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We see facilitation as a practice. No two meetings are the same. An approach that 
works brilliantly in one context can fail badly in another. 

So there can never be a definitive guide on how to facilitate. What we try to do with 
this book is to draw on our experience facilitating in many different countries and cul-
tures, from Scotland to the Solomon Islands. We’ve pulled together our reflections so 
that you can decide for yourselves, in the light of your own unique experiences, how 
you’d like to carry on the craft for yourself. There will be ideas in here that make sense 
to you, some that don’t, and some that may seem to contradict each other. The chal-
lenge is to take from this what is useful to you and reflect on what challenges you.

No book can be a substitute for personal experience. Indeed one of the reasons we 
wrote this is so that we don’t have to spend too much time on our training workshops 
talking about its contents - we’d rather offer participants experiential learning. 

In fact, when we run workshops, we often use this book just once. We rip off the 
binding, and give each participant just one page to read. And then we get people to 
pair off several times and share what they learn with each other. This is a more 
sociable process for sharing information - and confirms that you don’t need to read 
this book in a linear order.

We expect to continue learning and developing as facilitators and invite you to join 
with us. We see this book as never finished, always in ‘beta’, and welcome your 
comments and ideas.
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There can be something magical about meeting in person—whether it’s a friend you haven’t seen 
for a long time or your work colleagues. It’s one of the reasons why conferences are so popular. It’s 
the human sharing, the energy, the connection that we crave. It is in these face-to-face meetings 
that creativity and innovation flourish, where ideas can abound, where we meet new people, make 
and reinforce relationships and build a platform for our own work.

Yet so many meetings—whether a conference or a regular work meeting—fail to meet their poten-
tial. Typically, a lot of time is spent in a large group listening to one person. Conversations are 
snatched in the breaks. A few voices dominate, often the same ones. The potential drains away as 
we see meetings as a ‘necessary waste of time’.

It doesn’t have to be like this.

Much of the information shared at meetings can be shared in other ways. Instead of lecturing in 
the classroom and assigning homework to explore the subject further, teacher Karl Fisch flips it the 
other way round: Students watch his lectures on YouTube in the evening and work the problems in 
class the next day, where he can support them and they can support each other. “The students can 
watch [the lecture] outside of class, pause it, replay it, view it several times, even mute me if they 
want,” says Fisch. “That allows us to work on what we used to do as homework when I’m there to 
help students and they’re there to help each other.” 

Why do so many meetings default to sharing information or rely on 
the presenter-audience format? Why don’t we take advantage of 

the wisdom in the room? Why is there still an assumption that 
one person (the presenter/expert/invited guest) knows more 

than the audience?

Often it’s too hard to do anything else. The world is com-
plex, and multi-layered and the work people are doing 
can be much the same. The pace of change and develop-
ment in most fields is so fast it’s hard, if not impossible, 
to keep up-to-date.

For many people, the presenter-audience format is the 
only way they know how to meet. They haven’t experi-

enced other approaches to meetings, approaches that in-
volve everyone, that draw out their knowledge and ideas; that 

generate enthusiasm and shared learning. All meetings, gather-
ings, events, even conferences, can be energised this way and made 

more meaningful and memorable for all participants.

Introduction

“ Facilitators can disrupt 
existing habits of thinking 
and behaving, providing 
a circuit breaker, to make 
the best possible use of the 
valuable time together.”
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The essential ingredient is facilitation.

Facilitation is more than simply breaking people into smaller groups for discussion. It’s more than 
time-keeping, and it’s more than directing. Facilitators can disrupt existing habits of thinking and 
behaving, providing a new conduit, to make the best possible use of valuable time together. Part of 
the challenge is dealing with the many different expectations people have of their meetings.  A fa-
cilitator is not a magic bullet or a substitute for groups struggling with ideas, dealing with difficult 
feelings and making tough decisions: indeed a facilitator must often encourage people to do so.

Learning to be a facilitator, to have the skills, knowledge and confidence to facilitate groups and 
meetings, large and small, requires an understanding of the role of a facilitator, awareness of the 
tools and approaches that facilitators use, and practice. Lots of practice. 

We are providing these ideas to support you in your facilitation journey. They are organised into 
five sections.

 
 Part One: Why Facilitation?  is about exploring the impact of facilitation and facilitators 
on groups, the qualities that make for good facilitators and some of the underlying philoso-
phy that underpins our approach.

 Part Two: Workshop Basics is about the necessary foundations of facilitating workshops.

 Part Three: Beyond the Basics is about providing an understanding of how to engage 
people and use different approaches.
 
 Part Four: Creative Facilitation explores some of the knowledge and understanding that 
helps facilitators step into complex, and sometimes difficult, situations. It also explores in 
more depth, elements of human behaviour and group dynamics.
 
 Part Five: Resources provides suggestions for developing your own “toolkit” with what 
you learn from experience as well as useful links, resources and other information.
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What is a Facilitator?
A facilitator brings an understanding of human interaction and how to make the most of valuable 
time spent together. A facilitator can be a part of, or apart from, the group. In either case, the role is 
a special one. A facilitator is concerned about the overall arc of a meeting or workshop, encouraging 
participation, surfacing dissenting views, encouraging listening and dialogue, and building connec-
tions and meaning. 

Facilitation processes and activities are all about participation—giving everyone in a group, meeting 
or workshop, an opportunity to contribute. The facilitator provides only a portion of this transaction. 
Group members also have a responsibility to choose the level and type of their participation.

Why would a group need a Facilitator?
Here are some of the situations we’ve been asked to facilitate. You will probably think of others.

 Something’s going wrong and they don’t know what it is 
 They just can’t work out what’s wrong, but they know something is. When people are so much 
a part of the group it’s hard for them to see what is happening or to be objective about it.

The group needs to prepare for change
 Restructuring, a new boss, change in operating procedures, a merger, there can be so many 
changes on the horizon and the group needs to be agile, flexible, and ready to respond to any 
number of changes and developments.

The group needs to make joint decisions
 It’s appropriate for the group to make a joint decision. They want to get everyone involved, 
hear diverse, even contrary views, and reach a point where a decision is possible, or if not, to 
identify what needs to be done to make one later.

Whatever life we have experienced, if we can tell our 
story to someone who listens, we find it easier to deal 
with our circumstances.
    ~ Margaret J. Wheatley

PART ONE

Why Facilitation?
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The group needs to work differently
 There’s nothing wrong per se, but the sponsor wants the group to work differently — step 
up, slow down, take care of each other, be braver—there’s no end of possibilities for explor-
ing how to work differently.

 The group needs to learn from each other
 “We did well, how could we do better next time?” No matter what the scenario, this is a 
common reason for bringing groups together to reflect on a shared experience, identify 
what worked well and what didn’t and what improvements can be made.

The group is stuck
 Treading water, not doing badly, but not improving or doing well either—maybe stuck in 
ways of working that are no longer suitable, unable to make a decision, or feeling a bit 
bored.

When is facilitation not appropriate?
Sometimes people ask for facilitation when what they really need is a master of ceremonies, or a 
moderator, or a time keeper, or someone to keep everyone ‘in line’ and pleasant with each other de-
spite an undertow of simmering emotions. A facilitator is not needed if a decision has already been 
made, or when management wants the group to come up with the same ‘answer’ they have already 
chosen (perhaps thinking that the group will feel like part of the decision-making process, when in 
fact, it can have the opposite, and quite detrimental, effect). Trying to facilitate in these situations 
just gives facilitation a bad name.

What does a Facilitator do for a group? 
Ask yourself: What difference you think a facilitator can make for a group?  Here are some possible 
answers. You may have others.

A facilitator…

Challenges habitual thinking and behaviours
 A facilitated workshop is almost certainly intended to provide a break from normal routine. 
So it’s unlikely to satisfy if the same thinking and routines used in the workplace are simply 
moved to a workshop setting. Facilitators can use a whole range of approaches to challenge 
habits and enable groups to experience different ways of thinking and acting together. 

Holds space
 For new thinking to emerge, we have to get outside our comfort zones. Facing challenging 
questions, sitting with anxiety or frustration, waiting for solutions rather than forcing them.  
A facilitator is partly responsible for holding space: supporting an atmosphere in which 
there’s room for the new to emerge.
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Models behaviours
 There’s a lot more going on in a group than just talking.  People pick up the attitudes and 
behaviours of others and often copy what they see or hear. 

Notices and reflects back
 Acting on behalf of the group, a facilitator can notice what’s happening—not judging, not 
interpreting, not analyzing—just noticing and stating what is observed. This can be important for 
a group that is usually too busy doing to ever notice itself or others. Some of the most effective 
interventions occur when a facilitator (merely) offers an observation describing what is hap-
pening in the room. 

Looks for opportunities to get out of the way
 A facilitator will start an activity, then get out of the way and let the group get on with it. 
People often don’t need more instructions, information, processes, details or help. They just 
need the time and space to get on with it.

 
How does a facilitator do this?

 Selecting appropriate activities and processes

 Have you googled ‘facilitation activities and processes’ lately? Last time we did, we got more 
than 3 million results. There is no shortage of facilitation processes. Don’t believe anyone who 
says their process is ‘the one’. The art of facilitation is knowing what processes, activities and 
games are out there, knowing which ones to use in any given situation and using them effectively 
to serve the group. Unfortunately, there’s no shortcut to learning this—it comes from experience. 
And the only way to get that experience is to facilitate. That’s the challenge.

Providing a suitable environment/space

 It may seem unimportant, but the space in which people work can affect the quality of their 
work. When working with a group, facilitators make the best use of available space and look at 
each working environment with fresh eyes, deciding what’s needed and what’s not.  At the very 
least, one simple thing you can do to improve the space people work in, during a facilitated 
workshop, is to move or remove the tables. Most facilitated workshops also require access to 
wall space and floor space, and ideally, natural light and the outdoors.

Keeping track of time and progress

 While facilitation is far more than just time-keeping, it is still an important aspect. Time-keep-
ing is more about being attuned to the needs of the group rather than planning for, and strictly 
adhering to, an agenda. It’s about allowing more time when needed, stopping something that’s 
not working, calling breaks when people need a break, and finishing on time.  A facilitator is 
also aware of the arc of the work the group needs to do and is always assessing whether or not 
they are ‘on track’.  This requires dropping some activities, maybe allowing more time for 
others, reviewing and checking in. Sometimes it requires a complete rethink.
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Supporting the group by clarifying, questioning, sometimes challenging and summarising
 It’s not necessary to be an expert in the subject or the work of the group to be a good facilita-
tor. There is no hard and fast rule. Sometimes it’s helpful to know about the topic, sometimes 
not. What is needed is a keen sense of knowing that something just doesn’t seem right - more 
of an instinct than an actual knowing. Or a sense that participants are saying what they think 
they should be saying rather than what they actually want to say or what they are really think-
ing. Or that they are using jargon or ‘organisational’ speak as a way of glossing over and not 
engaging with the topic being discussed. In all of these situations, the facilitator will ask for 
clarification, even challenge people to say what they really mean.  A facilitator can also say 
what others cannot: “I don’t know”, “I don’t understand”, “Tell me more”. This is paying atten-
tion to the process and progression of a workshop, the atmosphere (in addition to the physical 
space) and the objectives.

“  At a workshop to explore the future of an organisation that would soon 
merge with another, a participant suggested that ‘business as usual’ was an 

important part of the transition process. This didn’t ring true to me, as the 
organisation was doing anything but ‘business as usual’. It was a stock, 
standard, unimaginative answer to the questions I’d asked. “What do 
we particularly need to pay attention to during the transition process?” 
When I questioned it, the response was that they really meant they need-

ed to ‘honour existing promises to customers’. That’s quite different from 
‘business as usual’ and proved to be a starting point for some challenging 
conversations about what that meant in practical reality.”

Sometimes a group gets so engrossed in their work that they forget where they are at. A facil-
itator can help by summarising the journey so far, by having in mind the arc of the workshop 
and knowing where people are heading.

Being nonpartisan, not taking sides, not having pre-determined answers/outcomes
 There’s a myth that facilitators are neutral. That’s not possible, especially if you are facilitating 
in-house. Any facilitator, by virtue of the process of facilitating, will come to have a position, a 
view. That’s what humans do. We process information, and create meaning. However, a good 
facilitator knows how to suspend judgment and encourage alternative views, without taking 
sides. This is one of the reasons why facilitating can be such hard work. It’s not so much what 
you are doing that’s difficult, but the mental energy required to maintain objectivity, emotional 
balance and consciously control what you are doing and not doing, saying and not saying.

If there is a pre-determined outcome, it’s simply not facilitation, no matter how good the 
facilitator might be: it is manipulation at worst and facipulation at best. This can damage the 
reputation of the professional involved as well as the profession of facilitation. Try not to do it.

Viv Says
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Not doing the work for the group
 Doing the work on behalf of the group is not helping the group.  This is an easy mistake to 
make.  Whether it be to prove their worth to the group, or to demonstrate their knowledge of 
the topic, or simply because that’s what they have seen others do, doing the work on behalf 
of the group may feel good in the short term but rarely pays off.  Participants can disengage, 
the work will probably go no where as there’s little or no ownership and the only person to 
benefit from such an approach is the facilitator who has knowledge and understanding and 
ownership and commitment and enthusiasm.  All that is needed by the participants as they 
return to their usual work.  And they don’t have it.  You do.  You won’t be there afterwards, 
and even if you are, you will have your own work to deal with.  If you are a part of the group, 
you may even feel a little miffed, even a bit resentful, that they let you do 
all the work. That’s not a good place to be. The role of the facilita-
tor is to enable and motivate the group to do their own work. 

Ensuring the group’s work is captured (where necessary)

1.) Not everything has to be recorded. 

 The process of being in conversations, of throwing around 
ideas, of challenging each other, of hearing diverse points of 
view—this is the work of a workshop. The human brain will 
process all of this over time and whatever is important will be 
retained. It’s a false insurance to think that everything that is im-
portant needs to be written down or recorded, or that everything 
that is written or recorded is important. 

2.) Always ask yourself (and the group), who benefits from workshop notes 
being typed into a report? 

This is what usually happens: more reports sitting on shelves (or on computers). 

 Instead, capture the information as part of the workshop process. It is far more useful to encourage 
those responsible for using what emerges to capture it, than for the facilitator to prepare a report 
that no-one reads. Sometimes a workshop report is included as part of an organisation’s contract 
when engaging a facilitator. Check what this means, how it will be used, and who will use it. This 
information will help determine the type of report, if any, is actually needed. And, which group 
members might still be the best choice for capturing relevant sections. This will also keep group 
members feeling a part of the process and reinforces their responsibility for the outcomes.

 In some cases you might want to keep your own process notes. Process notes can be a helpful 
reminder for debriefing, learning and understanding the difference between what you actually did 
and what you planned to do. This is quite different from content notes.

A common mistake of  
beginning facilitators:

the facilitator leaves the 
workshop with armloads of 
paper to write up a report. 
Who benefits from this? 
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Some Useful Beliefs
Every facilitator is different, but here are some beliefs that we find useful when working with people.

The group has the knowledge
 A group of people working together will spark off each other, share what they know, build on each 
other’s ideas. They have the knowledge and experience they need. Sometimes it’s good to inject 
something new as a catalyst, or to motivate or challenge the group, but this is just another part 
of the facilitator’s challenge. It’s the participants who can put the puzzle pieces together in a way 
that is relevant and useful for them.

Everybody has something to contribute 
 Ever been to a meeting that is dominated by just a few loud voices? Facilitators know how to  
encourage quieter voices to be heard, and believe that everyone, loud and quiet, has something  
to contribute.

Processes and activities support the group’s work
 Facilitation processes and activities are like scaffolding when a house is under construction. It 
is there to support and when no longer needed, will be taken away, leaving a strong and robust 
building to stand alone. So it is with workshops. Activities, processes, even games, are the sup-
port, not the main act, and should be designed to encourage and provide structure for the work 
the group needs to do.

Meaning emerges
 Life is messy. Work is messy. Solutions, ideas, insights may not be easily accessible or discern-
able. It may take time and a number of approaches for meaning to emerge. A facilitator may need 
to hold the space (maintain the atmosphere) for the group to struggle with complexity, sit in the 
fire and be present to the challenge.

Talking IS action
 Some people are so busy proving how busy they are 
that they forget the substance of human connection—
conversations and relationships. Organisations and 
businesses often talk about being resilient and respon-
sive. If that’s what they really want, they need to take 
better care to value the time and energy it actually takes 
to build and nurture relationships, both within and 
outside of the business, that will weather the good and 
bad times. Having a conversation is doing something—
something important, necessary and nourishing.

Fun and work are not mutually exclusive
 Important and serious are not the same. You can do important work in many different ways, one 
of which is seriously. You can also have fun with serious work. A facilitator knows the difference 
between important and serious, between fun and frivolity—and chooses appropriately.
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There were 10 separate rooms at the Gauguin ex-
hibition at the Tate Modern in London. Each room 
represented a different theme. It was very crowded. 
People shuffled around others to get closer to the pic-
tures, stepped over pushers and avoided toes. Lots of 
people had rented iPods and were listening intently 
to whatever interpretation was being provided. 

There were people of all ages, individually, some-
times in pairs or small groups, some well equipped, 
others with just a book and a pencil, copying 
Gauguin’s work. Trish, my artist friend, explained 
that artists (like her) learn a lot from copying other 
artists. Especially great artists. Some like to copy the 
form — the strokes, the perspective, the composi-
tion. Trish gets inspiration from the use of colour. 
She might take just a few square centimetre’s of one 
of Gauguin’s paintings and learn a lot about colour. 
Who knew?

Which got me thinking about facilitation training 
— and, learning. I’m always learning something new 
about this craft, this art, known as facilitation. This 
learning comes from many, many sources, some 
obvious, some downright weird. Watching, and being 
with, others. Reading. Playing improv games. Doing 
facilitation. Yes, that’s right. Actually being a facilita-
tor, and facilitating. And visiting art galleries. And 
watching movies. 

It drives me nuts when facilitation is described 
mechanically: do this, then this, then that, and voila! 
Unfortunately, it never seems to quite work out that 
way in the real world.

So here’s a paradox: I love helping others learn how 
to facilitate, work effectively with groups, upset 
entrenched patterns, surface emotions, unleash cre-
ativity, have big and small conversations. Yet, when 

someone asks me how I know to do this or that when 
facilitating, I’m flummoxed. I often don’t know. It’s 
a bit like asking an artist how they knew to put that 
stroke exactly there, or why use those combinations 
of colours. How did they know? I’m guessing they 
just knew because it felt right, because it becomes in-
tuitive—through years and years of practice, through 
trial and error, through trusting their talent and their 
instincts. Through taking a chance, being brave, be-
ing willing to make lots of mistakes before getting it 
‘right’. By mucking it up, throwing it out and starting 
over. By believing they can do it, that it can be done.

So much facilitation training is by the numbers, 
based around methods and techniques, processes. 
Most methods are easy to teach, easy to learn. It’s 
satisfying. You can recount to others what you have 
learned. I have books full of these processes, these 
activities—some of them published, some of them 
created by me. 

Yet, knowing these is not enough. After learning all 
these techniques, budding facilitators come back 
to me and ask, “But how do you know which one to 
use?” “What’s best?” “What should I do in such-and-
such a situation?”

How do we learn this? How do we teach it? When is it 
okay to take away the master’s painting and instead 
of copying someone else’s work, begin with our own 
blank canvas? How do we learn to be comfortable, to 
be confident, to be brave—with a blank canvas?

I am increasingly looking at ways to bring empathy, 
humility, bravery, playfulness, presence, curiosity, 
flexibility and responsiveness into facilitation train-
ing.  These  essential qualities are hard to measure, 
hard to teach, hard to learn, yet essential for effective, 
facilitating. That is the challenge, the paradox.

You Wouldn’t Paint By Numbers So Why Would 
You Facilitate By Numbers? 

by Viv McWaters
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What personal qualities does a Facilitator bring?

It’s all very well to know what a facilitator does. But that’s not enough. Good facilitators bring 
personal qualities to their work that serve both themselves and the groups they work with. Here are 
some of the qualities we like to emphasize. 

This is our wish list. We know we don’t always live up to these specific qualities ourselves. Do not 
use this list as a stick to beat yourself.  Instead, for each one, think of times when you’ve shown that 
quality, or seen it in someone else, and reflect on the impact it had on you.

Humility
 This is recognising the power you have as a facilitator and letting it go, and being comfort-
able on the sidelines, not being the centre of attention. In fact, it’s about actively ensuring 
that you are not the centre of attention, and recognising the ideas that emerge from others. 
Humility also asks that you suspend judgment and not jump to conclusions.

Empathy  
 This is the ability to put yourself in the shoes of the participants, realising that they might 
have done this sort of thing before, that they have their own ideas and want an opportunity 
to talk with each other. It’s about ‘knowing’ (sensing) in a completely different way what the 
group needs and wants at this time.

Bravery and a willingness to fail gracefully
 Taking risks, disrupting traditional or typical patterns of thinking or behaviour requires 
strength, especially when it goes against the norms of meetings, the expectations of clients 
and participants, and the urge to conform or be safe. It requires bravery to break the rules 
and change the game. Not everything works. Facilitators need to be willing to try, to fail, to 
move on and try something else. Without a willingness to fail it’s difficult to be disruptive in 
service to the group. Playing it safe is like running on the spot—you and the group rarely progress.

 Playfulness
 We have difficult, complex problems to deal with. We have lives to live and work to be done. 
This doesn’t mean that it can’t be done lightly and playfully. Play involves imagination and 
creativity, often suspending “rules” and stepping outside of expectations. Playfully exploring 
our most difficult questions can lead us to surprising results.

Presence
 A facilitator’s very presence changes and influences the group in ways that are not possible 
to predict—so a facilitator needs to be attentive to whatever the group is doing at that very 
moment, not what they did before, or what they will be doing later. By modeling that atten-
tiveness, the group will also be more “present”, not thinking about other obligations, respon-
sibilities, frustrations or other distractions.
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Curiosity
 Facilitation is often about finding new ideas or seeing things anew. Good spirited curiosity 
can help to spot them. Ask open-ended questions to help people expand on their ideas, like, 
“How would that work?” “What would you need to make that happen?” or our favourite “Say more.”

Flexibility
 A facilitator needs to be prepared to throw away the plan, pre-conceived ideas and anything 
else that is blocking progress, and improvise based on what presents itself during the process. 

Responsiveness
 Noticing what’s happening now—being present to, and for, the group, and responding, using 
all that empathy and humility and bravery and playfulness and curiosity and flexibility, to 
collaborate and work with the group.

Every facilitator is different. What other qualities have you seen or  
demonstrated that you think can have an impact on a group?

 
Frequently Asked Questions
Is it best to use an internal or external facilitator?
It can be hard work being an internal facilitator, especially in a 
specialised industry. If you are known to be a ‘subject matter expert’ 
it’s hard for people to think of you as a facilitator. There may be more 
pressure on you to know the answers. You might also have a stake, or 
vested interest, in the outcome of a workshop and might subtly, even sub-
consciously, influence the thinking and decision-making to align with your views. 
However the skills of facilitation are invaluable for anyone who leads groups or teams, or needs to 
organise a meeting for that matter —which is just about everyone these days.

Regular meetings can be facilitated from within the group or team. It’s also a good way to develop 
facilitation skills by trying out new activities with a known, safe and (hopefully) supportive group—
for everyone on the team, taking turns as facilitator.

An external facilitator might bring fresh eyes, a different perspective and, above all, have no person-
al stake in the outcome. On the other hand, they might, struggle to understand your industry, cope 
with your organisational language and acronyms, and just take too long to really understand what 
would help you.

The choice on internal or external facilitator always depends on a lot of factors. The more experi-
enced you are at facilitating the easier it will be to make the call. Most organisations use a combina-
tion of both, internal facilitators for everyday workshops, meetings and for spreading a facilitation 
capability through the organisation; and external facilitators for one-off or special, or high-stakes 
workshops. In some cases it is also appropriate to have a combination of internal and external facili-
tators working together. 

“ Playing it safe is like 
running on the spot—
you and the group 
rarely progress.”
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Should I facilitate alone or co-facilitate?

Often there’s no choice: client time and resources dictate a solo facilitation gig. Our choice, when-

ever possible, is to co-facilitate. Facilitating alone can be hard work. Not only are you being present 
for the group, your mind is working overtime to prepare for what’s coming next, noticing what’s 
going on now, keeping track of the time, the workshop arc, the energy of the participants, as well as 
managing your own energy.

There are huge advantages to co-facilitation when learning to facilitate too. You get to see someone 
else in action, you have time to catch your breath and reflect on how things are going, you can step 
in and help your co-facilitator if they get stuck, you have someone (other than your client, whether 
that’s an internal or external person) to throw ideas around with. (Clients sometimes get a bit anx-
ious when they are privy to the facilitator’s thought process of identifying, analysing, tossing out 
and finally selecting which process or activity to go with based on what’s happening in the work-
shop.) You can debrief with each other after the workshop and you can share the highs and lows.

Experienced facilitators like to co-facilitate for many of the same reasons as well as having another 
pair of eyes and ears to focus on the group dynamics, to pick up some of what a solo facilitator 
might simply miss, or have a different perspective.

How does facilitation differ from other group roles?

Facilitation is not the same as chairing a meeting. It’s different from teaching. It’s not the same as 
moderating or mediating or negotiating. It’s not therapy. And it’s not consulting. Facilitation does 
draw on all these different roles and disciplines and applies what is appropriate to groups to create 
an atmosphere (and activities) where groups can discover for themselves what they need, identify 
roles and develop plans for addressing issues.

What is everyday facilitation?

Facilitation is a skill that can be used in everyday work situations, with sports and social groups, in 
your local community and with families. The setting might be different, it may not be called facilita-
tion, and you may not be at a workshop - yet you can still use your facilitation skills to help groups 
be more effective, or simply to connect with each other.

Not all facilitation is done in front of the group, or by a designated facilitator. It’s possible to facili-
tate from the side, injecting a question or suggestion that can help a group become unstuck.

What are one-off facilitated events?

The most common use of facilitation is for one-off workshops. These workshops may last for a few 
hours up to a few days. It can be challenging to facilitate a one-off workshop as there are often ex-
pectations to resolve or explore, in a short time, what took months, maybe even years to develop, and 
to reach a specific outcome or conclusion.
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Is there a ‘dark side’ to facilitation?

Yes. Many of the techniques of facilitation can be used to manipulate people, and to create the 
illusion that you are in control. Sometimes facilitation can default to searching for the ‘one, right 
answer’ that’s been pre-determined. 

Facilitation is not a linear process. It’s rarely about doing step one, then steps two, three and four 
to finally arriving at a neat conclusion. If you try and present facilitation this way, people may go 
along with it but they will also be uneasy, uncomfortable, skeptical, suspicious and ‘smell a rat’, and 
ultimately dissatisfied. If you are too uncomfortable with uncertainty, letting go and allowing for 
emergent outcomes then best to leave the facilitating to someone else.
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Strange isn’t it, the best of times are always when we bring the 
least with us, when we don’t organise or plan things but just 
show up with an openness and trust that somehow we’ll take 
care of whatever comes.
     ~ Nick Smith

PART TWO

There is no magic formula for designing and conducting a workshop. We offer these suggestions 
to help you as you develop your facilitation skills. There is no substitute for practice and experi-
ence. And then there’s the paradox of facilitation: once you understand the theories and principles 
behind facilitation you then have to let them go. Think of something you do really well - it might 
be playing a musical instrument, drawing, driving a vehicle - and compare how you do that activity 
now compared with when you were first learning. 

Facilitation is similar. While you are learning facilitation you will often want to refer to notes and 
guidelines and ideas from others, and as your skills and awareness and confidence grow, you will 
need to do this less often. So while you never stop learning about facilitation, there will come a 
time when you are able to confidently step into any facilitation role.

While you may outline an approach, select some activities that would engage the group, the mark 
of a great facilitator is knowing that these are merely guidelines and will be jettisoned as soon as 
they are not useful or needed. Attentiveness and flexibility are key to good “design” and facilita-
tion. Good facilitators frequently change what they’ve planned, on the spot (and on the fly), trust-
ing their intuition—that’s where their confidence comes from.

Before The Workshop
Get basic information about the workshop
You’ve been asked, or have put up your hand, to facilitate a workshop. Before you do anything else 
you need to find out some basic information. Probably the best place to start is to ask the ‘sponsor’ 
of the workshop, the person who is responsible for convening the workshop. 

Workshop Basics



22

HERE ARE SOME QUESTIONS TO ASK:
Why now? What led to the need for this workshop?

What else have you done already?

What do you hope will happen/not happen?

When is the workshop?

How long?

How many people?

What is the general mood of the group?

How often do you meet as a group and what do you do?

 What would be the ONE thing that could happen as a result of this 
workshop that would make it worthwhile?

Are there any tangible products that you would like to see come out of the workshop?

Make sure a facilitator is needed
You need to know this information to help you design the workshop. But first, you need to make 
sure a facilitator is actually what is needed. Not every workshop or meeting needs a facilitator. 
Make sure that another group role wouldn’t be more appropriate - for example, a chairperson if the 
meeting organiser simply wants someone to introduce speakers and keep time; if there is serious 
conflict between individuals or groups, that might be better dealt with by mediation.

Find out what is expected and negotiate what is realistic and possible 
Some groups spend years becoming dysfunctional. Then a facilitator is called in and given a 
couple of days to turn things around. “Oh, and while you’re at it could you also help us develop a 
five-year strategic plan, a business plan for the next twelve months and do some team-building?” 
asks the client.  This is an unrealistic, if not uncommon, expectation of what a facilitator can do 
for a group. You need to start facilitating right now—enabling the client/sponsor to clarify and 
articulate what they really want from the workshop and what’s feasible. This can sometimes be the 
hardest part of facilitating.

Johnnie Says

“ One trap organisations get into is to set a meeting at a distant date, and then 
keep adding to its agenda all the really tricky issues they don’t like to deal 

with. They create the illusion that they are dealing with stuff but actually, 
the effect is to put off dealing with them. Then they create a fantasy in which 
the meeting will magically deal with all of them.  As result, expectations are 
completely out of hand and it’s more than likely that people will end up frus-

trated. And guess who is going to be the easiest person to blame? The 
facilitator. So I do sometimes share this experience with clients and ask 

them if they think their situation or expectations might be the same.”
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 Take time out to “mull it over”
Don’t plan the workshop straight away. After your briefing, put all your notes aside and do some-
thing else. Leave it for a few days if you have the time. This gives your subconscious time to 
process what you have heard about the workshop. You will start to get ideas about what you could 
do. Scan books about facilitation if you want. Look at different games and activities. You might like 
to keep a folder with all of your thoughts and ideas. You will discard most, but some will emerge as 
good possibilities that you will want to use.

Design the workshop
This is where everyone wants a magic formula. There is none. Every workshop is different and 
should be designed as such. If you try to do the same thing each time, you’ll end up, well, doing the 
same thing each time, which is not really serving the needs of the particular group.

Think about the last movie you saw. Think about the opening scenes. How 
did those scenes influence your anticipation of the movie? Were you 
excited, anxious, hopeful, bored? Did you think: ‘Wow, this is going to be 
great!’ or did you think ‘Ho-hum, here we go again with the same, old, 
same old formula.’? What was the director’s role in those scenes? Was she 
just interpreting the script? Were the clothes simply what the actor chose 
to wear? Why was that particular music played? Why was the scene set in 
that particular place?

Nothing in a movie happens by chance. Every small detail is there for a purpose. 
The director has in mind a style (or genre); a premise (the underpinning message of the 
movie) and everything in the movie is done to reinforce both the style and the premise.

Intention is the key to good film directing. And intention is the key to good facilitation design. 
While you simply can’t (nor wouldn’t want to) direct a workshop in the same way as a film direc-
tor can direct a movie, you can learn a lot about having a clear intention underpinning all of your 
choices.

“ ...intention  
is the key to good  
facilitation design.”
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There are some tools that can help you think about the design of any particular workshop. Here’s a 
few to choose from that have worked for us:

The Workshop Arc
Any workshop, no matter how long, is likely to 
follow the arc of opening, warm-up (scene set-
ting), the heart of the workshop, maintaining 
momentum, and closing. This provides a basic 
framework for planning any workshop. The 
important thing is to be clear about the heart of 
the workshop. This is sometimes obvious, or it may be buried amongst some vague requests, such 
as “We need some teambuilding”. Your job as a facilitator, prior to the workshop, is to try and work 
out, with the client/sponsor, what the heart of the workshop is and then select processes and activi-
ties to support the group in that. The opening, scene setting, maintaining momentum and closing 
should also be supporting acts for the heart of the workshop. 

The Hero’s Journey 
The Hero’s Journey was first described by Joseph Campbell after he researched the common ele-
ments in human mythological storytelling. No matter what the culture, the era or the story there 
are some common elements that describe the Hero’s Journey. While the Hero’s Journey emerged 
from an oral tradition of storytelling, you will most often see it today represented in the movies. 
In summary, the Hero’s Journey (as described by Christopher Vogler in The Writer’s Journey 1) 
consists of:

Return with the Elixir

The Ordinary World

Call to Adventure

Refusal of the Call

Meeting with the Mentor

Crossing the First 
Threshold

Tests, Allies and 
Enemies Approach the  

Inmost Cave

Ordeal

Reward (Seizing the Sword)

Road Back

Resurrection

OPE
NIN

G
WARM-UP MOMENTUM

CLOSING
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There might be an expectation that a facilitator can take a 
group on a complete journey, enabling the participants to 
return to their ordinary world of work, changed and with the 
answers to all their problems. The reality is quite different.

As facilitators, we may sometimes aim to get participants 
to just crossing the first threshold. How so? Shouldn’t we be 
aiming, at least, for achieving much more? Crossing the First 
Threshold is leaving the workshop—whether that be a couple of hours, or a day or two—ready to 
take the next steps on the journey, a journey they need to take in the workplace, not in the artificial 
workshop environment where the realities of the real world of work can be suspended. If people 
leave a workshop enthused for the journey, armed with some new tools (some understanding of 
themselves and their colleagues, a new awareness, a different view of the world) and have the confi-
dence to bear the tests, allies and enemies ahead, then we have done what we can as facilitators.

People sometimes get very animated about the need for completion and closure in meetings and 
this raises a red flag for us.  It’s often the unfinished work that means everyone has a reason to keep 
on working together after the event, continuing the journey.

Facilitation with any given group builds in its  own obsolescence. Group self-reliance is always a goal. 

Memory Lane (source: Antony Williams)2

Memory Lane is an action method that gets you out of your head when planning a workshop. It 
is based on physically stepping through the workshop planning 
process, identifying what feels okay and where the danger points 
might be. It is best done with a colleague and is a powerful plan-
ning tool.

Rational and experiential aims (source: ToP™) 3

The Rational Aim (R/A) is the reason the group is meeting, usually 
described as the decision or product to be achieved by the end of 
the gathering. It could be described as:

A decision about …; How to implement …; What we need to do to achieve …; An agreed statement of 
…; Opportunity to discuss …

The Experiential Aim (E/A) relates to the experience that people will have during the workshop 
and describes the mood you want to create. People will have an experience whether you plan for 
it or not. Examples of the mood you want to create might include excited, enthusiastic, alarmed, 
energised, woken up...

Together, the Rational and Experiential Aims provide useful bookends for planning a workshop. 

“ It’s often the unfinished work 
that means everyone has a 
reason to keep on working 
together after the event,

  continuing the journey.”

Important Tip: 
Don’t get too set in your ways.  
If you forget something, it’s an 
opportunity to invent a new way 
of doing something on the spur 
of the moment.
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Organise Materials And Resources

 

The moral is: carry with you the absolute basics that you might need. Your basics will be different 
from ours, and they will also vary from workshop to workshop. You might go with:

• a handful of marker pens in different colours 
• a roll of masking tape and/or a packet of blue-tac 
• a pack of 50 small blank cards 
• different coloured Post-It™ notes 
• coloured A4 paper (or if in USA, letter paper, 8.5” x 11”) 
• your notebook or computer—full of activities

Staging 
The term staging is deliberately drawn from the theatre and 
relates to the process of selecting, designing, adapting to, or 
modifying the performance space for a play or film. In this 
case, we’re talking about the space for a facilitated workshop. 
Thinking about ‘staging’ a workshop gives a broader perspec-
tive to all the elements of the workshop. This handy acronym 
– S T E P S - helps you remember different staging elements. 
(Source: ToP™ )4

Space
What can you do with the space you’re given to make it more human and inspiring? This includes the 
location, the set-up of the room including where the ‘front’ of the room will be, seating arrangements, 
decor and location of equipment. Our preference is to not use tables. Read why on page 27. Also, pay 
attention to lighting, room temperature, ambient noise (e.g., traffic, machinery, jet planes overhead, 
and other distractions). Ideally, try to visit the space you will be using, before the workshop.

Viv Says

“ I was facilitating a workshop interstate and the client agreed to collect all 
the materials we needed. That was great as it meant I didn’t have to carry 
them with me on the flight. Or so I thought. I arrived at the venue early in the 
morning to set up and prepare. I needed many of the materials for the prepa-

ration that I’d planned to do. The client had them all. However, they were still 
in the back of her car when someone else had borrowed it to drive to the airport to 
collect an interstate guest. I was stuck.”
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Make things simpler. Get rid of the tables. 
All of them. Here’s why.

1. It’s too easy to set up ‘camp’ at a table
Notebook here. Pen there. Glass, coffee cup, cell 
phone, laptop. Coat over the back of the chair. Once 
settled, imagine how hard it’s going to be to get that 
person to move all their goods and chattels? While it’s 
possible to ‘set up camp’ around a chair, it has a less 
permanent feel. And why is ‘setting up camp’ a bad 
thing? Because the focus is on things, not people. And 
if it’s one of my workshops, I’m going to ask you to 
move around. I’d rather you be less encumbered with 
physical stuff as I have enough trouble dealing with 
the mental stuff you’re probably also carrying around. 
Also, by removing the “ordinary”, we are encouraging 
fresh thinking and new ideas.

2. Tables get in the way
Somewhere there’s a guidebook that conference 
centres use. I’m sure it tells them the minimum 
amount of space required for a group of any size. So if 
you call a venue to book a room and say you have 30 
people, they will squeeze your group into a room that 
is okay for 30 people as long as they just want to sit 
and do nothing but listen. These small rooms become 
manageable when the tables are removed. It’s then 
possible to use all the space, and to reconfigure the 
group into whatever group sizes work for the purpose 
of the meeting.

3. Tables get in the way II
Tables keep people apart. They get in the way of ac-
tivities. They get in the way of the facilitator entering 
the group. They define differences: what is the group 
space and what is the facilitator space. The worst sort 
of tables are those large round banquet tables. Even 
with only a few people at each table, they tend to en-
courage talking with your immediate neighbour and 
inbibit talking with those way across the table.
 

4. Tables have echoes of classrooms
A workshop, a training, a meeting can be stressful for 
all concerned. And if your memories of classrooms at 
school are unhappy, then even in a different setting, a 
different configuration - tables have echoes of class-
rooms and the same old defensiveness may surface 
for some participants.

5.  Tables pre-determine the front of the 
room

If you have a rectangular room, the front will nearly 
always be at the narrow end. This is based on the 
assumption of a speaker and passive listeners, and 
fitting in the maximum number of people. This can be 
a problem if the room is particularly long - it’s hard 
to maintain eye contact and build rapport with those 
at the back of the room. Flip it around and have the 
front of the room along the long edge and everyone 
feels closer. Much easier to do this if there’s no tables 
already in place.

Common objections to removing the tables

Where do I put my stuff? 
 It’s not business-as-usual, so leave your stuff at 
your desk. And if you still have stuff, how about 
stashing it under your chair? And if it is business-
as-usual, why are you having a meeting in the first 
place?

It’s too hard to take notes 
 Carry a small notebook, maybe one without lines, 
one that fits into a pocket and a pen. Anything 
really important can be provided by the person 
organising the meeting. No need to split your at-
tention between taking notes and participating.

 The tables are permanent/too hard to move/there’s 
no-where to put the tables (and similar variations) 

 Too easy. Find a new space. Oh, it’s where you 
always meet? And your meetings are becoming 
unproductive / boring / predictable / add your 
own variation here. 

Maybe it’s time for a change?
 

Get rid of the tables 
by Viv McWaters
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Timing
How can we make time for the things that really matter? Includes the length of the overall workshop, 
the pace, appropriate breaks and finishing on time.

Eventfulness
This is about the human interaction and experiences. It is what makes an event memorable. What risks 
will you take to create surprise, delight and significance?

Product
In some workshops, a tangible product is an important artifact that signifies the work the group has 
done together and provides a basis for action beyond the workshop. Products are also important for 
bringing the event to life for those who were not there.

Style
Who am I going to be to this group? This is a question every facilitator needs to ask of themselves. The 
answer may be different each time you facilitate. The way the facilitator relates to the group affects the 
group. Choices about appropriate, effective styles depend on the group and the purpose of the workshop. 

At The Workshop
Arrive early and get ready
Ideally, you will have had a chance to see the space before the workshop and will have planned how to 
set up the room. If you haven’t seen the room in advance, arrive nice and early and be prepared to do 
some pre-workshop exercise by moving furniture around. This is especially true if the workshop is be-
ing held in a hotel. They have fixed views on how the room should be set up and no amount of emailing 

Viv Says

“ The last time I used tables was for a workshop of about 70 people. I had planned to use a World 
Cafe process and spoke with the venue organisers in advance. I asked if they had small 

round cafe tables that seated four people. The answer was yes. I’d used these tables 
at a different venue a few months earlier and it was fantastic. So I was pleased. I 

arrived at the venue and was shocked to see a huge rectangular room (with the 
front up the skinny end, of course) and 18 large round banquet tables, nicely 
covered with white table cloths and four chairs at each table. There was barely 
any space between the tables and there was no way anyone at the front would 

be able to easily connect with people sitting in the tables down the back. Worst of 
all, the seating arrangement meant that the groups of four were sitting in a small 

arc, more of a line really, and hardly conducive to conversation. I asked the organisers 
if they could get rid of the tables. Of course, they said yes—but it would take about two hours. 

Yikes! What had gone wrong? How could this happen to me with all my experience? I’d said 
“small round tables that seated four”. Turns out these were their small round tables that seated 
8 people—their large tables seated 12. It was a big lesson to me about assumptions and it was the 
last time I used tables of any kind.”
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or talking on the phone will help. Even a simple instruction of a circle of chairs and no tables is met 
with disbelief. If you have taken our advice of not using tables when you facilitate, it will be easy to 
rearrange the chairs (at any time). If there’s tables then there’s a whole lot of extra work involved. 

Venues will also ‘helpfully’ provide other equipment, even if you don’t want it (often because it 
comes as part of a conference package). This might include a screen and data projector, lectern and 
often a ‘head’ table. Invariably, the screen will be at the skinny end of a rectangular room. This may 
not be the best place to use as the front of the room. And if there’s a lectern anywhere in sight, get 
rid of that too. Do not stand behind a lectern. You want to remove any real or perceived barriers. If 
you need somewhere to put your notes, use a small low table. Scour the venue looking for one of 
these—often in lounge areas or lobbies. Best to ask permission before moving it (if you must). And 
if you can’t find a suitable small table to put your notes on, just use a chair. Move any tables with 
chairs for speakers  that might have been set up at the front. You can put your stuff on this table. 
We try and do this in an inconspicuous part of the room, usually to the side and at the front, where, 
if we are sitting, we can see participants’ faces. This helps us monitor their reactions when someone 
else is facilitating or presenting. It’s much harder to do this from the back of the room.

Walk around the space, become familiar with it. Think about where you might want to do activities. 
Look for spaces outside of the main room. Is there access to the outdoors? Remove paintings from 
the walls if you are planning on using those walls.

Meet and greet, aka “active hosting”

Opinions vary on this.

  Viv:  “Most of my facilitation colleagues will say it’s good to mingle with the partici-
pants before the workshop, meet people, chat, have a cuppa with them. I understand the 
logic of this—it enables the participants to meet you as a person first, rather than their 
facilitator, and for you to start to build rapport with a few people—especially if you are new 
to the group. If you are comfortable with that, then do it. Usually, I prefer not to.”

Johnnie Says

“ I had to facilitate part way through a long meeting on a summer’s 
day. We were stuck in a basement and the air conditioning, as is so 
often the case, wasn’t working. I reworked my plan to get the group 
to small breakout teams quickly, and arranged for them to go work 
in the hotel gardens. Sometimes you need to just get out of the 
space altogether.”
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  Johnnie:   “I am quite an introvert myself. Over the years I’ve practised and now 
make more of an effort to say hi to people before an event gets started—assuming I’ve tak-
en care of essential preparations. Not because I think it’s the right thing to do, but because 
I find having said hi to a few people makes me feel a little more relaxed when I take to my 
feet and start talking. At least there’s a few people in the room I’ve got some kind of rela-
tionship with.”

The message here is: be who you are and do what makes you comfortable. Rather than having a 
firm policy, we invite you to experiment: what do you normally do (and how does it make you feel 
or affect your facilitation)? What different approaches could you try?

The Welcome
It’s often a good idea to have someone from the organisation—the CEO, leader, sponsor—to wel-
come participants to the workshop and to provide some context about saying a few words about 

why they are having this workshop now. Whether you are from within or outside of the or-
ganisation, it’s always useful if you are introduced as the facilitator for the workshop. 

Viv Says

“   Openings 
happen 
throughout a 
workshop.”

This gives you explicit permission to facilitate. When waiting to be introduced, you 
might want to have a pen and some paper with you. The client/sponsor/CEO might 

say something that you can incorporate into your opening, or something you might want to refer 
back to later in the workshop. This sort of reincorporation is a powerful and satisfying technique.

The Opening
The opening of a facilitated event sets the scene. The opening includes the room set up—the am-
bience—the materials, the lighting, the way participants are treated, how participants perceive the 
space as soon as they walk in.

The way you open a workshop and any activities you use should reflect the ulti-
mate purpose of the workshop. If the workshop objective is to lead to a group 
decision, then any opening could also include some aspect of decision-making; 
if the workshop is to explore options, the opening could do this also. It doesn’t 
have to be explicit.

A word about icebreakers. Icebreakers are often abused and misused. They are 
only necessary when there is ‘ice’—when a group is frozen and can’t move forward or 

“ Or in extreme circumstances, without any notice to you or anyone else, 
the CEO might stand up and announce a major restructure and potential 
job losses. When this happened to me I knew the whole workshop plan just 
became irrelevant.”
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if the participants are coming together for the first time (i.e., did not know each other before the 
workshop). Ice-breakers do not substitute for intentional openings. Openings happen throughout 
a workshop. There is the obvious opening at the start of a workshop, and then there are mini-open-
ings for different sessions—especially in a multi-day event. Think of these mini openings as setting 
the tone for the next act of your multi-act performance.

The Heart Of The Workshop

This is where the work from workshop happens. It may take a lot of time, or not. You might need 
quite a few introductory activities before people are primed for this, or it might be something you 
dive in to straight away. This is another reason why it’s hard to suggest ‘typical’ workshop plans. 
Every workshop is different. You should be doing very little during the heart of the workshop. If you 
find yourself doing most of the work, read the section on page 13.

Summarising, Reviewing And Checking In
From time to time you may need to summarise and review where the group is at. Participants often 
focus on the most recent thing they have done, so we will use this to remind them of other activi-
ties or work they have done before. We also use the breaks to ‘check in’ with the sponsor, to see 
how they are feeling, if they have any questions, and also with the participants—to sense the vibe. 
Sometimes you will discover that people are impatient or frustrated. Keep the bigger workshop 
picture in mind, and remember that some people like to work at a frantic pace, others take it slower. 
Don’t let the loud, or impatient ones influence you too much. In their everyday work, many people 
are used to skimming lots of issues—especially people in leadership positions. Exploring a topic 
in depth can be unfamiliar and unnerving for some people. Allow them to feel the discomfort and 
don’t give in to requests to quicken the pace—especially when you know the topic they are explor-
ing is difficult and will take time to get into. This is part of facilitating. Sitting with the discomfort 
and disapproval of some participants.

Adapting 
One of your roles during the workshop is keeping the overall workshop arc in mind and knowing 
where you are at, given the time limitations. Sometimes something will emerge that takes a lot lon-
ger than you anticipated. Sometimes you will find extra time. This is what it means to let go—to let 
go of your plan that had certain things achieved by certain times. Sometimes you will have planned 
an activity, one you’ve been looking forward to using for months, and have finally found the right 
group, but suddenly the general manager talks for a lot longer than planned and lunch had to be 
brought forward because of a mix up with the venue and there’s no longer time to do that really 
cool activity. Let it go. And when the direction or needs of the group change, some planned activi-
ties may no longer be as effective. Let them go, as well. There will be another, more appropriate 
time when you can use these. Facilitation is sometimes about being comfortable with discomfort 
and/or disappointment.
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Closing The Workshop
The workshop closing is as important as the opening. You want the workshop to finish well and not 
to just fizzle out. The danger with closings, is that we run out of time and the closing is abandoned.

The workshop closing should provide a bridge, or transition, from the temporary world of the work-
shop, to the everyday world of work. Therefore it may need to be reflective AND future-focused. 

Finish on time 
We don’t care what time the workshop starts (well, actually we do - we’d prefer it started dead on 
time, every time, but...sigh...it rarely does) but it’s really important to finish on time or earlier. 

Why is it so important to finish on time? It’s about honouring the people in the room, not just hon-
ouring their comments and their expertise, but also their time and that they have lives beyond the 
workshop. Finishing on time sends a message that we value their input during the workshop and 
we value them as people too - people who have other things to do beyond attend this workshop. 
And we’ve also made a contract with the participants to start on time and finish on time. The very 
least we can do is honour our side of the bargain.

Shorten breaks, drop activities, do whatever it takes to finish on time. The key is to adapt through-
out the workshop and especially during the last 3-4 hours. Working backwards helps. What time do 
we need to finish? How long for a closing? Ideal, and minimum? What else needs to be done? Does 
the sponsor want to say a few words? We might have up to half a dozen timings plans during the 
last part of a workshop to make sure we finish right on time. Because we know what else needs to 
be done, and about how long it will take, if we need to stop something or someone from going on 
and on, we will.

Isn’t it more important to take the extra time needed to finish the work? How much time is enough? 
It’s possible to use all the time allocated. Allow more time, and it will be used. The role of a facilita-
tor is to challenge, disrupt, and encourage participants to do the work they need to do in whatever 
time is available, not necessarily in whatever time is ideal. The challenge posed by ‘not enough 
time’ can be a useful way to push people beyond their comfort zone. 

Endnotes 

1 Vogler, Christopher, The Writer’s Journey, (1998) Michael Wiese Productions, Studio City.  
2 Williams, Antony, personal communication.
3  Spencer, Laura, Winning Through Participation, (1989) Institute of Cultural Affairs, Kendall 

Hunt, Dubuque, p. 78
4 ibid, p. 81–90
5 Adams, Douglas, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, (1979) Random House, London. 
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What You Can Learn About Facilitating From The 
Hitch-Hiker’s Guide To The Galaxy 

by Andrew Rixon

Inspired by a reference to Douglas Adam’s Hitch-
hikers Guide to the Galaxy 5, I thought it could 
be a bit of fun to take a look at three phrases that 
are found within and see how they might provide 
some insight into facilitating better meetings. 
After all, not unlike a group facilitator, being a ga-
lactic hitchhiker will see you needing to be crafty, 
resourceful, nimble and travelling light!

1. The Answer’s 42
In the first novel and radio series, a group of 
hyper-intelligent pan-dimensional beings demand 
to learn the Ultimate Answer to the Ultimate Ques-
tion of Life, The Universe, and Everything from the 
super-computer, Deep Thought, specially built for 
this purpose. It takes Deep Thought 7½ million 
years to compute and check the answer, which 
turns out to be 42. Unfortunately, The Ultimate 
Question itself is unknown.

How often have you been in a meeting where peo-
ple are focusing on jumping to answers, regardless 
of what the problem or question actually is? It’s in-
teresting to notice how quickly people sometimes 
want to jump into action, but at the cost of not 
laying the groundwork for what’s needed in mak-
ing these actions sustainable. Like, for instance, 
building relationships.

Thinking there’s one right answer and it’s 42 is a 
whole other problem for meetings. This manifests 
itself by way of pre-determined outcomes and an 
inability to accept emergent outcomes. 

This leads us naturally on to the next principle.

2. DON’T PANIC
In the series, DON’T PANIC (always upper-case) 
is a phrase written on the cover of The Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy. The novel explains that this 
was partly because the device “looked insanely 
complicated” to operate, and partly to keep inter-
galactic travelers from panicking. It is said that 
despite its many glaring (and occasionally fatal) 
inaccuracies, the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 
itself has outsold the Encyclopedia Galactica be-
cause it is slightly cheaper, and because it has the 
words “Don’t Panic” in large, friendly letters on the 
cover. Arthur C. Clarke  said Douglas Adams’ use 
of “don’t panic” was perhaps the best advice that 
could be given to humanity.

I remember a session at the Australian Facilitators’ 
Conference several years ago titled “Don’t freak 
out—Doing your best facilitation”. With the wis-
dom of moving beyond “the answer is 42”, comes 
the hair-raising truth of getting to know all about 
emergent outcomes, first hand. Not to mention 
experiencing the emotions and reactions of groups 
working their way through difficult situations.

It’s deceptively simple: “don’t panic” means 
breathe... In... breathe... Out...

3. Knowing where one’s towel is
Somebody who can stay in control of virtually any 
situation is somebody who “knows where his or 
her towel is”. The logic behind this statement is 
presented in Chapter 3 of The Hitchhiker’s Guide 
to the Galaxy thus:
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 “….a towel has immense psychological value. For 
some reason, if a strag (strag: nonhitchhiker) 
discovers that a hitchhiker has his towel with 
him, he will automatically assume that he is 
also in possession of a toothbrush, washcloth, 
soap, tin of biscuits, flask, compass, map, ball 
of string, gnat spray, wet-weather gear, space 
suit etc., etc. Furthermore, the strag will then 
happily lend the hitchhiker any of these or a 
dozen other items that the hitchhiker might ac-
cidentally have “lost”. What the strag will think 
is that any man who can hitch the length and 
breadth of the galaxy, rough it, slum it, struggle 
against terrible odds, win through, and still 
knows where his towel is, is clearly a man to be 
reckoned with.” 

Personally, for a group facilitator, I think knowing 
where one’s towel is, is about knowing the purpose 
for bringing the group together. Understanding at 
a deep level what the meeting is really about. All 
the other things (processes, flipcharts, marker pens 
and sticky dots) are like the hitchhiker’s toothbrush, 
washcloth, soap and biscuits. Understanding the 
purpose and what is bringing the group together 
will, like the towel, provide immense psychological 
value; further helping you with the previous prin-
ciple “Don’t panic”.
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Thus, the task is not so much to see what no one yet has seen, 
but to think what nobody yet has thought about that which 
everybody sees. 
    ~ Arthur Schopenhauer

PART THREE

Paying attention to the human elements takes us beyond the basics of facilitation. This is mostly 
about the external landscape of facilitation and its effects, and what you, as the facilitator, can be 
aware of - both within yourself and the group. It’s about enabling connection, with yourself, with 
others, and with information and ideas.

Be Aware of What Your Body is Telling You
Gut feelings often get a bad rap in favour of logical, evidence-based decision-making. When learn-
ing to facilitate there can be an over-emphasis on cognitive, thinking-based approaches. There’s 
no doubt that thinking is important. It’s only a problem if it’s the only thing you rely on. Thinking 
is a chemical process that happens in your brain. Sometimes your brain is awash with chemicals 
triggered from somewhere else in your body and you feel it before you know it. Take notice of what 
your body is telling you. The fancy word for this is interoception.

Sometimes facilitators will tell us that they feel nothing in their bodies. More likely, they have lost 
touch with the feelings in their bodies. Part of the skill of noticing is training yourself to notice even 
subtle changes in your body—a tightening of your diaphragm, tenseness in your shoulders, butter-
flies in your stomach, heaviness in your arms or legs. These are all signals and can be very helpful 
in responding. If you are not connecting with yourself it’s much harder to connect with others.

Human Need For Connection 
Which brings us to understanding the human need for connection. What happens when you meet 
someone for the first time? You want to figure out where they fit in. So you ask questions to help 
you make sense of who they are, where they are from, what they do and how they might connect 
with you. The same is true in meetings and workshops. Even if everyone is known to everyone else, 
there’s still some need for understanding the connections. There’s a whole field of work called so-
cial network analysis that explores this. For facilitators, Antony Williams1 suggests that it’s useful 
to consider three different connection needs. 

Beyond the Basics
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 1.   Personal Identity
    As well as being a part of the group, we all like others to know our name and that we are individu-

als, each of us with our own perceptions, perspectives, personality and abilities,

2. Connection
      We want to know who is connected to whom? The first thing people do when they arrive at an 

event where they may or may not know others is to seek out any people they already know. It 
provides a level of comfort and security. In any workshop we generally prefer to let people self-
select where, and with whom, they will sit. Later we might mix people up, but rarely right at the 
beginning. We often do some activities which enable all of us to see the connections. The gener-
al term for these activities is sociometry, and includes line-ups, groupings and mapping people’s 
connections, interests and experiences. This builds a platform of connections for the rest of the 
workshop. If we avoid this process, some people may spend a lot of time and energy trying to 
work out these connections, even if it’s only the connection between the facilitator and the group. 
Therefore, we always include ourselves in these activities.

3. Action
    Participants want to know what they are going to do, why they are here. We often make these 

introductory activities action-based to fulfill the need for physical action. After some personal 
information is briefly shared, we do something that connects with the purpose or content of the 
workshop. This is like a destination announcement on a plane, assuring everyone that they are in 
the right place, at the right time, working on a topic that they expected to be working on (albeit 
often in unexpected ways!)

Sharing Information Effectively
You will have noticed by now that we’re not fans of “one-to-many” processes. A one-to-many pro-
cess is one person doing something while everyone else is not doing much at all. A presentation is 
a good example. The argument goes like this: there’s ‘certain’ information that everyone needs to 
know before they can proceed. The ‘best’ way to make sure everyone has this information is to do a 
series of presentations before the workshop—or some variation like that.

There are a couple of problems with this. First, the assumption that everyone needs to know certain 
information before proceeding. Do they really? What happens if they don’t have this information? 
Second, the assumption that giving information and knowing is the same thing. Some informa-
tion is shared so poorly, we know that most people have mentally switched off and taken in little or 
nothing of what was said. How can this be a good use of time together?

Great presentations do enable people to engage with the speaker’s message, to recall what it was 
and to be moved to some action as a result. When was the last time you attended a great presenta-
tion in your organisation? It takes about three days (maybe longer) to prepare a great one-hour 
presentation. Unless you are prepared to put in that effort to create something great, best not to 
present at all. Try and find another way.
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Alternatives To ‘Powerpoint’ Presentations
Powerpoint, or slideshow, presentations have become ubiquitous in organisations. It seems just 
about everyone does them. They have become, along with email, the default way of communicat-
ing. There’s nothing inherently wrong with slideshows, or presentations, it’s just that we seem to 
have become immune to them and even expect them to be bad. Time to draw a line in the sand and 
say ‘no more’!

The main problem with slideshows is that the presenter 
uses the tool (Powerpoint) the wrong way. Here’s what typi-
cally happens. You’ve been asked to give a talk. You have 
a 20 minute slot in a jam-packed program. You sit down at your computer and start planning your 
talk. You use the Powerpoint slides to do this. Filling in details as you go, listing all the things you 
want to say. You find a few photographs to break up the text and insert those. You even find a cool 
quote and add that. You’ve heard about slide sorter, so you use that to rearrange your slides. You 
make sure the company logo is on every slide (maybe your organisation even provides a template 
for your slideshow). You do one more run through, and you’re done. Sound familiar?

We can’t begin to tell you how wrong this is—what a waste of time it is, for you, and ultimately your 
audience. It might be useful to think about your slideshow in four parts: 

1. Message:  What is the key message you are trying to leave with your audience?

2.  Slides:  These support what you are saying by reinforcing the message or providing  
visuals to drive home a point

3.  Your notes:  Where you write all the things you want to say (these can either accompany 
each slide, or be on cards, but are not visible to the audience)

4.  Handout:  Yes that’s right, a handout that includes all the additional data that supports your 
argument or idea, such as graphs and tables and extra information. It is not a copy of your 
slides and best not to distribute it before your talk.

If it’s absolutely necessary to share certain information, and to get people to engage with that infor-
mation, here’s some ideas. You will have others.

•   write key points on index cards and use these in any number of group activities 
e.g., 35, Survival, etc.

•   write key points on larger cards and post around the room, using them for  
sociometric choices

•  have a report ‘treasure hunt’
•  write key messages and use them randomly as lines of dialogue in improv scenes 
•   if presentations are a must, try using the PechaKucha2 approach, which is a 

format of 20 slides, each shown for exactly 20 seconds each. That means each 
presentation is exactly 6 minutes and 40 seconds long.

“ When was the last time you 
heard a great presentation 
in your organisation?”
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Reporting Back From Small Groups 
You have a large group working on important issues. Naturally, at some time during the workshop 
there will be small group work, and you will be tempted to have a reporting back session to the 
whole group. The reporting back may even take longer than the initial small group discussions. 
Please try to think of another way. We’ve done it ourselves when lost for ideas and regretted it. 
Reporting back can sometimes become tedious and energy-sapping.

Our theory (untested and unproven) is that the whole small group scribing-reporting back sce-
nario is based on some educational echo of the teacher making sure you’ve been doing the task as 
instructed and some checking that you ‘got it’. Problem is, we are not at school, we are not children, 
there probably is no ‘right’ answer, and the facilitator’s role is not to check-up on the quality of the 
work.

Let’s revisit the purpose of small group work. It’s to enable greater engagement with a topic, to 
enable more voices to be heard, to have deeper, more meaningful conversations. Keeping notes of 
the conversation and reporting back may not add additional value, and may even detract. So what 
are the alternatives? What if my small group came up with something really great and we want to 
share it? 

 Here Are A Few Ideas:

•  Send a ‘spy’ from one group to another to find out the 3 most important/best/
most creative etc ideas and bring them back to your own group

•  On several cards, write five key messages that have emerged from the small group 
work. These can be used in any number of card-based activities

•  Have each group develop a performance around the most significant thing they 
discovered

•  Ask for key comments/ideas etc from the whole group, maybe in the form of 
newspaper headlines
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Approaches To Participation And Engagement
Engaging participants reminds them that the group is responsible for the success and outcomes 
of the workshop or meeting. As the facilitator, you create the atmosphere and the activities that 
entice, attract and motivate people. Here are several approaches to consider as you develop your 
strategy.

Get people moving [action methods]
Sitting, thinking, even engaging in lively conver-
sation, can become tiring after a few hours. Try 
and encourage your participants to engage their 
whole body during a workshop, not just the part 
above the neck! That means moving. Standing 
up, sitting down, moving across the room, mak-
ing choices, walking and talking. Plan for, and 
encourage, as much movement as possible.

Using colour [engaging with the information]
Information floating in space is hard to grasp, especially if it’s complicated, multi-layered or simply 
lots of it. If you are exploring a number of topics and want participants to engage, you could write 
each topic on coloured A4 cards. You can prepare these in advance, or make them as you go during 
a workshop. Even better, get the participants to write them as you go. The cards provide a focus for 
the participants, remind them (and you) what topics are being discussed and enable you to make 
use of the cards for prioritising, grouping, decision-making, anything really. Be aware though, that 
coloured cards, or sticky notes, are simply tools, and can be over-used. 

Make sure the participants do the work
Are you being run off your feet? Are you trying to capture every comment during a discussion? Are 
you up the front of the room, on your feet, working hard while the participants are sitting? You’re 
working too hard! Take a short break and explore how you can get the participants to do the work. 
There’s many benefits to this: they will become more involved and contribute, you will have time 
and space to think about and prepare for what’s next, and will have more “pride of ownership” of 
ideas and outcomes, which increases the likelihood of their continuing commitment after the work-
shop is over. They will do a better job than you anyway and you will be able to focus more on group 
dynamics.

Notice the energy in the room and respond
When people are working and engaged there’s a real buzz in the room. It’s hard to describe - you 
can feel it though. You can also feel tension, anxiety and boredom. Part of confident facilitation is 
trusting your senses and noticing the vibe in the room. And responding. If the vibe is good and 
things are going well, do nothing. If you sense the energy dropping, suggest a break or a short 
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activity to re-energise. Remember too, that our senses can sometimes deceive us. Consider check-
ing out your sense with the group before acting on it. The easiest way to do this is to share with the 
group what you are noticing and ask for their comments.

Getting Beyond Words
Sometimes it’s hard to find the words we need to explain how we are feeling or to express our ideas. 
This is especially true if the meeting or workshop is using a language that is not your first language. 
Here are some of our approaches to getting beyond words. 

Photographs
 Images can be used to explore abstract concepts, to reveal emotions and to tell stories of ex-
periences. Talking ‘through’ a photograph enables us to express ourselves in ways that might 
even surprise us. It can create a safer and richer experience of sharing.

Found objects
 Similarly, found objects can be used—something from nature, something from around 
the room.

Gibberish
 Sometimes those who struggle with the language of a workshop might also struggle to be 
heard. Using gibberish can create a true ‘level playing field’ and enable everyone’s gibberish 
voices to be heard. It’s amazing how much can be communicated with gibberish and how it 
can be used to set up a platform for further discussions in a ‘real’ language.

Whole Brain Approach—Whole Body Approach
You will have noticed by now that we are fans of using more than just that part of your body that is 
above your neck. And when using our brains, we encourage a whole-brain approach. What does this 
mean? There has been a lot written about left and right brain thinking (left brain being logical, right 
brain being creative) and the need to access both types of thinking. We would propose a whole brain 
approach. When dealing with complex and difficult subjects, we need to draw on all of our resources, 
and that includes all of our different modes of thinking and knowing. The approaches explored in 
this section are based on a whole brain/whole body approach. 

Creativity And Innovation  
There’s a belief that creativity and innovation is something you do during special creativity and in-
novation workshops, or is the domain of especially gifted individuals. Nonsense. We are all creative 
and innovative all the time, but sometimes we fail to notice. Therefore, it’s a failure of noticing, not a 
failure of creativity and innovation. 
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Groups tackling particularly difficult issues tend to become more serious and to try harder. Yet dif-
ficult problems can often be resolved, or at least viewed in a different light, by being more playful 
and using creative approaches. One of the biggest barriers for facilitators using creative approach-
es is negative self talk, “I’m not creative”. This is often expressed in what we call The Tyrannies. 
The Tyrannies can show up for the group, and they can show up for the facilitator. It’s wise to be ready.

The Tyranny of the Explicit: the fear of not knowing
This about wanting to be in control, to know the unknowable, to rationalise the inexplicible. 
You can bust this tyranny by: 
• understanding the ‘lizard’ brain and how to tame it 
• recognising innate creativity 
• learning to live with uncertainty

The Tyranny of Excellence: the fear of not being good enough
This is about wanting to be original and competent, but there’s that little voice telling you that 
you’re not really good enough, and really, you care a bit too much what others think. You can 
bust this tyranny by: 
• noticing and taming blocking and self-editing behaviours, such as negative self talk 
• overcoming the fear of judgment 
•  giving yourself permission to do the obvious, to be average [listen to podcast with David 

Robinson (http://johnniemoore.com/blog/podcasts/tyranny1.mp3)]3

The Tyranny of Effort: the fear of failure
This is about working too hard, thinking that if you just work harder, put in a few more hours, 
you’ll be successful. You can bust this tyranny by: 
• exploring and encouraging co-creation 
• building trust through connecting and play

We call these tyrannies, because like any tyranny, they oppress us and limit our capacity to perform. 

Story And Narrative
Our stories connect us, yet we sometimes think that story telling is child’s play, not serious work. 
There are many types of story work, and when people hear the word story they sometimes think of 
made-up or fairy stories. While these can and do have applications in facilitation, more often we’ll 
be using people’s own stories of their experiences, sometimes called anecdotes or micro-stories.

These stories can help people connect with each other by providing a bridge between diverse, yet 
ultimately human, experiences, and may reveal underlying themes or surface questions that need 
to be explored. We use stories to unearth ideas and understanding that emerge from your own 
personal experience.
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Movement And Play
When the Tyranny of Effort shows up we often use play. There are many reasons for playing games 
in workshops, and we often use them to surface particular behaviours or thinking, or as a platform 
to explore a particular topic. And sometimes we just play games for fun. Playing a game just for 
fun uses different parts of the brain and creates 
new neural connections. After a period of play, 
participants often quickly resolve issues they 
were struggling with, see things differently, or 
have new insights. Play provides an opportu-
nity to flood your brain with a creativity wash.

Art And Music

Like play, art and music stimulate different 
parts of the brain. Simple drawing and musical 
activities, that require little or no actual draw-
ing and musical skill, can be used to shift or 
unblock thinking. 

Getting Beyond Argument
In his book Dialogue, William Isaacs4 notices that in many meetings the conversation rarely 
moves beyond polite conversations, which sometimes move to skilled argument. It is possible for 
groups to go deeper than this, where people are willing to explore openly what is the thinking that 
lies behind the positions they take.

Isaacs suggests that when we meet, we create a field together... a kind of collective mindset or 
energy within which our conversations take place. He offers a model of how we can move from one 
form of the field to another. Most conversations begin with politeness, we speak of our own experi-
ence and don’t get drawn into where that clashes with 
others. There might be a shift to argument, what Issacs 
calls breakdown, we argue our positions. Many conver-
sations stay within these two fields. But it is possible 
to move beyond these into deeper territory where we 
defend less and explore more, reflecting on our thinking 
rather than just doing it. This requires some skillful and 
attentive facilitation — the first step, as always, is being 
aware of what is going on for the group.

“ …the danger of premature 
commitments: an arti-
ficial summarising and 
committing to next steps 
or action before people 
are ready.” 
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Actions, Commitments & Next Steps 
The danger of premature commitments/transactions
There is sometimes an expectation that all the work from a workshop is 
wrapped up neatly by the end of the day so people can go away with 
‘tangible outcomes’. This is what we mean by the danger of prema-
ture commitments—an artificial summarising and committing to 
next steps or action before people are ready. We prefer to see a 
facilitated workshop as a positive disruption to people’s everyday 
work that provides a circuit breaker to existing habits of acting 
and thinking. If people return to work and to their old habits then 
the workshop has probably been a waste of time. We prefer momen-
tum building—maintaining the momentum so that the work, the 
thinking and the acting, that has begun during the workshop can continue 
back in the workplace, where it is surely more important.

When do we really know that something is finished? 
And why is finishing so important? Maybe early Hollywood movies and television sit-coms are to 
blame. There’s an expectation that all the loose ends will be neatly tied up by the end. If you expect 
the same in facilitated workshops you will work towards achieving that, increase the chances of 
missing something else that is important. 

Why unfinished business may be even better than finishing
The Zeigarnik effect* says that people remember incomplete or interrupted tasks better than 
completed ones. This raises interesting questions about not finishing, about providing more space 
for relationship building and the amount of time people need in workshop to do certain tasks, 
as well as motivating people to continue to follow up/follow through on new actions, approaches, 
processes.

It seems to us a more human and believable way to end a meeting with this “reflective circle” or 
variation thereof. It acknowledges the complexity and richness of people’s experience instead of 
squashing it into boxes. It may not look so tidy or fit on a spreadsheet, but it feels more real.

*  Zeigarnik Effect: 
Several websites describe 
this effect and how it can 
be useful. See http://www.
spring.org.uk/2011/02/the-
zeigarnik-effect.php
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When facilitating, I’m keen to avoid what I call 
commitment ceremonies.

Nowadays, as workshops near a close, there’s 
often pressure for some process that gets peo-
ple to agree on what actions need to happen 
and who’s going to be responsible for them. 
There’s a certain amount of anxiety attached 
to this, often to do with having something to 
present to powers-that-be outside the room, to 
prove that the event hasn’t just been a talking-
shop. And it certainly conforms to a neat and 
tidy notion of meetings following a linear path 
that ends in certainty and completion.

The trouble is, in the real world, these action 
planning sessions often feel pretty deadly and 
inauthentic. They tend to assume that:

•  action is what is needed now, as opposed to 
say further reflection

•  the people in the room are uniquely empow-
ered to act, when frequently they aren’t

•  everyone’s nicely aligned and all are agreed 
on what should happen

Often, people will go along with these commit-
ment ceremonies not because they’re wildly 
enthused but because saying “yes” now means 
the ordeal will end soon. They know how these 
things work: what’s agreed here may have only 
a passing resemblance to what will actually 
happen in the real world anyway.

What you can end up with is pseudo-agree-
ments that mean boxes get ticked for pro-
ductivity, but it’s not very convincing. On the 
upside, it can be quite polite and conflicts may, 
sometimes, be avoided—for now.

Of course sometimes there is lots of agreement 
and a well-focused exercise in coordinating 
future actions is just the thing. But often this is 
just done ritualistically.

Here’s what I tend to find more satisfying in a 
lot of contexts: instead of focusing on actions, 
I try to get groups to be clear about what point 
they have reached, in a way that means every-
one speaks and gets heard. So we might have a 
round where everyone gets a chance to check 
in, perhaps responding to a very open question 
that lets them choose to report what they’ve 
learnt, what they are concerned about, what 
they see happening next... without a sense that 
only “action” is to be the focus.

What often happens is that the group gets a 
few surprises in this process, realising that a lot 
has been going on for people and that people 
in the room are often responding in quite dif-
ferent ways: some are reflective, some inspired, 
some anxious. Quite often, it turns out the 
people have already agreed on actions anyway, 
and these are much more convincing than 
those you get from an action ritual.

Commitment Ceremonies 
by Johnnie Moore
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Endnotes
1 Williams, Antony, personal communication.
2 PechaKucha: see http://pecha-kucha.org/
3  Robinson, David [http://johnniemoore.com/blog/podcasts/tyranny1.mp3]
4  Isaacs, William, Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together: A Pioneering Approach to  

Communcating in Business and in Life, (1999) Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group
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Power comes not from the barrel of a gun, but from one’s 
awareness of his or her own cultural strength and the  
unlimited capacity to empathize with, feel for, care, and 
love one’s brothers and sisters.  
    ~ Addison Gayle, Jr. 

PART FOUR

There’s more to being a facilitator than knowing lots of processes and activities and how to use 
them. The number one question that beginning facilitators ask (after ‘what process do I use?’) is 
‘how do I deal with difficult people?’ Dealing with ‘difficult people’ is just part of the story, and, 
really, a very small part. The real question is, “How do I deal with people?” People are complex, un-
predictable. They even have minds of their own—their own ideas, preferences and idiosyncrasies. 
As a facilitator working with even a small group of humans, the potential for anything going 
according to plan is very, very small. We encourage you to do all the planning you want, and be 
prepared:

To throw it away 

 To be clear about the purpose and outcomes, and be prepared for something else entirely to 
emerge

 To enter the workshop prepared and confident, and don’t be surprised to hear your inner 
voice saying something like ‘what am I doing here?’

No matter how experienced you are this is what will happen. This is what facilitating is all about. 
Your ability to respond will determine your ability to facilitate. This is the subtle difference be-
tween ‘doing’ facilitation and ‘being’ a facilitator. In this section we explore the awareness, knowl-
edge and skills that separate the good facilitators from the great facilitators. 

Creative Facilitation
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Preparation Versus Planning
Question: How long does it take to prepare for a facilitated workshop?

Answer 1: Your whole life.  
Answer 2: It depends.

Okay, neither of these answers is very helpful. The problem is, they’re both correct. 

All of your life experiences are relevant to facilitation. Facilitators bring together disparate threads 
to weave magic (on a good day). And this means that they need to know a little about 

a lot, to be across a whole range of thinking, ideas, trends, understandings and ap-
proaches. This means, no matter what your background or previous experience, 
no matter what other jobs you’ve had or places you’ve been, all are relevant to 
being a facilitator. 

So how long does it take to prepare for a workshop? 
It depends on the complexity of the workshop, its length, number of participants, 

overall objectives and work that need to be accomplished, and your own preferences 
for planning. Some facilitators like to write out everything in detail; others like to draw mind 

maps; and others develop their own unique approaches that work just for them. There is no one 
right way to plan. Play with planning. Explore different approaches. Try them out. Discover your 
own planning style, one that works for you.

Be prepared, but don’t over-plan. How do you know when you’ve done enough? Preparation nev-
er ends. Do enough planning so you feel comfortable and confident (and happy enough to throw 
away your plan at any time during the workshop).

Choosing Processes
This is an age-old conundrum. Choosing. How do I choose anything? There seem to be two ways 
of approaching this (and you’ll see it played out in workshops, as participants struggle to make 
choices).

1.)  Maximising: wanting to make the very best choice possible. 
Nothing wrong with that, except, how do you know it’s the best 
choice? The differences between options might be so minimal 
that it’s impossible to decide.

Here’s an example: Say you are planning a family vacation and you want to choose a hotel in a 
place you’ve never been before. Your family is very excited and you want to make the best choice. 
You have a budget, of course, so that narrows down your choices. Before the internet you might 
have relied on a travel agent or travel brochures that listed a few options and you chose from those. 
Today the choice is much greater. The initial narrowing-down may be straight forward enough—
based on cost, availability, location and features—but then, wanting the very best choice, you start 

“    Be prepared, 
but don’t over-
plan.”
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maximising. And even if only two or three options remain, a decision is difficult because, well, what 
if you decide on one and the other place on the other side of the river would have been better?

2.)  Satisficing: identifying the most important criteria and going with 
the first option that meets all the criteria.

So, instead of comparing all the accommodation options we 
list the key features we want: within our budget, must have 
a large family room, access to a swimming pool, 10-minutes 
walking distance from the centre of town, a gym on site (for 
example). Then we choose the first place we find that meets 
all of our criteria.

When choosing processes/activities/games for a workshop, 
if you try and maximise your choice you will never choose 
anything and will probably never facilitate much either. The key to choosing what to do in a work-
shop is based on two critical concepts: a) be clear about the purpose of the activity and b) plan to 
do only what you need to and no more. Then choose one, any one, that meets that purpose. Exam-
ples of the purpose might be: build rapport; get to know one another; let go of daily work worries 
and be present (in the workshop); synthesize information or new workplace processes; generate 

ideas, think differently; be exposed to different ideas.

Oh, and you need to pack a kit-bag of ideas from which to 
choose for preparation as well as for taking along as you 
facilitate workshops. Sort of a Plan A (your favorite) and 
Plan B (your back-up if “A” isn’t working or becomes less 
relevant).

Packing Your Kit-Bag
If you only know a couple of activities, processes or 
games, you will inevitably end up using those over and 
over again. You might become bored, and so will your par-
ticipants, and you might be using something that is not 

really appropriate. You will, of course, end up with a handful of favourites—hopefully for the right 
reasons: they are robust, they work, you know how to use them in different settings. Also, don’t be 
afraid to try new approaches. Too much reliance on a small handful of approaches limits your effec-
tiveness as a facilitator.

Everyone’s kit bag is different. You can learn some processes through facilitation training. You 
learn from observing other facilitators using other processes. You can read books about processes 
and download hundreds from the internet. You will play games and see facilitation applications. 
Curiosity and willingness to try something new are key.

“ The key to choosing what to do in 
a workshop is based on two key 
concepts: do only what you need 
to, and no more; and be clear 
about the purpose of the activ-
ity and then choose one, any one, 
that meets that purpose.”
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Stepping Into Your Fear 
Actors, presenters, performers of all sorts will say they feel nervous before they begin, no matter 
how experienced they are. Some nerves are good - they sharpen our senses, remind us that we’re 
alive, prime us to perform. 

Here’s another facilitation myth: facilitators are extroverts and like being the centre of attention. 
We often hear: “I wish I was an extrovert [like you] then I wouldn’t mind being in front of a group.” 

Viv Says

Viv Says

Johnnie Says

There are plenty of extroverts who make great facilitators, and they have their own struggles to 
deal with. Introverted or extroverted, we all sometimes get nervous, or panicky when having to 
facilitate a group. So how to overcome the nerves, fear and anxiety?

Notice and name what you are feeling
Anxiety and excitement are very close. Is that feeling in your stomach nerves or excitement? 

 “ I learned this great technique from an improviser who does this before a performance 
(facilitating is a lot like a performance). You can do this privately, or in front of the group: 
identify and name the emotions you are feeling and then say each one out loud into your 
hands which you hold (palms toward you) about 30 cm from your face. The emotions you 
don’t want, you can throw over your shoulder, and the emotions you want to keep you can 
hold to your heart. I do this in front of the group if I sense that they too are anxious or if 
there’s a lot of resistance in the room. Just make sure you don’t ‘throw’ those emotions onto 
someone else who may not want them either!”

 “ Sometimes, I simply tell the group how I’m feeling. Chances are some of them are 
feeling the same, and will be relieved.”

Grounded and centred
In the martial arts, like Aikido, there is the challenge to be grounded and centred, to be able to go 
with the flow, especially of resistance, rather than pushing against it. This is about being focused, 
not placid, and the first step towards this is awareness of our breath. Breathe deeply and slowly, 
intentionally. Keep breathing. Psychologists tell us that what we do with our body can affect how 
we feel. Stand balanced, and tall, and keep breathing.

“ This always makes me laugh out loud as I am one of the most introverted 
people around. Left to just ‘be me’, when I’m around strangers, I tend to stay 
in the back of the group and not talk much to anyone. Amongst my friends 
I’m somewhat different, and have trained myself over time to be more of a 

‘social extrovert’ but it is really tiring and I need to retreat to recharge.” 
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Play with your status
Changing status can sometimes affect how we feel and 
how the group feels. In our facilitation workshop we 
spend a good chunk of time exploring how people engage 
with status. Essentially, we can vary our status from low 
to high, often unconsciously. Sometimes if we get stuck in 
high status—for example, standing up when the group is 
sitting, or taking charge of the flip chart, or shouting—the 
group starts to react against it, raising stress. Equally, if 
we get stuck in low status (shuffling, avoiding eye contact for example), the group may not take us 
seriously. It’s helpful to be able to play with status and sometimes shift it. Be aware of your ap-
proach, and your status throughout an engagement and how it is affecting individual participants 
and the group as a whole.

Use silence effectively
If you forget what to say, stop. Say nothing. Keep breathing. Your brain will catch up. Sometimes 
you might notice when you feel anxious and have forgotten something, you will realise that you’re 
not breathing. Literally, you hold your breath. Without oxygen the brain can’t work properly, so 
keep breathing.

If you do not have something relevant to say the same holds true. Just 
wait calmly. Letting the group live with a bit of quiet time can be very 
powerful. Time for thinking, catching one’s breath, calming feelings, 
internal regrouping, savoring success, are some of the benefits.

Spontaneity And Improvisation

Making choices is at the heart of facilitation. Choices are made from the 
moment we agree to a facilitation task, continue throughout the design 
process and, most importantly, while working with the group.

These choices include what to wear, how to act, what to say, what to do, how to respond… With so 
many choices and decisions—small and large—you would expect many facilitators to be frozen 
with indecision. While there may be moments when we can’t seem to decide what to do next, these 
moments are remarkably rare. Most of us assess the situation and make choices without anyone 
else even being aware of our inner dialogue or decision-making process.

This is what it means to be spontaneous: combining existing knowledge and skills with the possi-
bilities and materials available in the moment to improvise. Many facilitators are not even aware 
that they are improvising. Others consciously seek to enhance their capacity to improvise—to feel 
more comfortable being spontaneous and to hone the skills that enable spontaneity.

“ This is what it means to 
be spontaneous—combin-
ing existing knowledge and 
skills with the possibilities 
and materials available in 
the moment to improvise.”

“ Improvising is not 
the same as being 
unprepared.”
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The skills that enable spontaneity are not necessarily based on knowing more activities, games 
or processes (although it never hurts to have a solid and varied repertoire of activities to choose 
from). Spontaneity skills are more about our ‘internal landscape’, what we are thinking and doing 
as we work.

Let’s visit improvised theatre for a moment. There are many forms of improvisation – short and 
long form, Playback, TheatreSports etc. What they all have in common is—no script. Players stand 

in front of an audience and perform scenes without a script. They have to 
use suggestions made by the audience combined with their own skills and 
those of their colleagues. In his book, Blink: The Power of Thinking without 
Thinking, Malcolm Gladwell 1 describes improvisation as involving people 

making very sophisticated decisions on the spur of the moment, without the benefit of any kind of 
script or plot. What is terrifying about improv, Gladwell suggests, is the fact that it appears utterly 
random and chaotic. But the truth is that improv isn’t random and chaotic at all. Improv is an art 
form governed by a series of rules. Performers practice together so much because they want to 
make sure that when they’re up on stage, everyone abides by those rules.

Improvising is not the same as being unprepared. Indeed, the ability to improvise requires a lot 
of preparation: learning skills and techniques and practicing. The art of improvising comes from 
mastering some core improv principles.

And you don’t always have to improvise. Sometimes, everything goes as planned. However, the 
ability to improvise takes the stress out of things not being as you expect (for whatever reason) and 
avoids the blame game. Accept the offer, breathe, and move on.

To be able to improvise and create with what’s at hand, you need to flex and exercise your sponta-
neity. And there are two different yet complementary aspects to using improv in facilitating with 
confidence. One is the obvious: using games from improv as activities to explore reactions, con-
cepts or as a platform for a debrief. The other is for our own development: exercising and flexing 
our spontaneity muscle builds skills to respond ‘as an impro-
viser’ when facilitating.

These gifts from improv theatre are particularly relevant when 
all you have is within you. After all, you are your best resource!

Accept Offers
Improvisers practice together and perform together. They can 
create memorable scenes in the moment because of one basic principle: they make offers to each 
other and accept these offers. They don’t prejudge, analyse or block.  They say, ‘Yes!’ An improv 
group can spontaneously develop a complex story on stage because they accept offers. They don’t 
block each other or stop to determine what might be the best way to proceed. They build on the 
offer, sometimes (often) making mistakes, and accepting new offers. The story and the meaning 
emerges from the action.

“ You are your 
best resource!”

“ When facilitating, we 
have a choice to stay 
stuck, or we can embrace 
the fear and create some 
momentum.” 
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Facilitation application
When you’re facilitating consider everything that happens as an offer. Some equipment hasn’t 
arrived—it’s an offer. Someone challenges the process you’re using—it’s an offer. Someone else 
is cynical, or angry, or withdrawn—all are offers. Try it. How does it change your perspective? 
What opportunities open up? So instead of focusing on what’s not available or not going to 
plan, focus on what is available, use the group and their ideas, ask for more information from 
someone who challenges you. Building, not blocking, that is the key.

Be Present
Improv players have to be constantly alert to the offers of their companions. They practice listen-
ing to several people simultaneously while also taking in their surroundings and being aware of 
where everyone, and every thing, is on stage—which is even harder when all the props are imagi-
nary! To receive an offer facilitators need to be present—not just physically, but with all our senses. 
Attentive, alert, listening, feeling—be present for the group—not thinking about what we should 
have done, or will be doing next, but be present right here and now. 

Facilitation application
Be fully and completely present for the group and they will notice. Practice listening attentively 
while observing with your peripheral vision. Be aware of who and what is in the room. Use all of 
the available space. Use improv activities to help the group be fully present too. Practice notic-
ing. You can do this anywhere, at a shopping mall, while waiting for a bus, in the supermarket 
queue.

Do Something
Improvisers often start an action without knowing what it is or where it will take them. Spontaneity 
is not about thinking quickly. Improv’s power lies in the physical rather than verbal spontaneity. 
Solutions lie in actions, not words. Improvisers know to do something, anything—as long as it’s ac-
tive, and to start anywhere—and to trust that, in action, something will emerge.

Facilitation application
When in doubt, do something. Start anywhere, but do something. Stop thinking. Stop analys-
ing. Use your body. Move around, walk from one side of the room to the other. Get a different 
perspective, stand somewhere different, ask the group to stand and to move. Meaning emerges 
from action. Continue to stay alert to offers.

Be Average
Keith Johnstone, the modern ‘father’ of improv, suggests that most people block themselves—they 
self-censor. They think their first idea is not good enough, clever enough, or original enough. 

Facilitation application
Say yes to yourself, as well as others. Don’t try and be clever, or funny, or anything—just do 
something and start anywhere with the first thing that comes to mind—then build on it. No-one 
will know that you didn’t have a complicated plan! Our improv friend David Robinson says, 
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“put down your clever and pick up your ordinary, because what is ordinary to you is probably 
extraordinary to others.” Practice before workshops. You might even surprise yourself.

Make Mistakes
Improv players celebrate failure. They acknowledge what didn’t work and move on. This is one 
way of remaining present. If you are dwelling on something that didn’t work in the last scene, you 
are not fully present for what is happening now. Growth comes from taking risks—and taking risks 
means that some things won’t work.

Facilitation application
Not everything you do will work, every time. Sometimes others will notice, sometimes they 
won’t. Acknowledge and celebrate failure—to yourself and others. Take a bow. And do some-
thing else. Take risks—try something you’ve never tried before. This is what keeps your facilita-
tion fresh and alive.

Let Go
When improv players are relying on each other and accepting offers, there’s no way of knowing 
where it will go. They have to trust themselves and the group, and let go of preconceived ideas of 
where something will end up.

Facilitation application
Trust yourself. Trust the wisdom of the group. Trust your knowledge of, and skills with, process. 
Provide a process that supports the group’s content and objectives—and then let them get on 
with the work they have to do. Get comfortable with uncertainty—and believe that meaning 
emerges. You don’t have to know ‘the answer’ or exactly what some activity might reveal.

Keith Johnstone2 wrote the classic book Impro. He says lots of insightful things. This is one of our 
favourites:

“ There are people who prefer to say ‘yes’ and there are people who prefer to say ‘no’. Those 
who say ‘yes’ are rewarded by the adventures they have, and those who say ‘no’ are reward-
ed by the safety they attain.”  

So here’s our challenge to you. When you next work with a group, consider how much adventure 
and safety you provide for your participants, and how much adventure and safety you need for 
yourself. If you want more adventure, you can start by using these six principles anywhere, any 
time to flex your spontaneity muscle.
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I was introduced to improvisation via Playback  The-
atre. Playback is a form that uses real stories – mo-
ments and stories from the audience – as a basis for 
the enactment. The players use deep listening skills 
and metaphor to play back the stories capturing the 
emotion, and sometimes the sub-text. It can be funny 
or moving or tragic. Anything really. It’s great fun, and 
a privilege, to perform.

The folks from TrueStory Theatre were at the Applied 
Improv Conference and provided a great platform for 
us—newcomers and old hands alike—to explore play-
back. One comment from Christopher Ellinger stayed 
with me, “the purpose of playback is community build-
ing”. Improv is not usually associated with community 
building, so let me explain.

TrueStory Theatre describes it like this:

The mission of True Story Theater is to promote social 
healing by listening deeply to people’s stories and 
transforming them spontaneously into theater. Our 
events create a respectful atmosphere where every 
voice can be heard and any story told — however or-
dinary or extraordinary, difficult or joyful. True Story 
Theater offers audiences fresh perspectives, deeper 
connections, and a renewed appreciation for our com-
mon humanity.

I’m reminded of my own experiences learning play-
back and performing. We built community amongst 
our disparate troupe of newbies grappling with the 
form by turning up each Tuesday evening and telling 
our own stories:

There was the woman minister dealing with the hier-
archy and expectations of the Church and her family; 
the daughter of social workers who had grown up in 
institutions; the male beautician who went on to be-
come a regular playback performer; the young couple 
just starting an organic fruit and vegie business. Oh, 
and I was there too, just starting out in business on my 
own–and exploring improv for the first time.

We’d share moments from our week, and stories that 
grew and developed. It was like living in a real-life 
melodrama serial. And all the while we’d practice 
listening–listening for: the essence of the story, a 
metaphor, what’s not said and how it could be re-
stated in three sentences. We’d practice each of these 
in turn, and then we’d practice listening for all four 
at once. It was the most authentic listening training 
I’ve ever done. We’d practice playing back, taking on 

different roles and using different forms. We’d prac-
tice accepting offers, and moving the action on. We’d 
practice speaking up and shutting up. We’d practice 
making our partner look good. And we’d practice 
giving, because that’s what playback is all about – the 
teller giving their story to the players, and the players 
reshaping it and giving it back. That’s why I also think 
the essence of playback is community building – it 
creates shared stories. Your story becomes my story. It 
creates shared understanding – I can empathise with 
your experience. And it creates a shared experience, 
that bonds us and builds connection.

Playback is another manifestation of the power of con-
versation, the power of active listening, telling stories 
and commitment to others, in other words, the human 
connection. And it’s great fun!

Playback Theatre: Connecting Through Story 
by Viv McWaters
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Oh-oh! What’s Happening?
Hijacked By Our Primitive ‘Lizard’ Brain

“ I once worked with a young woman who wanted to know, at every turn, what 
she should do, how she should do it. She was smart, passionate and able—yet 
she was gripped by fear. Gripped by the fear of not doing it ‘right’. The problem 
was, and is, that there is no ‘right’ way.” 

As Seth Godin would put it in his book Linchpin3 — she was in the grip of her 
lizard brain, that primitive part of our brain that is hungry, scared, angry or horny. It’s the reason 
we are afraid. 

When facilitating, we have a choice to stay stuck, or we can embrace the fear and create some mo-
mentum. That’s the good news. The bad news is that our conditioning, and that damn lizard brain, 
might stop us. We’re conditioned to fit in, not stand out. We’re conditioned to deny our own genius, 
our art —whatever it is—because we might fail and then the lizard brain can say ‘told you so!’. Some 
of us fear failure to the point where we don’t even try. Our lizard brain doesn’t like failure. It once 
meant we were probably dead, a tasty meal for some predator.

The predators today are no less fearsome—it’s just that they 
are harder to recognise. Security, compensation for our labour, 
following the rules. These are the things that prevent us from 
embracing our art and sharing it with the world. We have to 
accept that it might not work and do it anyway. Prototyping is 
all about trying and discarding. Accepting failure.

Generosity is at the heart of Linchpin, and at the heart of facilitation—gifting our art to others, not 
for something in return, not for a later transaction, but for the human-to-human connection. And 
for movement. If you’re stuck there’s no movement. It’s hard to be generous if you’re stuck.

In facilitation, each of us needs to find our own way, create our own map, forge our own future, 
share our own art, find others who will share the passion and momentum rather than hold us back 
with the threat of ‘not safe, not secure, not wise’. 

Understanding the Dynamics of Status 
Status, or power games, are inherent in meetings and workshops - whether acknowledged or not. 
Sometimes status can get in the way, creating tension between individuals and limiting the po-
tential for authentic communication and engagement. Status plays out in many ways: sometimes 

“ When facilitating, we 
have a choice to stay 
stuck, or we can embrace 
the fear and create some 
momentum.” 

Viv Says
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a connection occurs between strangers and they just feel they communicate on the same wave-
length; or a careless step on someone’s toes (an unseen status challenge) creates tension, or even 
conflict between individuals. The facilitator is in a unique status position and has an advantage: 
to see status gaps, and, most importantly, disrupt status games. We can’t avoid status games. They 
are part of human dynamics and relationships. We can learn to recognize the impact of status and 
how to effectively respond.

Keith Johnstone, the pioneer of improv theatre, told a great story about three kinds of teachers:4

 “ There was the teacher we liked but who couldn’t keep discipline; another 
teacher who was generally disliked—never punished, yet exerted a ruthless 
discipline. A third teacher, who was much loved, never punished but kept excel-
lent discipline, while remaining very human...The incompetent teacher was 
a low-status player: he twitched, he made many unnecessary movements, he 
went red at the slightest annoyance, and he always seemed like an intruder in 
the classroom. The one who filled us with terror was a compulsive high-status 
player. The third was a status expert, raising and lowering his status with 
great skill.”

Status is something you choose to express—not the endowed status you carry because of your posi-
tion or title or background (although these obviously play out as well). Status is something you do, 
something you express, something you play - a role you can adopt as needed. Understanding the 
dynamics of status is a brilliant tool for facilitators. Not only does it provide a lens in which to view 
the sometimes baffling behaviour of participants, it is also a way of using your own status, that is 
raising or lowering it, to influence the group. Status is the tool we already use to create distance or 
closeness between people.

Connecting the Dots 
by Roland Harwood
A sequence of activities occurs in networks 
and can seldom be bypassed. Namely you 
start with lots of conversations, some of 
which will lead to a smaller number of some 
kind of relationships. Eventually, and almost 
certainly, long after the first time people 
met, some transactions may follow that cre-
ate value, be it commercial or social.
 

Therefore to judge an event by the number 
of transactions on that day misses the point. 
You can only observe the conversations and 
relationships that were created then. Over 
the longer term you may be able to analyse 
the transactions that followed but this is 
very hard.
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Have you ever been in a situation where the group was antagonistic, maybe cynical, didn’t want 
to be there and projected their displeasure on to you? Or, if not the whole group, then one or a few 
participants? Changing status can be one way of engaging these people. Or maybe you have experi-
enced a group that was too friendly, and didn’t want to do the work. Shifting your own status can be 
a way of signalling to the group that the workshop has shifted as well.

As facilitators, whether we are aware or not, we embody and play out status games in facilitation. 
There are multiple small and diverse interventions drawn from improvisational theatre that disrupt 
entrenched behaviours and patterns of status. 

Working With Emotions
Sometimes you might hear someone say, “Let’s keep the emotion out of the argument”. It is a myth 
that we can make decisions, work together, resolve problems, and collaborate without emotions 
getting in the way. Not true. Emotions are okay. We humans are emotional beings. We might try and 
hide our emotions but they will leak out. Our emotions also provide us with valuable information, 
and it can be a relief to let go and express our emotions. If we hold them (or try to control them) too 
tightly, it can stop us from feeling anything at all, including empathy.

Facilitation is not therapy. You are not there to provide catharsis, or help people solve their personal 
problems, or surface their demons, or deal with their neuroses. If this happens as a consequence of 
group activities or processes, then that’s all right. But it’s not, 
and never should be, the main game. 

Because most of us carry our own uncertainties and demons 
with us, strong emotions might emerge during a workshop. 
What should you do? How should you deal with them?

Here is our approach. You might devote some time to explor-
ing your own responses.

Hold a space for emotions
Don’t react—just allow the emotions (yours and others) to emerge and play out. Be present and alert.

Educate yourself and be aware of the signs that someone might need professional help and 
refer them to a professional
Learn about the signs, especially if you are working with groups that have experienced some distress. 
Privately refer them to a professional. Do your research on this well before a workshop.

“ The facilitator is in a 
unique status position 
and can use this to their 
advantage, enabling them 
to see status gaps, and, 
most importantly, disrupt 
the status games.”
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Avoid finger-pointing, fixing and rescuing 
Many people are uncomfortable with strong emotions, for all sorts of reasons. Some people re-
spond with inappropriate comments or humour. Others try to ‘fix’ or ‘rescue’ the person or situ-
ation. Gently resist these tendencies in yourself or in others, and continue to hold the space for 
emotions.

Acknowledge and move on
Try not to make a big deal about emotional responses — they are another part of the landscape 
of facilitation. Acknowledge and move on, but only when the group is ready to do so. You might 
discover that an ‘emotional outburst’ surfaces some underlying issue that needs to be dealt with. Or 
it might not. There are no rules.

Responding to difficult moments and people
Sometimes participants limit, or actively resist, a facilitator’s influence. The first rule of dealing 
with resistance: it’s probably not about you. People may become resistant in situations where they:

• disagree or object to something but don’t feel they can air their perspective 
• are fearful of something 
• face unknown or unfamiliar situations 
• are seeking a way to control the situation

       People Will Act Out Resistance In A Number Of Ways:

Withholding
The person appears to have strong opinions or feelings, identified through 
their body language or suppressed emotions, but does not express verbally.

Compliance
Constant agreement. This may come from what a person is thinking and not 
saying. “If I disagree with them, I may hurt their feelings, or make them feel 
worse”;. or sense of powerlessness—“No matter what I say, they won’t listen”. 

Passivity
A person will not engage, answer questions, or will just go along with the rest. 
They will seem uninterested.

Withdrawing
A person may retreat ‘inwards’ or seem caught up in their own thoughts.
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In workshops, you are likely to encounter loud, dominating types, as well as quiet, reserved types, 
and even passive-aggressive types. Our approach is not to categorise people—people are usually 
far more complex than that and categorisation doesn’t help very much—or to single out ‘difficult’ 
people. What we do is notice what is happening and use some, or all, or none of the approaches 
we’ve described: listening, paying attention, shifting status, introducing an activity to potentially 
surface buried emotions, varying our approach. In short, there’s no recipe for dealing with difficult 
people or moments. We notice. We act. We notice what is working and what is not. So we can do 
more of what works, and if something is not working, we try something else. Sometimes the small-
est of shifts can have the greatest effect. And the hardest lesson by far is knowing and believing 
that when someone challenges your process or approach, it is not an attack on you. Try not to let 
your lizard brain take control.

It’s Not About You
Facilitation is all about paradox, for example, as facilitator, you are pivotal, but it’s not about you. 
Being able to hold this paradox is one of the skills of a facilitator—to be in service of the group and 
the work they need to do AND to show humility, respect and recognise that by your very presence 
you are also a part of the group.

The design, methods, processes, activities, games and insight that you bring as a facilitator are the 
scaffolding that supports the building of a robust, resilient, capable team or group who will pro-
ceed, without you, to do their work—whatever that is. 

And sometimes, this work hurts and we might leave a meeting feeling upset, telling ourselves 
we got it wrong, or could have done better. We’re only human. A good debrief with a colleague or 
friend who’s good at listening can help a lot.
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Johnnie Says

“ One of our best learning experiences came when we worked with an international 
team using some improv activities. We demonstrated a theatre game designed 

to build skills for responding to unexpected events. We had a feeling that peo-
ple just weren’t getting it but decided to let them work in small groups for a 
time. Apart from anything else, Viv and I needed a bit of time to confer.

  We sat in a corner of the room in an anxious discussion about why this 
activity wasn’t really working and what could we do to get things going 

better. This took some time because we knew we had to come up with 
something to save the day.

And then we looked up. While we had been sweating, the little groups of 
participants had become hugely animated, and they were happily doing the 

work with gusto and skill. We looked at each other and laughed: it was not the partici-
pants that needed a lesson—it was us who needed reminding that sometimes you need 
to just get out of people’s way and give them time to work on their own.”
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Resources
Some see too many choices and have neither the 
time nor expertise to discern among them. Others 
see no choices at all.
     ~ Peggy Holman

PART FIVE

Developing As A Facilitator
Creating your own resources

Keep a journal of your experiences 
It’s hard to remember all your experiences as a facilitator, so it’s helpful to keep some sort of record 
(either on-line or private). It doesn’t have to be every day, or even of every event. We each have a 
blog (short for web-log) where we write about our experiences, our thoughts, questions, ideas and 
insights about facilitation. Not everything we write is made public. One of the advantages of a blog 
is that others can join the conversation by commenting on what we’ve written. If a blog is not for 
you, a more private (off line) journal is okay too.

Keep a games/activities/processes log (your ‘toolbox’)
We forget what we know. We forget games and activities. So we write them down - usually when we 
first learn a new activity. Some we will use again, others we have never used. Sometimes we make 
up a process for a specific situation. Writing it down, in our own words, activities and processes 
helps us to remember them, and also helps us visualise using that approach. Best to keep every-
thing in the one place (and try not to lose it!) unlike Viv, who has process ideas and games written 
in all sorts of places. You can also collect books of activities. There are lots to choose from.

Join an on-line facilitation discussion group or Community of Practice (CoP)
There’s a lot we can learn from other facilitators. There are several on-line discussion groups that 
you can join. If you have a particular question, people are usually very generous with their help, 
ideas and support. There are two types of groups (aka “listserve”): those for general facilitation, and 
those focused on a particular facilitative processes, e.g., Open Space Technology.

Debrief with a friend or colleague
It’s good to talk with other facilitators and share experiences. This is a major advantage of co-facil-
itating as is having a core group of facilitators in your organisation. Debriefing discussions can be 
one-on-one or in a small group. There are even processes to guide debriefing sessions, e.g., ORID (a 
ToP methodology )
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While it’s great to talk in person with another facilitator, sometimes it’s not possible. If there’s no 
one nearby to talk with, think about using Skype. Sometimes, we even do this in the middle of a 
workshop, asking for advice or simply sharing our thoughts on-line while the workshop is still un-
derway. It’s good to have some trusted friends who you can call on in this way. They can also help 
you when you are stuck.

Watch other facilitators
One of the best ways to learn about facilitating is to watch other facilitators—especially wearing 
your facilitation lenses. This means you are paying close attention to the language, the gestures, 
how the facilitator operates and how the participants are responding. Remember status, timing, 
silence, not intervening, handling emotions.

Read facilitation blogs/books
As well as keeping our own blogs, we read blogs written by other facilitators, and others who write 
interesting blogs too. And we read books; not just facilitation books, but books that might help us 
develop and grow as individuals as as facilitators. We also watch movies and visit galleries and the 
theatre. There’s no end of inspiration for facilitators. Don’t know where to start? Try some of the 
reference we’ve listed.

Attend trainings/conferences/events
Being with other facilitators, learning from one another, experiencing new approaches, chatting 
over meals, sharing stories—these are all a part of facilitation conferences and an important part 
of learning that will help you develop your facilitation skills. It’s also a good idea to learn, in depth, 
about processes that you think you might use often.

Practice
We’ve saved the most important element till last. You can do all of the above and still not be a com-
petent, confident facilitator. You have to dive in. You have to facilitate. Practice, practice, practice 
is the only way to become a facilitator, whether it’s a part of your regular job or something you 
want to do full-time. Practice in informal settings. Practice with friends and colleagues. Try out new 
activities with family and friends. If possible, co-facilitate with more experienced facilitators. Just 
practice.

Viv Says

“ We have a network of about 10 facilitators near where I live and each 
month, on a Friday morning, we gather at a local cafe to meet and share 
stories. No one is in charge, there’s no leader, no agenda, and no cost 
(other than time and whatever we buy while at the cafe). Some days 
there might only be a couple of people, other times there might be half a 
dozen. Whoever turns up are the right people.”
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General Facilitation and Group Intervention 

Change Handbook
Ed. by Peggy Holman and Tom Devane (2000), Berrett-Kohler, San Francisco. ISBN 1-576750-58-2
Describes many large group processes - a good overview of what’s available.

Design Your Own Games and Activities
Sivasailam Thiagarrajan (2003), John Wiley & Sons, San Francisco. ISBN 0-7879-6465-4
As well as providing a huge range of games and activities you can use, particularly for learning, 
this book provides information on how to develop your own.

Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making
Sam Kaner et al (1996), New Society Publishers, Canada. ISBN CAN 1-55092-255-6
This book combines some key understanding about how and why groups do, and don’t, make deci-
sions with many processes to use at various stages of workshops.

Helping Groups to be Effective
Bob Dick (1991), Interchange, Brisbane. ISBN 1 875260 09 9
Gives a good insight into how groups behave from one of Australia’s leading facilitators. Lots of 
good hints about process.

Making Questions Work
Dorothy Strachan (2007), John Wiley & Sons, San Francisco. ISBN 13: 978-0-7879-8727-5
Focuses particularly on framing questions. Lots of examples of questions for different purposes.

Training to Imagine
Kat Koppett (2001) Stylus Publishing, Virginia. ISBN 1-57922-033-9
This book explores the theory behind improv and some of the games and activities, and how they 
can be applied in work situations. Half the book is devoted to describing how to conduct activities.

Winning Through Participation—Meeting the Challenge of Corporate Change  
with the Technology of Participation 
Laura J. Spencer (1989), Kendall/Hunt Publishing, Dubuque. ISBN 0-8403-6196-3
This book describes in great detail the methods used the Institute of Cultural Affairs (ICA), namely 
Technology of Participation, ORID Discussion Method, and Workshop Method.
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Specialist Processes
 
Art of Focused Conversation—100 Ways to Access Group Wisdom in the Workplace
Ed. by R. Brian Stanfield (1997), The Canadian Institute of Cultural Affairs, Toronto.  
ISBN 0-921690-57-6
Explores the ToP™ ORID Discussion Method in great detail with 100 examples.

Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together
William Isaacs (1999), Doubleday, New York. ISBN 0-385-47999-9
Explores how we interact with each other and the skills required to be in dialogue with  
each other, especially when faced with seemingly intractable problems.

Difficult Conversations
Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton & Sheila Heen (1999), Penguin, London. ISBN 0 14 02.8852 X
Looks at the anatomy of difficult conversations and how to navigate them. Mainly focused  
on one-on-one conversations.

Open Space Technology: A User’s Guide
Harrison Owen (2008) Berrett-Koehler, San Francisco.  
Paperback print edition ISBN 978-1-5765-476-4, PDF e-book ISBN 978-1-57675-775-8
A hands-on manual to get you started using Open Space Technology.

Presentation Zen
Garr Reynolds (2008) New Riders, Berkeley. ISBN 10: 0-321-52565-5
How to prepare a slideshow that captures your key message and is engaging. Lots of examples.

Sociodrama
Patricia Sternberg & Antonina Garcia (2000) Praeger, Westport. ISBN 0-275-96300-4
Provides some useful background and information on using action methods, particularly  
sociometry and sociodrama.

Solutions Focus
Paul Z Jackson & Mark McKergow (2007) Nicholas Brearly, London. ISBN 1-904838-06-5
Describes the process of using the Solutions-Focus method.
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Culture, Leadership and Change

A Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information Age to the Conceptual Age
Daniel Pink (2005), Riverhead Books, New York. ISBN 1-57322-308-5
The skills and knowledge to survive and thrive in the modern era, using all of our brain power.

Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking
Malcolm Gladwell (2005) Little, Brown & Co, New York. ISBN 0-316-17232-4
A different take on decision-making (hint: more information is not necessarily the answer). 

Bounce
Matthew Syed (2010) Harper Collins, New York. ISBN 978-0-06-200474-1
Explodes the myth of the child prodigy and naturally talented and explores how we can all reach 
our potential.

Change by Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations  
and Inspires Innovation
Tim Brown (2009) HarperCollins, New York. ISBN 978-0-06-176608-4
Looks at how design thinking can be used in a broader context.

Everything’s An Offer: How to do More with Less
Robert Poynton (2008) On Your Feet, Portland. ISBN13: 978-0-615-22618-7
Describes how the principles of improvised theatre can be applied in businesses and organisations.

Group Genius: The Creative Power of Collaboration
Keith Sawyer (2007) Basic Books ISBN-10: 0-465-07192-9
Provides insight into creativity, and how ideas are sparked off each other. Explores the role  
of collaboration and how to change our organisations for the better.

Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organising without Organisations
Clay Shirky (2008) Penguin, New York. ISBN 978-1-59420-153-0
The influence of technology and the internet on how we interact and organise ourselves to get 
things done.

Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre
Keith Johnstone (1981) Methuen, London. ISBN 0-413-46430-X
Don’t be fooled. This book might be written for the theatre, but there are lessons here that are use-
ful to anyone, especially facilitators. Full of insight about status, spontaneity and storytelling.
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Improv Wisdom: Don’t Prepare, Just Show Up
Patricia Ryan Madson (2005) Random House, New York. ISBN 1-4000-8188-2
How to incorporate the principles from improvised theatre into your everyday life.

In Pursuit of Elegance: Why the Best Ideas Have Something Missing
Matthew May (2009) Random House, New York. ISBN 978-0-385-52649-4
An antidote to complication. This book describes how to do better work by doing less, taking stuff 
out, and focusing on what really matters.

Linchpin: Are You Indispensible?
Seth Godin (2010) Penguin, New York. ISBN 978-1-59184-316-0
Explores the role of the ‘lizard brain’ in preventing us from reaching our potential, and the role  
of choice and connection exhibited by indispensable people who help change the world.

Made to Stick
Chip Heath & Dan Heath (2007), Random House, London. ISBN 9781905211562
Why are some messages easier to remember than others? Explores ways to unearth the core  
of your message, overcome the Curse of Knowledge, and create memorable massages.

The Leader’s Edge: Six Creative Competencies for Navigating Complex Challenges
Charles Palus & David Horth (2002) Jossey-Boss, San Francisco. ISBN 0-7879-0999-8
Challenges the long-held notions of leadership and explores new competencies such as  
paying attention, serious play and co-inquiry.

The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Peacebuilding
John Paul Lederach (2005) Oxford University Press, New York. ISBN 978-0-19-974758-0
The personal attributes needed for peace building, beyond tools and techniques. Very relevant for 
anyone facilitating in potentially conflicted settings.

The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers 2nd Edition
Christopher Vogler (1998) Michael Wiese Productions, Studio City. ISBN 0-941188-70-1
Explores the Hero’s Journey framework in detail.
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On-line Resources

Applied Improvisation Network
www.appliedimprov.ning.com

Beyond the Edge (Viv McWaters)
www.vivmcwaters.com.au

Facilitating With Confidence
www.facilitatingwithconfidence.com

Johnnie Moore
www.johnniemoore.com

PechaKucha Presentation Style
www.pecha-kucha.org/

TED: Technology, Entertainment, Design – Inspirational speakers from all walks of life 
www.ted.com

Thiagi – lots of free activities
www.thiagi.com

Visual Explorer – Center for Creative Leadership
www.ccl.org/visualexplorer 
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