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I.Introduction
A Native Hawaiian governance convention, or 'Aha, was held 
in February 2016. Participants came from across the state, the 
U.S. mainland, and abroad to Maunawili, on the Windward 
Coast of O'ahu. They emerged from the four-week-long 
process with a statement of independence and a 19-page 
constitution that provided the framework for self-governance 
of a new Hawaiian Nation. 

This accomplishment is significant not only for what it means 
in terms of Hawaiian self-determination but also for the 
lessons it can offer to other native people engaged in the 
process of nation building and to any citizens who gather to 
do constitution-level work. 

The design of a facilitation process for convening indigenous 
people around issues of their self-governance is uniquely 
informed by cultural values and soft goals—both of which 
guided the 'Aha proceedings. The authors have created, 
retrospectively, a process model in the hope that it can serve 
as a useful tool for others who undertake similar challenges. 
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II.Background
The Hawaiian Kingdom was overthrown in 1893, subsequently annexed 
to the United States, and established as the 50th state in 1959. History 
shows that Hawaiians have worked together for generations to re-affirm 
Hawaiian rights and lay out a corrective path for nation building. 

Native Hawaiians, however, remain divided on specific pathways for their 
future. Some believe constitutions dating back to the late 1800s are still in 
effect, since Hawai'i was illegally annexed; others advocate for complete 
independence and separation from the U.S.; still others seek a negotiated 
nation-within-a-nation arrangement. There are also those who want things 
to remain as they are as long as the practice of language and culture is 
strengthened.

It was in this context of long-fought sovereignty struggles that the 2016 
'Aha took place.

Na'i Aupuni, an independent organization with a volunteer board of 
directors, was established in 2014 to help formulate a path for Hawaiian 
self-determination. The Office of Hawaiian Affairs originally funded an 
effort in 2015 to hold an election, convention, and ratification process, 
where all Hawaiians who wanted to participate could be heard. However, 
a number of individuals, with the support of the Grassroot Institute of 
Hawai'i and Judicial Watch, filed suit to block the election of delegates 
claiming the process discriminated against non-Hawaiians.

Hawai'i’s Federal District Court rejected the lawsuit and determined that 
Na'i Aupuni was conducting a private election separate from the state. 
With that ruling, ballots were sent out to certified voters. Soon after the 
Ninth Circuit Court denied an injunction, the U.S. Supreme Court reversed 
course and granted the injunction, halting the vote count in the election 
of delegates pending disposition of the appeal. 

To overcome the hurdle posed by what could be years of litigation, Na'i 
Aupuni terminated the election and invited all 196 proposed delegate 
candidates to be seated for the 'Aha. One hundred fifty-one (151) of those 
who were running for delegate to the convention (before the election was 
terminated) participated in the historic, month-long process to create and 
affirm a governing document for a future Hawaiian Nation. 
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Through its attorney of record, Na'i Aupuni reached out to Peter Adler, Ph.D. He, in turn, reached out to Linda 
Colburn to co-lead the facilitation effort, which was carried out under the aegis of the Mediation Center of the 
Pacific. The two lead facilitators selected five individuals with distinct strengths to flesh out their team: 

Logistical and meeting management support was provided by CommPac (a strategic communications company) 
under the direction of CEO Kitty Yannone, whose contract was with Na'i Aupuni directly. CommPac was in charge 
of distributing updates to the media and handling external communications. Its staff tracked attendance, arrivals 
and departures; managed participant lanyards and IDs; arranged for food and some of the technical infrastructure; 
and greeted and thanked participants every day. 

• Leolinda Parlin (technology and document preparation)
• Kū'umeaaloha Gomes (liaison to opposition groups; protocol guidance; practitioner) 
• Gabriel Man (technology support and next generation perspective)
•Alex Bergo, Ph.D. and Viil Lid, Ph.D. (MeetingSift software development) 

Compose a team with reserves of hard and soft strengths

Manage expectations of participants

and Deliverables
III.Facilitation Objectives

A letter was sent to all possible participants six weeks in advance of the 'Aha launch, informing them that Peter 
Adler and Linda Colburn had been asked by the Directors of Na'i Aupuni to provide facilitation support for the 
first two weeks of a planned four-week process. “They come with no substantive agenda and are focused on 
making the process as productive as possible and worthy of the time that participants are investing.” 

A subsequent letter from Adler and Colburn to participants included an explanation of their roles as facilitators: 

• We will consider all of you as our client within the broad parameters that Na'i Aupuni has set.
• We will encourage a broad range of perspectives to participate in every discussion.
• We will remain impartial on the substance of the issues you discuss.
• We will help you choose your own discussion managers for the second two weeks.
• We will insist on reasonable civility in give-and-take discussions.
• We reserve the right to withdraw from the process if we believe you, as participants, are not 
   participating in good faith.”

“Our job is to help you have civil and productive discussions. Our commitment to you, which you 
can hold us to, is:
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• Operating charter
• Process design with benchmarks
• Governance/leadership structure approved by group
• Document of a self-governance model

As is often the case, there was a tension between the inclinations of the facilitators (leave the process in our 
experienced hands) and those of the conveners (we want details and the chance to offer input). Ultimately, 
the 'Aha facilitation team was able to formalize roles and responsibilities, the scope of work, deliverables, 
timetables, and reporting requirements in a mutually agreed-upon arrangement. 

Na'i Aupuni’s role was to inaugurate and kick-start the process of the 'Aha but not be involved in the substance 
of the discussions. As such, board members would not be in the room after the opening session, but they were 
able to watch the plenary proceedings via live-streamed coverage on ‘Ōlelo Community Media. 

Well before the launch, facilitators had a window into the challenges they might face. Among participants, 
there was a wide spectrum of political ideology on what Native Hawaiians should do—everything from the 
re-establishment of the overthrown Hawaiian Kingdom, to the creation of an independent nation, to the 
achievement of federal recognition as a political group from the U.S. government. Several of the participants 
were in favor of conducting the proceedings and writing only in the Hawaiian language. 

The initial facilitation objectives were set by Na'i Aupuni and included:

• Assist participants in learning as much as possible from governance experts.
• Help participants create a procedural charter that describes agreed-upon rules of the road, 
   including how decisions would be made.
• Help participants select a small hui (association) to chair matters when facilitators exit after Week 2.
• Assist in reaching agreement on the sequence of topics for the remainder of substantive 
   deliberations during Weeks 3 and 4.

Deliverables requested by Na'i Aupuni included:

Manage expectations of convener

“Some will say that there were two sides in this issue. There weren’t 
just two sides; every single person there had a different side. Those 

sides had never come together and worked together; and more 
importantly, they had never been willing to hear, listen, and see the 

other side. That had never, ever happened.” (Participant)
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“Sometimes the hardest, most impossible projects are the best ones to take on. People 
are often so frustrated, they have very low expectations regarding possible outcomes.” 

(Facilitator)

Facilitation of the 'Aha would need to take into account not only diverging political outlooks but also the 
degree to which individuals were entrenched in their stances. 

Challenging, too, was the wide range in ages of participants (from 20 to 90), different geographies spanning 
from Hawai'i to the continental U.S. and abroad (with one person from Sweden and another from Vietnam), 
and the sheer size of the assembly. Added to that was the presence of protestors who wanted a voice in 
the process and, feeling excluded from representation in the 'Aha, hoped to prevent the convention from 
continuing to meet.  

Clarify the challenge and decide whether to take it on
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SELF-DETERMINATION Process Model

People who are brought together around a particular task often go 
through recognizable stages as they evolve from being a collection 
of individuals to becoming a more unified and self-reliant group with 
common goals. The well-known model of group development—first 
described by Bruce Tuckman as “Forming, Storming, Norming, and 
Performing”—does not fully apply to a process like the 'Aha, in which 
ancestry, tradition, and relationships are tantamount. 

The design of a facilitation process for convening indigenous people 
around issues of their self-determination is shaped by cultural practices 
and values. What follows is a 10-step model that was distilled from the 
successful facilitation of the 'Aha process described in this report.

IV.Process Design

Step 1: Imagineering
Imagineering is an approach to resolving entrenched 
differences with imagination and engineering. A process 
designed to address issues of self-determination is more 
meandering than linear, taking soft goals into account 
around historical and cultural stress points. Opportunities 
are created early on for participants to connect on a 
personal level, while guardrails are put in place to preserve 
relationships and overcome the stigma that a particular 
group of people can’t agree on anything. 

Step 2: Priming
Priming involves setting up the process in ways that influence 
the likelihood of its success. This includes surveying 
participants before they convene and letting their collective 
responses inform the initial operational guidelines. It also 
means giving everyone in the room the technology and 
knowledge that they need to make anonymous and informed 
contributions. Starting each day with cultural protocols 
and building in opportunities for social connection help to 
prepare the ground for collaboration.
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Step 3: Propelling
Incremental steps—such as deciding which criteria to use before launching into a group decision—
move the process forward on a series of collective agreements. By laying out a common foundation 
of knowledge about the subject matter up front, a group can come up with starter constructs that 
form the basis for interest-area caucuses to follow. Making process goals and specific deliverables 
explicit at the outset helps participants connect their involvement in various activities to the stated 
end goal.

Step 4: Coalescing
Participants begin to identify key themes and coalesce around more narrowly defined topics of 
shared interest in the context of small working groups. By choosing where to put their energies, 
participants stay more highly engaged in topics that interest them and start to own the output of 
their group’s thinking. On a practical level, this allows deep thinking to take place in component 
parts and spreads out the workload for drafting an integrated final product.
 
Step 5: Emerging 
When participants get the chance to engage with one another in ways that reveal their 
communication skills, specialized expertise, problem-solving abilities, and capacity to hold and 
respect oppositional views, natural leaders emerge. By collectively identifying the qualities of a good 
leader before picking one, participants who are natural bridge builders (and not necessarily the 
“usual suspects”) have the chance to assume leadership. In the transition, facilitators become less 
visible but increase their behind-the-scenes support to participant leaders.

Step 6: Recalibrating
Recalibrating perceptions—both about individuals in the room and about the issues under 
discussion—increases people’s ability to consider a broader range of options in search of common 
ground. Though they may not agree, participants are more likely to listen with respect once they’ve 
discovered what they have in common. Building in regular, informal opportunities to “talk story” 
helps refresh impressions of one another’s positions and enables participants to co-create as they 
move forward.

Step 7: Road Testing
Giving a name and form to concepts that emerge from subject-specific discussions enables them to 
be benchmarked in the context of other major themes. This presents an opportunity for participants 
to create a document of their own from the best elements of others they’ve studied. In the process 
of road testing ideas and language and weighing the pluses and minuses with the whole group, 
people start to accumulate incremental small agreements and coalesce around the preferred 
options. Extreme outlier positions are less likely to diffuse the collective focus, enabling the group to 
move forward. 
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Step 8: Integrating
Once participants come together on positions, the next step is to assemble the disparate 
components into a unified document or agreement without diluting the content and/or resorting 
to generalities that are unlikely to bring about change. Negotiations at this stage around viable 
alternatives acknowledge the consequences of not coming up with any agreement. A proposal 
should not be brought to the whole group for a decision until the final composite document 
is fully vetted and has a chance of being approved, even if it requires an appended minority 
position statement.

Step 9: Declaring
Designing a process that fosters respect, trust, and informed discourse at each step eventually 
serves to “re-norm” group behavior. By the time participants have the chance to declare their 
support or opposition for a final document or decision, they can back up their convictions 
and explain the rationale for their decision. It’s an act of courage to take a stand knowing that 
delegates, families, and constituencies are watching (from inside and outside the room) and 
holding each person accountable for his or her decision. 

Step 10: Reconciling
Relationships can be stressed by a process in which emotions run high and opposing worldviews 
seem intractable. Regardless of the outcome of a convening with cultural values at its core, the 
final step is to make amends for pain caused, repair a sense of community, and share lessons 
learned by the experience. This can occur in a planned way, but it is just as likely to unfold 
informally with the spontaneous outpouring of prayer, song, and interpersonal gestures to make 
things right between individuals. 
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Given the wide disparity of viewpoints and passion among participants, 
the 'Aha facilitation team knew that it needed to expend effort on 
contingency planning. They met five times in advance of the launch 
to plan for a multitude of “what ifs?” starting with selecting a venue 
and thinking through more granular elements related to general 
communications, security, and participant-approved cultural protocols. 

“We knew we had to invest significant effort into this 
process before day one.” (Facilitator)

“The exercise of budgeting a facilitation process forces you 
to think through a plan for its execution.” (Facilitator)

Venue
It was a challenge to find a venue that not only was big enough for a large 
assembly but also offered parking, food, accessibility, configurable space, 
A/C, lighting, and adequate Wi-Fi service. Furthermore, the location 
needed to be securable and available for an entire month, from 6:00 a.m. 
to 9:00 p.m. daily.

The venue that fit those requirements—Royal Hawaiian Golf Club, the 
club house of a private golf course—posed dilemmas for a number of 
reasons. The site was once frequented by Queen Lili'uokalani, before the 
overthrow, and later became the focus of contemporary Native Hawaiian 
protests over issues of water use, land use, displacement of agricultural 
lands, destruction of sacred sites, introduction of new species of turf, 
pest control and maintenance chemicals migrating toward aquifers. 
Furthermore, the club was foreign owned, heavily used by tourists, and 
expensive to join. 

On the positive side, the venue offered a tranquil setting for outside 
reflection and spaces inside that were configurable for plenary and 
breakout sessions. The lower, ground levels could be used for meals, 
caucuses, and other gatherings. Weighing the positive features against 
the venue’s historical baggage, the convener and facilitation team made 
the decision to use this facility. 

V.Tools/Techniques
Step 1: Imagineering

Think through contingencies before 
launching a contentious process
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“Setting matters. It’s not just about layout, it’s also about the 
meaning of a place.” (Facilitator)

In an effort to make the large plenary room less sterile, facilitators 
arranged to have natural centerpieces made with greenery that came 
from the property. Cameras and sound gear were located strategically to 
be unobtrusive. Three large screens were mounted in the plenary space 
so that everyone could see the PowerPoint presentations, draft motions, 
lyrics, polling, etc., from anywhere in the large room. 

As the 'Aha process unfolded, facilitators noticed that the lush setting, 
with the Ko‘olau mountains in the distance, offered a calming effect. Small 
working groups took advantage of the ability to go outdoors.

“If a plenary session became too tense, we could 
take a break, open the curtains, and let in the natural 

beauty of the area.” (Participant)

The venue gradually took on a sense of sacredness; each day’s work 
began and ended with rituals that helped to consecrate the space, 
reducing the temptation to disrupt the proceedings.

It reminded us of what Hawai‘i used to be like—no 
buildings, roads, cars were visible from the plenary and 

breakout rooms.” (Participant)

“We shared snippets about the area’s history and legends 
when we needed to adjust the pace or tenor of discussions.” 

(Facilitator)

Use the site as a tool
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Security
Understanding the historical backdrop of Hawai'i’s sovereignty struggles and acknowledging the potential 
for disruption, security was an issue that had to be dealt with before and during the 'Aha. Na'i Aupuni board 
representatives, along with the facilitators, met with officers from the Honolulu Police Department to review 
procedures and make accommodations. 

Outside the gates, a quarter mile from the meeting facility, protestors gathered to demonstrate. Arrests were 
made on a few occasions, and local news outlets covered them extensively. A member of the facilitation team 
brought water to the protestors as a gesture of inclusion, honoring their right to protest. As the 'Aha process 
proceeded, unauthorized photos taken inside were sometimes posted online. Some of the protestors outside 
were coordinating with participants inside the room to create disruptions and orchestrate interruptions in the 
process. Increasingly threatening language online triggered the need for additional private security on the site 
and the use of screening tools to check participants for dangerous materials prior to entry. 

Given that there were a number of elders in the room, a contingency plan should have been drawn up in 
advance for the management of medical incidents. In fact, one did occur in the early part of the 'Aha, and 
facilitators made a note to add to their advance planning checklist decisions about how to handle such an 
instance: whom to call, how to transport, and what to communicate to the rest of the group. 

“Cultural clashes, political clashes, and jockeying for power were 
daily themes.” (Facilitator)

 “You can have a plan and be prepared for anticipated challenges … 
and still be surprised.” (Facilitator)

 Include security in the design 
of a controversial process
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Pre-convening dinner
On the eve of the convening, participants were invited to the Pagoda 
Hotel to gather for a welcoming ceremony that included prayer, music, 
food and dance. The purpose of the social event was to set a positive and 
unifying tone for the forthcoming 'Aha process. This was the only time that 
Na'i Aupuni board members were present; they spoke briefly, thanked 
everyone, and encouraged participants to give it their best efforts.

Participant survey
Facilitators crafted a survey and had it sent out to confirmed attendees 
in advance of convening to give the facilitation team a heads-up on 
the interests, concerns, expectations, and technical capabilities of the 
incoming participants. Incorporating this feedback early in the process 
design was one way of demonstrating that group input would be valued.  

The survey was electronically administered using SurveyMonkey and 
included questions about decision-making, familiarity with smart devices, 
the use of proxies, and individual hopes and fears. 

Step 2: Priming

Involve participants prior to day one

Use participant preferences to shape 
provisional guidelines

Provisional Guidelines
Based on responses to the group survey, facilitators drafted a provisional 
charter for participants to consider during the first week, once the 'Aha 
was underway. The facilitation team led an open discussion on proposed 
rules and operating procedures, including: the use of technology; the 
presence of observers; press access; security arrangements; and the 
use of video and camera phones. Included with the draft charter was 
a proposal for how decisions would be arrived at and how discussions 
would be handled. 

“You have a few minutes to establish your authority with 
the group. A successful facilitation needs a strategic start.” 

(Facilitator)
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Ground rules
Facilitators drafted starting ground rules with the caveat that they would stick until and unless replaced by those 
of group members. 

Decision-making
In advance of convening the group jointly decided to aim for consensus in decision-making but to move to a vote 
if necessary. Once the process was underway, the group elected to shift to the use of Roberts Rules of Order.

Governance structure
The facilitators informed the group that their team would guide the process for the first two weeks and then look 
to the group to be self-governing. 

Agenda
A near-term process overview was outlined for participants, along with facilitation team roles and a proposed 
agenda for the first two weeks.

“We were prepared to step away unless invited to continue.” (Facilitator)

“One of the principles we used is ‘go slow at the start so you can 
go fast at the end.’” (Facilitator)

Don’t start from scratch

Media 
The decision was made by participants that 'Ōlelo Community Media would provide livestreaming of the 
opening session and day-one plenary sessions, but that the caucuses and small group sessions would not 
be recorded. Attendees ultimately invited 'Ōlelo to stay for the entire process and livestream all the plenary 
sessions. 'Aha participant Nā'ālehu Anthony, Chief Executive Director of 'Oiwi TV, asked for and was granted 
consent by the group to do limited recording on a handheld camera of small groups and individual interviews. 

A separate decision was made by participants to have the proceedings closed to the press. Instead, press 
releases would be drafted by a team of volunteers at the end of each day and approved by the group the next 
morning before being distributed by CommPac to local, national, and international media.

Group email list
A group email program (Listserv) was set up in advance of convening for participants to get acquainted, pose 
questions, and respond to facilitator surveys. There was no mediator, only a tech person who made sure the site 
was running. In the original letter sent to participants, facilitators disclosed that they would lurk as observers 
on the site to better understand what the issues were and to communicate simultaneously with all members to 
provide updates. “To ensure the fullest transparency, we prefer to talk with all of you simultaneously rather than 
some of you offline.”
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Comments, ideas or suggestions were invited through a contact portal at www.naiaupuni.org rather than to 
facilitators directly.

Exchanges between certain participants escalated in the form of threats and accusations. At the same time, the 
online forum provided opportunities to share resource materials and insights.

“Everyone who used it could see the escalation. The lowest tactics were engaged in 
frequently by a handful of provocateurs, including a few people who never came to the 

'Aha, but were active on the participant Listserv.” (Facilitator)

Launch with guardrails

Technology
The 'Aha was designed with technology as an integral component of the process. Facilitators understood the 
potential benefit of using software that would allow for immediate feedback and temperature taking. 

The pre-launch survey of participants identified that there were varying degrees of proficiency in the use of 
technology. Twenty-four participants—who lacked a laptop, smart phone, or tablet—were given a Firepad to use. 
These loaned devices were collected and recharged each night and donated to a nonprofit organization at the 
end of the 'Aha. Some participants needed training and assistance in using both the Firepads and software. 

Short orientations around the use of devices were provided and one of the members of the facilitation team 
roamed the room to provide tech support as needed. Younger participants were encouraged to sit next to   
kūpuna (elders) to assist them in using their Firepads.

Two software applications—word clouds and MeetingSift—were used with great success, enabling the process to 
move forward with a velocity that would not have been otherwise possible.

Word clouds helped the group sort through lots of suggestions and comments to easily identify key themes. 
For those who might have been less prone to reading numbers on a graph or a spreadsheet, this tool provided 
a nearly instant snapshot of the most frequently mentioned words that arose in response to questions that were 
put to the group.

Examples of questions posed to the group: 
- What are your three most important issues to deal with in the upcoming days?
- What concepts belong in a purpose statement?
- In considering the job of government, what individual rights and/or powers of government would you like to 
  see included in a governance document?
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MeetingSift software, modified especially for 'Aha by co-founders Alex Bergo and Viil Lid, enabled participants 
to register input anonymously in real time. A question posed to the group could be individually responded to 
on a personal device, and the software could instantly generate graphs and charts, making possible real-time 
polling, ranking, and straw voting. This allowed facilitators to take the pulse of the entire group without it being 
a function of who protested most vigorously or loudly. 

What is the purpose of a governance document?

How ready are you to start 
drafting and writing?

In orienting participants on how to use MeetingSift, facilitators took the group through an exercise in which they 
had to vote online for the bakery that made their favorite malasadas. Once participants hit the “submit” button, 
they could watch results aggregating as appeared in the form of a pie chart taking shape on the screen in the 
plenary room. After practicing multiple-choice exercises, participants then went through simulations to practice 
ranking items and answering open-ended questions. 

5 - 100% ready! Let’s go!

3 - 'Ano Maika'i (getting there)

4 - Can (do)

2 - No can (do)

1 - 100% not ready

“With this technology, the group was not held hostage the tactics of disruptive 
individuals. Collective will is what drove movement forward.” (Facilitator)
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“By polling participants in real time, MeetingSift helped us assess when it was time for the 
group to move on. If most were ready, we proceeded.” (Facilitator)

“Technology helped us sort out which sentiments had traction and which were outliers … 
and move toward convergence in a way that everyone could see.” (Facilitator)

MeetingSift creators were on-site to oversee the first application of the software for a group this diverse in 
knowledge and technology. The software went through multiple iterations—such as refining its meeting agenda 
capability—based on the ‘Aha experience.

A reliance on technology should be accompanied by adequate access to wireless broadband. Early on in the 
'Aha process, however, there wasn’t nearly enough bandwidth to support all the devices in use by participants, 
along with the 'Ōlelo streaming. After a few days with spotty Wi-Fi and internet access, the issue was resolved. 

“There’s a tendency in many public meetings for a few dominators to try to control or even 
hijack discussions in favor of their own views. Both the software and facilitated sessions 

explicitly sought to counter this.” (Facilitator)

Use technology to gain velocity

Establish daily protocols

Daily protocols
The establishing of cultural protocols was important, given the significant points of conflict among participants 
at the start: conflicts between culture and politics, between cultures, between secular and spiritual leanings, 
between historical perspectives. 

Tensions escalated when a group of protesters met a small group of participants at the entrance gates to the 
property to present them with a 50-pound pōhaku (stone). Protestors asked the group to present the boulder 
to the ‘Aha plenary to remind the participants of the weight of their kuleana (responsibility) to the rest of the 
community and to future generations. Some of the participants reacted to this gesture by expressing concerns 
about the provenance of the boulder and the motives of those who arranged for its introduction. The rock was 
relocated a couple of times within the meeting room and ultimately disappeared from sight.

As planned, the facilitation team proposed and prepared preliminary protocols—blessings, prayers, songs, 
chants—that were tentatively incorporated until participants took ownership. The daily protocol also included a 
review of the day’s agenda and draft media releases. Eventually, the hope was that a template that was somewhat 
predictable would develop as the level of comfort increased with the pattern of each day. (This happened toward 
the end of the second week with the election of officers and the shift to Roberts Rules of Order.)
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Each day began with a Hawaiian hymn or chant. The lyrics were projected so that everyone could participate. 
Music also served to connect activities. One of the 'Aha delegates took it upon himself to sing and play guitar 
during breaks and interludes in the agenda. The playlist of background music included artists from each of the 
Hawaiian Islands.

Temperature taking
Members of the facilitation team worked consistently to move the group forward, but only as fast and as far as a 
critical mass of participants were willing to go together. By habitually scanning the room from different vantage 
points and then sharing observations with each other, members of the facilitation team had a good sense of 
participant-level dynamics; they were able to identify daily and even session-specific outcomes to adjust for 
group mood, readiness to proceed, and tolerance for working toward consensus. 

The facilitators’ goal was to provide sufficient control to stay on point, while being willing to re-think the plan at 
every break in the schedule. 

“Music helped set a respectful and aspirational tone each morning.” (Participant)

“It was hard for most participants to engage in nasty behavior within minutes of having 
prayed together.” (Facilitator)

Anchor behavior in cultural terms

Chart out an approach that includes contingencies/off-ramps

“In the course of a process as volatile as 'Aha, we had to improvise, roll with what was 
happening, and expect a course that would not necessarily proceed in a straight line.” 

(Facilitator)

Early in the process, facilitators called out participants when they seemed to be circling back rather than moving 
forward, consuming time on old arguments: “You can waste your time yelling at each other or use that time to work 
on a totally new self-governance document.” Eventually, participants themselves began to call each other out.  

“Weigh the value of the journey against the value of reaching a 
specific destination.” (Facilitator)
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A one-month deadline for completion of a governing document was helpful in establishing and maintaining 
forward momentum. Facilitators sketched out a process in four phases, by week, making process goals and 
deliverables explicit for each.

Provide sufficient control to stay on point, and enough 
flexibility for participants to chart their own course

“The expectation is that group thinking about a challenging policy issue has to go slow at the 
start to go faster at the end and that it often has to be a ‘looping’ process that goes back on 
itself as understandings deepen and the contingent pieces and parts are slowly assembled.” 

(Facilitator)

Step 3: Propelling

“In the theory and practice of negotiation, deadlines serve as serious drivers. 
But transparently false deadlines used as tactics usually fail.” (Facilitator)

Week 1
Conduct orientation sessions. Create opportunities to get acquainted. Deliver presentations to 
ground everyone in a common knowledge base around what constitutions and governance models 
can and can’t do. Agree on preliminary operating protocols.

Week 2
Identify core elements of a self-governance document. Start subject matter caucuses. Separate 
groups by which side they stand for, assessing the composition and count of various factions. Identify 
attributes of a good leader. Hold elections. Deliver tutorial on Roberts Rules of Order.

Week 3
Drill down into different models. Report back to plenary from small working groups. Refine positions 
and content based on group feedback.

Week 4
Create revisions. Assemble drafting team to integrate subject matter from small group output into 
one document. Conduct final role call vote. Celebrate.

Expert presenters
As a first step, the 'Aha provided participants with information relating to sovereignty, including the 
various forms of self-governance.
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From the Na'i Aupuni website: “A key component of the 'Aha was educating participants about constitution 
building, federal Indian law, international law regarding de-occupation, decolonization, the rights of indigenous 
people, U.S. Constitution issues that relate to Native Hawaiian self-governance, the ceded lands claim, 
background on Hawaiian Home Lands, Kingdom Law, and constitutions drafted by various sovereignty groups.” 

Na'i Aupuni arranged to bring in local, national, international experts to lay down this information. Their 
presentations, including Q&A, each ran 2.5 hours and their PowerPoint slides were made available on Na'i 
Aupuni’s website. Facilitation team member Leolinda Parlin set up a dedicated website that became a 
repository for resource documents, saving the time and cost of making hard copies of everything.

Day 1: Professor Zachary Elkins (University of Texas at Austin) on Constitution Building Process and 
Contents.

Day 2: Professor Rebecca Tsosie (Arizona State University) on Federal Indian Law and Rederal 
Recognition.

Day 3: Professor Catherine J. Iorn Magallanes (Victoria University of Wellington) on International 
Law-De-Occupation, De-Colonization, Indigenous Rights.

Day 4: Professor Melody Kapilialoha MacKenzie (University of Hawai'i William S. Richardson School 
of Law) on U.S. Constitutional Issues and Ceded Lands.

Day 5: Professor Davianna Pomaika‘i McGregor (University of Hawai'i) on Kingdom Law.

The global spectrum of perspectives offered was intended to help participants understand what federal 
recognition means. Participants could field questions to presenters who had no stake in the outcome because 
they were not sitting in one political camp or another. One of the participants from Hilo brought with him three 
years of research that helped inform the deliberations. These and many other documents were uploaded
and shared.

Seed productive conversations with knowledge first

19

Facilitation Tools and Takeaways2016 ‘AHA



With the information laid out, along with the group’s mandate to design a governance document, facilitators 
set up a discussion of what belongs in a constitution—what’s in and what’s out. They explained that this would 
form the foundation for the interest-area caucuses to follow. Instead of trying to choose someone’s draft 
constitution or someone else’s model of cessation (or independence) from the U.S., the 'Aha participants were 
asked instead to first consider the criteria they thought should be used to prioritize what should be in a self-
governance document. 

“At first, many participants did not understand or distinguish the different 
levels of thinking, i.e., constitutions, statutes, ordinances, rules, or 

regulations. By the second week, thanks to mutual learning and discussion, 
that clarity started to be achieved.” (Facilitator)

Make process goals and specific deliverables explicit 
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After the introductions, facilitators arranged for the small group conversations to begin with benign starting 
points such as:

Step 4: Coalescing

Ho'olauna (Introduce)
Before being asked to dig deep into their subject areas and develop concept drafts that would be presented 
to the whole group, daily table discussions were set up to start with extended self-introductions. This gave 
participants the time and opportunity to get to know one another and discover personal and family connections. 
The cultural principle of ho‘olauna also helped on a process level to mix political inclinations, discourage instead 
of reinforce domination, break up cliques, and coax greater participation from reticent or shy participants.

Lower the heat before it rises

Build in opportunities to discover commonalities

Build early agreement using benign starting points

“During these ho'olauna sessions, people made discoveries that they were related, had gone 
to school together, or knew people in common.” (Participant)

“All I heard before coming here was, ‘Oh they never going stop fighting. Oh they never going 
come out with this. I came in with a position and a stance, but I also came in with an open 

mind and a mind for collaboration.” (Participant)

In the process of moving from broad conceptual “safe conversations” to more challenging and concrete ones, 
participants were able to tolerate the eventual “heat” without an immediate spike in oppositional behaviors. 

• What elements belong in a governance document?
• What are the attributes of a good leader?
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Participants knew from the start that leadership of the 'Aha process would be turned over to them. This early 
notice was meant to preclude the temptation for group members to relinquish responsibility, become passive, or 
assume a foregone conclusion. 

Step 5: Emerging

Before selecting internal leaders, facilitators took the group through an exercise during the first week in 
which they identified the attributes of a good leader. Instead of automatically turning to the usual suspects to 
lead, participants began to notice individuals who exhibited leadership attributes in their group interactions. 
Simultaneously, facilitators worked to understand who among the participants might be natural bridge builders, 
even if an individual’s style was to work quietly and undercover. 
 
Ultimately, on Week 2, Brendon Kalei'āina Lee was elected by his fellow participants to lead the 'Aha process. 
The then 46-year-old was a shop steward for Hawaiian Airlines, and both parents headed Hawaiian civic clubs 
when he was growing up. The internal leadership team was subsequently structured with one chair; two vice 
chairs; two secretaries; and two sergeants-at-arms. 

“In effect, group members knew they had to step up and not simply rely on the 
facilitation team.” (Facilitator)

Scan for bridge builders

Empower participants with training and responsibility

Once the group selected its leadership team, Roberts Rules of Order were agreed upon for decision-making. 
Participant Makana Paris was a parliamentarian who provided a Roberts Rules 101 tutorial. He and others helped 
the group become more proficient, recognizing that this meant the Chair, himself, would have to yield to the 
body on a majority perspective, even if he didn’t agree with it.
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One of the first actions Brendon Lee did as Chair risked further polarization. He split the group into 
two—those in favor of federal recognition and those in favor of independence. As participants separated 
themselves to two sides of the room, there were three times more people in favor of independence than 
in favor of recognition. Lee asked everyone to get into groups and address this question: “What do you 
have to see in the self-governance document for it to be okay with you?” Out of that exercise, two word 
clouds were created. As different as the two sides thought of themselves, they had similar aspirations, as 
evidenced in their word clouds. “They wanted the same thing but had different ways of getting there,” said 
Brendon.

Find out what both sides are fighting for to get to 
what they are fighting against

What do you have to see in a self-governance document for 
it to be okay with you?
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As the newly elected officers took charge, the facilitators became coaches, advisers, and an auxiliary support 
team. Rather than standing in front of the room they began to spend more time behind the scenes, serving as a 
resource to small group/caucus leaders and helping to plan activities or amend agendas as needed. 

From time to time, facilitators shared their reflections on what the group had already accomplished as a way of 
encouraging them to look at how they worked through an earlier issue and take clues from that. Little by little, 
participants became more accountable to one another; they relied less on facilitators as their own leadership 
took hold.

Step away so participants can step up

Move from leader to resource

“Find a way to get to the heart of a conflict and confront whatever messes seem to be 
at the center of the cyclone.” (Facilitator)

“Facilitators were less conspicuous, but participant leaders continued to use 
them to advise and assist.” (Facilitator)
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Well before the opinions and decisions began to show some participant 
alignment, there were indications that patterns were becoming established 
and the group was beginning to jell. Some of the signs of progress were 
qualitative: singing improved; meals were more raucous; and “in-between” 
activities like music and food sharing occurred spontaneously. People 
seemed more focused, less easily flustered, and less likely to dramatize. 
Recognizing the value of this kind of momentum, facilitators stayed flexible 
enough to incorporate impromptu expressions that helped solidify the 
cooperation and collaboration beginning to take hold. 

Step 6: Recalibrating

Even after 8-10 hour days, people would hang out to continue talking. 
They began sharing with people not part of the process to keep them 
informed about what was going on or to ask for feedback. As individuals 
began to understand the content more deeply, their motivation to explore 
nuances of the issues increased. Some of them tracked down additional 
resources and did further research on a topic.

“There are traditions we value locally, but they aren’t 
necessarily put down on paper to inform practice.” (Facilitator)

More concrete improvements were also evident. There was more 
enthusiasm for and focus on the tasks. Interactions were more comfortable 
and behaviors less problematic. Internalized behaviors, content, goals, 
and protocols were more likely to be self-driven. Groups were facilitating 
themselves with experienced participants. Collective norms were 
evolving. Caucus groups were spontaneously offering up draft language. 
Participants got better at distilling their small group findings in reporting 
back to the whole group and could answer questions about how they 
arrived at their conclusions. Most seemed able to move from abstract to 
complex details with less distress. 

“It’s easier for facilitators to match the pace with naturally 
occurring momentum than try to orchestrate momentum.” 

(Facilitator)

Once participants were able to identify, and then agree on, which 
elements they wanted included and protected in a constitution, discussion 
shifted away from fighting about which model was right—federal or 
independence—to thinking about what would be the best path for getting 
where people wanted to go. 

“It becomes harder to dis others when you realize they 
are trying to get to the same place you are. It’s no longer 
us versus them; the question is what’s the best path for 

getting there.”  (Participant)
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They probed important questions like these: How will legislative and judicial functions work? What is the 
right balance between state powers and individual rights? What should be the role of our kūpuna in a new 
sovereign state?

“We knew things were trending right when participants broke out into small groups to 
actually begin conceptualizing different components of a constitution.” (Facilitator)

As a group culture began taking shape, participants began to feel more strongly invested in the group’s 
success; they wanted to maintain the momentum that was building and preserve the constructive climate that 
was taking hold. 

“In a word, participants were becoming more 
self-determining.” (Facilitator)

“More important than anything else was the need to bring our people back together 
and understand that we’re all the same people, just taking different paths, different 

methods … we all want the same.” (Participant)

Look for clues of coalescence

Codify the major themes as they take shape

Step 7: Road Testing

Word clouds, table discussions, and electronic queries were used to sort out the major themes of a governance 
document. With the major theme areas displayed on screens, participants organized themselves into theme-
specific caucuses based on their interest in particular areas. 

Each table was asked to 1) generate questions or comments that they wanted addressed by caucuses about 
any and all themes they were interested in, and 2) write them down on index cards. These were collected as 
participants made their way to lunch, sorted in lauhala (pandanus leaf) baskets, tallied, and transcribed. 
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The facilitation team bundled the cards into theme packets and prepared 
the tables and breakout areas for a round of caucuses. Each topic area 
had the benefit of the entire room’s input into their focus area. People also 
were free to circulate through multiple caucus sessions as their interests 
shifted. Small caucuses sometimes grew into larger informal conversations 
with different configurations of participants.

Set up the next task

Seek small agreements 
along the way

This is when the deeper thinking began to take place, out of which came 
concept drafts on topics that were subsequently presented to the full 
plenary. One example of this was the topic of a preamble, which was 
identified as a needed element for inclusion in a document of this nature. 
A group of participants got together to think about what belonged in a 
Hawaiian self-governance document. Five or six individuals formed an 
ad hoc drafting committee, taking content on flip charts from each of the 
small working groups and turning that into draft language.

Caucus leaders shared initial concepts and some draft language with 
the plenary during regularly scheduled update briefings. Preliminary 
agreement areas were discussed with the large plenary group—testing 
the water for the next set of drafts. The process of refinement involved 
road testing ideas and language with the whole group and reworking both 
based on feedback and further reflection. Presenting different options for 
others to react to and negotiating for agreement along the way meant 
that the group could move forward as a whole and not leave behind those 
who didn’t necessarily agree. 

There was prolific output by the end of each day. Often, the facilitation 
team worked with elected leaders late into evening to process the day’s 
production and consider agenda revisions for the next day. As the finish 
line began taking on more definition, there was a winnowing of content 
and continuous updating of language. 
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Once the group was down to a final iteration of multiple drafts, 
negotiations got more intense. Items that were supported by the majority 
of the plenary went to the editing team; outstanding items were debated 
in plenaries until resolved. 

On the larger issue of federal recognition versus independence, the 
language in the new constitution ensured that, if ratified, the document 
would keep all options open for Native Hawaiians to use. Because the 
version advocating federal recognition also included conciliatory language 
that was developed collaboratively —This doesn’t preclude pursuing 
independence at a later time—there was no longer the need for two, fully 
fleshed out opposing constitutions for consideration. 

Step 8: Integrating

Feedback from the larger group was incorporated into subsequent drafts. 
Individuals who agreed that a drafting team was needed stepped up 
to collaborate on the writing and editing; they worked to integrate the 
components and come up with a single voice throughout the document. 
At the same time, negotiations continued over areas remaining in dispute. 

Melody McKenzie, professor at the University of Hawai'i William 
S. Richardson School of Law, author of the Native Hawaiian Rights 
Handbook, and presenter in Week 1, graciously kept the law library open 
24 hours a day Friday to Sunday for use by the 'Aha drafting team. She 
also made law students available to assist the small breakout groups with 
research, data collections, and some drafting of language. 

“Every time a change was made, new copies were printed. 
That’s what’s called ‘doing the hana (work).’” (Participant)

“The document isn’t final; it’s a living draft and it 
can be amended if an identified citizenry lifts the 

paper up.” (Participant)

 Find ways to document differences 
without resorting to generalities
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At the end of every day, an internal communications committee would create and review a news digest of the 
day’s events for public release. After participants gave their collective approval, CommPac would forward these 
updates to local, national, and international media.

A final draft constitution of the Native Hawaiian Nation was brought to the floor. The new document detailed the 
establishment of three branches of government and the rights of citizens.

It is unlikely that many of the participants would have been comfortable even articulating their positions in Week 1. 

“In terms of skills, some folks who came in with a C game left with an A or B game.” 
(Participant)

Designing the process in a way that fostered trust and helped participants clarify their own thinking ultimately 
made it possible for each one of them to stand before their peers—while being livestreamed online—and 
publicly declare their support or opposition for the collectively crafted product.

“People needed to stand up and say why. You can’t hide behind your vote.” (Participant)

A roll-call vote at the end was a choice made by the group’s elected leaders. Chair Brendon Kalei'āina Lee 
wisely asked the well-respected then 79-year-old kūpuna Claire Hughes, Ph.D. to make the motion to adopt the 
constitution as submitted. 

“I think step one is to walk outside the room and talk about what we did, how we got 
there, and how we each see segments of our community in the document.” (Participant)

Communicate with one voice outside the room

Step 9: Declaring

 “It is important that we show passion; it is important because it drives the whole 
effort, our passion and our concern for others and our want to have things move ahead 

another little notch.” (Participant)
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Whereas electronic tools like MeetingSift lacked emotional heft and locked 
in each person’s opinion at the point everyone voted simultaneously, 
the roll call created the opportunity to hear riveting and emotionally 
compelling commentary from every one of the participants. This allowed 
people to be influenced by others as they cast their votes for or against 
the draft constitution. 

In what one facilitator described as “an elegant, scarily intuitive finish,” 
without a contingency plan for handling last-minute impasses or efforts 
to sabotage the process, 'Aha participants stood up, one by one, and 
declared their votes. This very diverse group had managed, over four 
weeks, to find the common ground necessary to draft and adopt a new 
constitution, which was overwhelmingly approved on February 26, 2016:

“In the beginning you were seeing people learning the 
process, learning the politics in the room. People who don’t 
play politics usually just really becoming ma’a (accustomed) 
to that and also learning what it was that they would need 

to do to take care of whatever kuleana they brought into the 
room. You saw the pride and the emotion as people stepped 

to the mic.” (Participant) 

Remember that how you get to 
a destination is as important as 
getting there

Use tradition to elevate the attitude

- 88 in favor of adopting constitution
- 33 against
- 1 abstention

“This is as fair a document as possible. It’s legitimate 
because it was representative.” (Participant)

“There was a lot of forgiveness communicated for 
long-fought battles.” (Participant) 
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Step 10: Reconciling

The final session was brought to fruition in a deliberate way that was orchestrated by Chairman Lee. The eldest 
participant, John Agard, made the motion to recess and the youngest participant, Jacob Aki, seconded the 
motion. “In handing off the torch from one generation to the next, the message was, step up young people, take 
on this responsibility moving forward,” explained Lee. The reason he chose recess and not adjournment was to 
suggest that the work was not finished. 

Strategize the closing

At the end, this 'Aha was not only about the creation of a governance document or constitution. Other treasures 
that came out of the event were the relationships established, which will be built upon going forward. Hopefully, 
many of these will persist.

 “For the first time, I don’t see Hawaiians talking about independence, sovereignty, 
federal recognition fighting and yelling. They are sitting down at a table, calmly, 

intelligently discussing the issues. And honestly, that’s the thing I’m most proud of 
coming out of here.” (Brendon Kalei‘āina Lee)

Protect relationships
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Celebrate achievements

A small group of 'Aha participants volunteered to start working to plan the next 
steps beginning with outreach and education as well as raising private funds 
necessary to move forward. 

‘Aha participants assemble for a full-group photo to 
commemorate their accomplishments

“Looking back, we didn’t really think all of us could do this. It was 
difficult to have faith that this group of self-selected people could get 

there. We felt proud for them. They worked so hard.” (Facilitator)

“We are building upon the foundation set by the constitution to make 
our nation a reality.” (Participant)
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