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INTRODUCTION

We all know the feeling of walking out of a meeting with mixed feelings about how it
went. So does a team manager, who might reflect on a tense leadership meeting:

e ‘It is a relief that, after weeks of heated debate, the leadership team finally agreed on the
restructuring plan. We have spent countless hours discussing our strategic priorities and
negotiating trade-offs of the consequences of each strategic priority. It was not easy, but
eventually we came to some level of alignment. Now we are moving forward together’

e ‘[ appreciated the intense discussion about which departments should be prioritized for
investment, the process is moving us towards reaching our strategic priorities. Our exec-
utive team is diverse; finance, operations, HR, and product all brought different lenses.
The disagreement was sharp at times, but the process and critical dialog helped us un-
cover blind spots and challenge assumptions. We now have a clearer view of the risks and
opportunities.

e . But I was caught off guard when no one questioned the decision to terminate the re-
gional manager. It was presented as a done deal, and everyone nodded. I expected resis-
tance, especially from those who had previously defended her performance.’

These three reflections reveal something crucial: consensus plays a vital role in or-
ganizational and team dynamics, but too much consensus - or consensus that comes
too easily - can be misleading. It may mask deeper social dynamics or cognitive biases
that go unnoticed in the moment.

The first observation is straightforward. High consensus on strategic goals or prior-
ities is often a good thing. When leadership aligns on the overall strategic direction,
concrete execution becomes more focused and measurable. But reaching that lev-
el of agreement often requires significant effort. Leaders must invest time, energy,
and resources to sKillfully build consensus across competing interests. This book ex-
plores both the benefits of consensus and the strategies to achieve it.

The second observation highlights a different angle. Disagreement - especially in
high-stakes decisions - is not only inevitable but often valuable. It brings diverse per-
spectives and fosters critical thinking. This is essential for organizational learning
and innovation. However, unresolved conflict can become toxic. To benefit from dis-
agreement, teams need shared norms for how to debate, reflect, and decide. Without
these ‘rules of engagement’, even the most vibrant discussions can spiral into dys-
function.
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Again, while this is a general insight applicable to many leadership settings, it shows
that low consensus can be productive, but only under certain conditions. It also sug-
gests that the impact of consensus evolves over time. These dynamics - varying lev-
els of consensus, their advantages and disadvantages, and conditional relationships
- are explored and clarified throughout this book.

Finally, the third observation reveals a deeper layer. No one challenged a controver-
sial decision. That might look like consensus, but it could be something else entirely.
Maybe team members disagreed but stayed silent, assuming they were alone in their
views. This is known as the false-uniqueness bias, a cognitive bias in the context of
consensus management that we deal with in this book. Or maybe they felt social pres-
sure and did not want to appear disloyal or disruptive.

This example shows that managers need more than surface-level observations to
understand team consensus. Silence does not always mean agreement. Opinions are
cognitive; they are not always visible in behavior. Effective consensus management
requires tools - even an entire toolbox - to uncover what people really think.

Consensus is about more than agreement. It is about social behavior, cognitive bias-
es, and the gap between what is said and what is thought. This book offers practical
approaches to explore, measure, and analyze opinions accurately so that managers
can lead with clarity and confidence.

Consensus (Management)
This book is about consensus and how to manage it effectively.

Consensus refers to the extent to which people in a group share similar opinions on a
specific topic. When opinions are closely aligned or even identical, we speak of high
or full consensus. When opinions differ significantly, we refer to low consensus.

Importantly, ‘high consensus’ and ‘low consensus’ are not synonyms for ‘good’ and
‘bad’. As the earlier examples show, the value of consensus depends on:
e The topic on which opinions are compared and analyzed.
e The context in which consensus is evaluated and managed.
e The purpose that high or low consensus serves, such as efficiency, creativity, or
critical evaluation.
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Consensus management is the full set of actions managers use to explore, measure,
and analyze consensus in their teams, organizations, and networks. It also includes
actions to:

e Make levels of consensus explicit.

e Communicate about consensus with others.

e Derive actionable learning points for improvement.

In the short term, these actions help ensure that improvement efforts align with cur-
rentlevels of consensus so they are effective and avoid unintended side effects. In the
medium and long term, consensus management aims to shift consensus levels to cre-
ate better conditions for future decision-making. This book introduces the Consen-
sus Management Framework, a step-by-step guide that we built from our consulting
and research experience, practical examples, and insights from scientific literature.

e Chapter 1 explains the overall Consensus Management Framework.
e All subsequent chapters break down each phase of the framework into actiona-
ble steps.

What to expect in each chapter? Each chapter includes:

An action plan: A step-by-step guide for applying that phase of the Consensus Man-
agement Framework. These plans are based on our experience in consulting and re-
search projects focused on measuring, analyzing, and steering consensus in teams,
organizations, or cross-organizational collaboration networks. The action plans are
practical tools for managers and also serve as a basis for communication with peers,
team members, superiors, (external) facilitators, as well as representatives from an
organization’s Human Resource Management department.

Concepts and background: Each chapter begins with a section that introduces the
key ideas behind the action plan. These are drawn from both scientific literature and
our own accumulated consulting and coaching experiences. While the action plans
offer a solid foundation, managers are encouraged to go beyond the basics.

Iterative application: The Consensus Management Framework is designed to be used
in multiple rounds which we call consensus management trajectories. Each chapter
also includes a section ‘To the Next Level’, which offers ideas for further exploration
and specialization. These sections are for bold, engaged managers who want to deep-
en their consensus management competencies with each iteration.

Real-world examples: Throughout the book, we include examples from our consult-
ing, coaching, and research work. These stories make the action plans and scientific
concepts more relatable and more actionable.

INTRODUCTION 13



Why this book now?

Consensus management matters now more than ever, both in how people experience
work and in how data is used to understand and improve that experience.

The people aspect of consensus management

Jobs matter deeply to people. They shape:

e What people do every day.

e Who they interact and collaborate with.

e Which customers, citizens, clients, students, patients, employees, or sharehold-
ers they serve.
How they are perceived by others at home, in their communities, and in society.

Work is more than a paycheck. It is a source of identity, purpose, and connection.
It influences how people see themselves and how they are seen by others. It affects
confidence, motivation, and well-being. That is why the way work is organized - and
how people experience it — matters so much.

In recent years, both practitioners and researchers have focused heavily on creating
positive, supportive work environments. The goal: balance well-being with produc-
tivity (a good work-life balance), efficiency, and effectiveness. This includes promot-
ing psychological safety, encouraging open dialog, and fostering a culture where peo-
ple feel heard and valued.

Skilled managers face the challenge of navigating this balance daily. They must en-
sure that teams deliver results while also creating space for diverse voices, respectful
disagreement, and shared ownership. A strong understanding of consensus manage-
ment helps them do this more effectively.

As introduced earlier and explored in depth throughout this book, consensus man-
agement is about understanding the social dynamics behind differing opinions in
teams and organizations. It is also about guiding those dynamics in a respectful, con-
structive way to build mutual understanding and trust.

This is not easy work. In contrast to what catchy memes or 30-second videos on so-
cial media might suggest, there are no silver-bullet solutions for managing team dy-
namics. Real consensus management is not about quick fixes. It is about recognizing
complex trade-offs and knowing how to work with them.
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For example, should a manager push for alignment quickly to meet a deadline or allow
more time for discussion to surface better ideas? Should they prioritize agreement or
encourage dissent to challenge assumptions? These are not either-or decisions - they
are balancing acts.

In fact, the more managers understand these trade-offs, the more they realize there is
rarely a perfect endpoint. The process is ongoing. It requires constant attention and
adjustment, especially in the fast-changing environments where most teams operate.

Consensus management is not about reaching a final state of agreement. It is about cre-
ating the conditions for continuous improvement, learning, and adaptation. It is about
helping people work together even when they do not always see things the same way.

This book embraces that social complexity. It is about learning to navigate it, not
eliminate it. And while this complexity cannot be reduced to a simple formula, the
structure and approach of this book are designed to make it as clear and manageable
as possible.

We offer a practical framework, grounded in real-world experience and informed by
research, to help managers lead with more clarity, confidence, and care. Because when
people feel seen, heard, and understood, they do not just perform better - they thrive.

The analytics aspect of consensus management

Today, data is everywhere. Anyone who started working with employee or customer
data over 20 years ago knows the biggest challenge used to be getting any data at all.
That has changed. Now, it is easy to run a poll or survey within a team or organization.
Personalized technology also gives access to a wide range of relevant data from em-
ployees, customers, and other stakeholders.

With the right privacy and anonymity safeguards, managers can collect detailed, rep-
resentative opinion data in just days or even hours. This data can be combined with
other key variables related to resources, processes, outputs, and outcomes. It can
also be linked to external feedback, such as customer reviews or stakeholder recom-
mendations.

The bottleneck, therefore, is no longer data collection. The real challenge is making
sense of the data: turning it into clear, actionable insights that support better deci-

sions.
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Despite the rise of Business Intelligence, Big Data, People Analytics, Predictive
Modeling, Workforce Insights, and Data-Driven Decision Platforms, many of these
approaches still rely on outdated assumptions about how to report, analyze, and
communicate data. Traditional statistical models, even those wrapped in modern
machine learning, often focus on aggregating data by team, group, profile, or organ-
ization. Aggregation can make insights easier to grasp, but if we forget the assump-
tions behind it, we risk losing valuable information.

One key piece of that information is variation in data: the differences between in-
dividual data points. Variation and variance in data are often reduced to technical
metrics like standard errors, confidence intervals, or p-values. These help data ana-
lysts to estimate how likely it is that their findings reflect reality and to say something
about ‘significance of the observations’. But here is the catch: these metrics rely on
assumptions that do not always hold up in real-world settings.

For example:
e They assume individual data points are similar or even identical. But consensus
management is built on the idea that opinions often differ.
e They treat differences between individuals as ‘random noise’ or ‘error’. Yet in
consensus management, those differences reveal important social dynamics
within groups.

Rarely is variance used to analyze, report, or learn about consensus. When it is, we
move away from the idea that individuals or teams are inherently the same and that
variation is just a deviation from some idealized average. Instead, we recognize that
differences in opinions, perspectives, expertise, expectations, and competencies are
meaningful.

Variance holds rich insights that traditional analysis often overlooks. The idea of
treating variance as a valuable source of information is gaining ground in academic
management research. But for many managers, consultants, and business analysts, it
is still unfamiliar territory.

Itis time to bridge that gap, to bring scientific insights into practice and to make them
useful in and applicable for decision-making.
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Whois it for?

This book is primarily for managers at all levels, consultants, data analysts, team
leaders, organizational-development specialists, learning and development man-
agers, change managers, and internal-strategy advisors. It is also highly relevant for
professionals working in Human Resources (HR), HR business partners, people (ana-
lytics) managers, and workforce analytics, especially those involved in shaping stra-
tegic alignment, organizational development, and evidence-based decision-making.
It brings together the people aspect and the analytics aspect of consensus manage-
ment.

Management researchers with a strong, genuine interest in conducting studies and
projects with and for practitioners can also find value and encouragement here. We
explain key scientific concepts in a practical way, making them relevant for both con-
sensus studies and consensus management in general. For researchers, this book can
thus serve as concrete inspiration - with multiple concrete examples - towards de-
signing studies that go beyond traditional averages and aggregates. It encourages a
shift in perspective: recognizing that group-level data holds rich, often untapped in-
sights into diversity of opinions, social dynamics, and collective behavior. By embrac-
ing complexity and variance within teams and organizations, researchers can develop
more nuanced, practice-oriented studies that reflect the real-world challenges and
opportunities of consensus building.

Most of the insights we share come from our own consulting, coaching and research
projects. We have conducted these projects in a wide range of organizations (private,
nonprofit, and public). Throughout the book, we discuss and include examples from
these projects to illustrate key points.

What you will gain

By the end of this book, you will be able to:

e Understand consensus (management) in teams and organizations.

e [dentify when what level of consensus is desired, in general as well as within
your specific context.

e Use a practical toolkit to measure, analyze, and visualize consensus levels.

e Apply a structured framework to guide team discussions and decision-making.

e Navigate the trade-offs in consensus management.

e [cad with greater accuracy, precision, confidence, and care in complex environ-
ments.
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Whether you are a manager, consultant, or researcher, this book will help you turn
the invisible dynamics of team dynamics and, specifically, consensus into visible, ac-
tionable insights.

Our take on this

As authors of this book, we deeply value building bridges between scientific insights
and practical applications. That is why we began, and continue, working together on
various research and consulting projects. In our empirical work, we consistently aim
to combine two core elements:

1. We analyze and report data to contribute to broader academic debates. Ideally,
we share these findings through scientific journals, academic conferences, and
workshops with fellow researchers.

2. We provide tailored feedback and recommendations to the managers and policy-
makers who support our data collection, often from their own teams, organiza-
tions, or networks. This creates a strong, two-way engagement with practitioners.
It makes our insights directly applicable to real-world management while giving us
valuable feedback from the environments where our results matter most.

Somewhat prophetically (and even ironically), our collaboration on consensus and
consensus management began with a moment of self-reflection. During a research
brainstorm (over a slice of cake with a beautiful Viennese view), we realized that we
had both fallen into the trap of the false-uniqueness effect. For years, we had each
been conducting separate projects that aimed to balance scientific rigor with prac-
tical relevance. We had both explored ways to report consensus-related insights and
discuss them with engaged practitioners. These efforts uncovered valuable but often
hidden insights.

Despite our confidence in the practical value of a structured approach to what we
now call consensus management, we each assumed we were working ‘alone’ in this
space and were ‘unique’. These assumptions had to be challenged before this joint
project could begin. A slice of cake with an amazing view and the right critical ques-
tions helped us move past it. And that, in many ways, is the perfect start to any good
consensus management trajectory.
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The consensus management roadmap

This roadmap offers a structured, phase-by-phase guide for organizational experts,
consultants, and anyone involved in strategic and change processes within organi-
zations. It integrates 32 actions across the different phases, aligning them with their
intended outputs.

The Consensus Management Framework (Chapter 1)

1.1  Keep a holistic overview of the framework’s building blocks .
> Output: Strategic alignment and balanced consensus management.

1.2 Apply a continuous, iterative approach.
> Qutput: Ongoing improvement and responsiveness.

1.3 Track strengths and weaknesses - self-reflect on Consensus Management ability.
> Output: Personal development and improved leadership.

Monitor
Explore - sensing and scoping (Chapter 2)

2.1 Critically self-reflect on susceptibility to the false-consensus bias.
> Output: Guidelines for improving internal communication and openness.
2.2 Regularly probe the team'’s internal consensus on key topics.
> Output: Overview of team opinions and consensus levels.
2.3 Actively plan communication channels about consensus.
> Output: Known and accessible communication tools and routines.
2.4 Keep a dynamic list of consensus topics.
> Output: Visual/mental map of topic relevance and consensus levels.
2.5 Prioritize topics for further data collection and analysis.
> Qutput: Shortlist of high-priority topics.

Collect - structured data gathering (Chapter 3)

3.1 Select the topic of interest, ideally using a validated scale.
> Output: Finalized scale and topic description.

3.2 Tailor scale items and use clear response labels.
> Output: Context-specific items and clear labels.

3.3 Identify and select members of targeted (sub)groups.

INTRODUCTION 19



> Output: Documented list and sample description.
3.4 Choose between ranking or rating methods.
> Output: Finalized method and response labels.
3.5 Invite participants and ensure sufficient response rate.
> Qutput: Survey responses recorded.
3.6 Ensure at least two responses per subgroup and assess representativeness.
> Output: Documented representativeness.
3.7 Handle data confidentially and allocate to subgroups.
> Output: Securely handled and allocated data.

Analyze - insight generation (Chapter 4)

4.1 Operationalize consensus.
> Output: Interpretable consensus scores.
4.2 Visualize consensus.
> Output: Visual representations of team dynamics.
4.3 Match mean and consensus Scores.
> Output: Two-dimensional plots for strategic decisions.

Advance

Explicate - theory building (Chapter 5)

5.1 Choose a template for an Implicit Consensus Theory.

> Qutput: Initial theory linking consensus to outcomes.
5.2 Add contextuality.

> Output: Context-specific refinements.
5.3 Add temporality.

> Output: Timing details for consensus-outcome links.
5.4 Add conditionality.

> Output: Influencing factors and conditions.

Implement - short(er) -term action (Chapter 6)

6.1 Generate a wide range of learning points.

> Output: List of confirming, surprising, and discussion-worthy insights.
6.2 Classify learning points by type and impact.

> Output: Categorized learning points.
6.3 Develop management actions based on learning points.
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6.4

6.5

6.6

> Output: Action list with impact and feasibility assessments.
Prioritize actions based on impact and feasibility.

> Output: Ranked list of actions.

Select and implement the most promising actions.

> Qutput: Actions ready for implementation.

Evaluate and adjust actions as needed.

> Output: Evaluation reports and revised actions.

Adjust - long(er)-term steering (Chapter 7)

7.1

7.2

7.3

74

Identify antecedents of change in consensus levels.

> Output: Categorized list of antecedents.

Derive consensus interventions.

> Qutput: Targeted interventions.

Validate interventions and outcome changes.

> Output: Evidence of impact using qualitative and quantitative data.
Repeat until optimal consensus is reached.

> Output: Refined theory and improved alignment.

This roadmap is designed to be iterative and adaptive. We encourage practitioners
to revisit different phases as new insights emerge, ensuring that consensus manage-
ment remains responsive, evidence-based, and aligned with evolving team dynamics.
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CHAPTER1
THE CONSENSUS MANAGEMENT
FRAMEWORK

This chapter introduces the Consensus Management Framework: a structured ap-
proach that helps managers monitor and improve consensus within their teams. The
framework offers a bird’s-eye view of the key processes and actions used by experi-
enced managers to manage consensus.

By understanding how core concepts relate to each other, managers can use the Con-
sensus Management Framework as a strategic roadmap and a practical how-to guide.
It shows how to leverage consensus to boost team performance.

This chapter also outlines the rest of the book. Each upcoming chapter dives deeper
into the individual components of the Consensus Management Framework.

Background and concepts

Figure 1 shows a visual overview of the Consensus Management Framework. This
framework offers a structured approach to managing consensus. It gives managers
a clear roadmap to understand and guide consensus levels within their teams and
organizations.

We developed this framework to provide structure and guidance. It helps managers
implement key actions and apply lessons learned from real-world experiences. It re-
flects what we have learned through various consulting and research projects on con-
sensus management.

The Consensus Management Framework is not just a summary of our insights. It is a
practical tool for managers in three ways:
1. Planning a comprehensive consensus management approach.
2. Evaluating progress in consensus management efforts.
3. (Self-)reflecting on personal management skills, both social (e.g., team interac-
tion) and analytical (e.g. data interpretation and reporting).

The Consensus Management Framework also serves as a shared language. It helps
managers communicate and exchange ideas with peers. In short, it offers a holistic
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view of consensus management, helping managers assess the current state and take
action to improve it.

This chapter also sets the stage for the rest of the book. It gives a bird’s eye view of
the Consensus Management Framework’s phases and points to the chapters where
each phase is explained in depth. You can return to this chapter anytime to see how
the pieces fit together.

CONSENSUS MANAGEMENT
EXPLORE COLLECT EXPLICATE
MONITOR /. \mpLicIT
 CONSENSUS
/" THEORIES
ADVANCE
ANALYZE IMPLEMENT ADJUST

Figure 1: The Consensus Management Framework

Knowing the building blocks: Understanding the Consensus
Management Framework

The Consensus Management Framework has three main building blocks:
e Implicit Consensus Theories (center)
e Monitor Triangle (left)
e Advance Triangle (right)

At the center are the Implicit Consensus Theories, the mental models managers use
to understand how consensus affects outcomes like performance, satisfaction, and
efficiency. These theories act as a bridge between the two triangles. We explore these
Implicit Consensus Theories in an intermezzo section of the book that follows the
Monitor Triangle chapters.

The Monitor Triangle (Part 1 of the book) focuses on understanding the current state
of consensus in a team or organization. It includes three key actions:

e Explore (Chapter 2): Identify where consensus is high or low.
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e Collect (Chapter 3): Gather data through surveys, interviews, feedback, or other
tools.

e Analyze (Chapter 4): Interpret the data to generate insights, visualizations, and
reports on the consensus levels.

Together, these actions help managers stay informed about team dynamics and spot
areas needing attention. With a solid understanding of these three components, we
use the intermezzo on Implicit Consensus Theories, in between the two main parts of
this book, to transition to the Advance Triangle.

The Advance Triangle (Part 2 of this book) helps managers act on insights to improve
consensus. It also includes three key actions:

e Explicate (Chapter 5): Clarify the assumptions behind shared beliefs and shared
attitudes within teams.

e Implement (Chapter 6): Take short-term actions that take the current levels of
consensus into account, like deriving advanced learning points and manage-
ment actions that are adjusted to current opinions in the team.

e Adjust (Chapter 7): Apply long-term strategies to manipulate and steer consen-
sus over time, ensuring that the team continues to benefit from optimal levels of
agreement on important topics over time.

As mentioned earlier, Implicit Consensus Theories sit at the heart of the framework.
These mental models shape how managers interpret consensus and make decisions.
They reflect a manager’s beliefs about how different levels of consensus affect key
outcomes such as team performance and employee satisfaction. These theories are
shaped by actions in both the Monitor and Advance Triangles. In turn, they guide de-
cisions across all six phases of the framework. We elaborate these Implicit Consensus
Theories in depth in the intermezzo section, in which we build on various relevant
insights from scientific literature. Concretely, we show how managers can sharpen
their thinking using these insights from scientific research on consensus.
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