Em brace  fa ilu res. Charge  the  innovation  team s with  re flecting on  
both  successes and  fa ilures and  find  ways to  loop  your la rge r 
leade rsh ip  body in to  the  lea rn ing. As you  learn , ite ra te  (ad just 
the  experim ent and  repea t). 
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Moving forward  ca lls for im agina tion  and  resilience . It does not require  
ge tting eve ryone  on  the  sam e  page  with  consensua l action  p lans. Vita l 
congregations will re sist the  im pulse  to  p lan  the ir way ou t of lim ina lity. They 
will act first. See  what they lea rn . Adjust. Try aga in . Save  consensus bu ild ing 
for la te r. 

Susan  Beaum ont is a  coach , educator, and  consu ltan t who has 
worked  with  hundreds of fa ith  com m unities across the  United  Sta te s and  
Canada . Susan  is known for working a t the  in te rsection  of organ iza tiona l 
hea lth  and  sp iritua l vita lity. She  specia lizes in  la rge  church  dynam ics, sta ff 
team  hea lth , board  deve lopm ent, and  leade rsh ip  during seasons of 
transition . 
With  both  an  M.B.A. and  an  M.Div., Susan  b lends business acum en with  
sp iritua l practice . She  m oves na tura lly be tween  decision-m aking and  
d iscernm ent, connecting the  sou l of the  leader with  the  sou l of the  
institu tion . You  can  read  m ore  about he r m in istry a t susanbeaum ont.com . 
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