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Facilitation –  
Definition and Tools for Training, Meetings and Workshops

Facilitation is a technique used to help people acquire, 
retain and apply knowledge and skills, through training, 
meetings or workshops. Participants are introduced 
to content and asked questions, while the facilitator 
manages the discussion, enhances the experience for the 
learners and provides guidance and suggestions. Their 
role is to steer participants toward a specific learning. 

The Association for Talent Development 
outlines five facilitation tactics to keep 
people engaged:

• Define success ahead of time, so activities 
can be designed to help participants 
achieve goals

• Prepare the content and learning 
environment to suit virtual and face to 
face learning/meetings/workshops

• Start with impact, so that participants feel 
excited, empowered, and involved

• Keep learners engaged throughout the 
session by including, questions, role plays, 
practice exercises, and opportunities for 
learners to share their experiences and 
learn from one another

• Manage any dysfunction that may occur 
if a participant, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, expresses displeasure 
with the training, content, method, or 
outside factors

Over the next few pages there are a variety of 
tools and techniques that may be useful for 
participatory training, meetings or workshops. 
Always explain the purpose of the tool you plan 
to use and be prepared to adapt it, if necessary. 
It is also important to recognise that people 
might not be happy to share everything that 
was said in a small setting and individuals 
should always have the opportunity to decide 
on their own level of participation.
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Core Facilitation Tools

Purpose of Meeting  
and Potential Outcomes

No matter what you are meeting for, it is always 
worthwhile to state the purpose of the meeting 
and suggest some potential outcomes from 
the meeting. This can help direct the focus of 
the meeting and allows the facilitator to steer 
things back if it begins to drift.

Group Agreement

10 minutes, any number of people

It can be useful to start your meeting or 
workshop by negotiating a group agreement. 
The aim of the group agreement is to create 
a safe and respectful space in which people 
can work together productively. Essentially a 
group agreement is a set of statements that 
set the tone for how people will behave within 
the meeting or workshop. It might include an 
agreement to, respect everyone’s opinions, 
uphold confidentiality or switch off mobile 
phones. 

Go-round

1-3 minutes per person, 3-30 people

Everyone takes a turn to speak on a subject 
without interruption or comment from other 
people. Go-rounds are useful for equalising 
participation and giving everyone some clear 
space to express their opinion. Allowing people 
to ‘pass,’ means that no one feels put on the 
spot. To keep it focused, clearly state what 
the purpose of the go-round is and write the 
question on a flip chart where everyone can 
see it. 

Idea Storms

10-30 minutes, 5-15 people

A tool for sparking creative thinking and helping 
to gather a large number of ideas quickly. Begin 
by stating the issue to be idea-stormed and 
ask people to call out all their ideas as fast as 
possible – without censoring them. Crazy ideas 
are welcome – they can help people to be 
inspired by each other. Have one or two note 
takers to record the ideas where everyone can 
see them. Make sure there is no discussion or 
comment on others’ ideas. Structured thinking 
and organising can come afterwards. 

A variation …

A roving idea storm is a useful variation of 
the idea storm that increases the level of 
participation and gets the group physically 
moving. It also allows you to think of ideas 
around several different but related issues at 
once. In a roving idea storm, small groups each 
start at a different ‘station’ (a table top or wall 
space with a sheet of flip chart paper on it) 
and have a short idea storm on that station’s 
topic. You call time and they then move round 
the other stations, idea-storming as they go. 
A short, well-enforced time limit will keep the 
small groups moving from station to station and 
make this a dynamic experience. 

So, for example, in a meeting skills workshop, 
you might want to get some ideas on tools 
to deal with problem behaviour encountered 
in meetings. One station might be labelled, 
‘dominant people’, the next, ‘shy and quiet 
people’, a third ‘speakers who take time to get 
to the point’ and so on.

A roving idea storm allows the group to 
share their knowledge and creativity with no, 
‘top down’ input from you and no need for a 
feedback session at the end of the exercise.
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Core Facilitation Tools

Small Groups

Time dependent on task,  
3-15 people per group

There are many reasons why you may want 
to split into smaller groups. Large groups 
can sometimes become dominated by a few 
people or ideas, stifling creativity and the 
contributions of others. By contrast, smaller 
groups allow time for everyone to speak 
and to feel involved and can be a lot less 
intimidating. This can increase the energy in the 
room because more people are more actively 
involved. It can also make it possible to discuss 
emotionally charged issues that would be 
difficult in a large group. The final advantage is 
efficiency – many topics can be discussed more 
effectively in a smaller group – for example, the 
details of a newsletter’s layout.

Similarly, you can cover several different topics 
at once – with each group taking on one topic 
or task. Think about the sort of group you need 
– a random split (e.g. numbering off or by hair 
colour, etc.) or groups of people with particular 
experience or skills. Explain clearly what you 
want groups to do. Write specific questions or 
topics on flip chart paper beforehand. If you are 
going to have feedback at the end, you need 
to say clearly what they need to feedback and 
ask them to ensure someone from each group 
is ready to give the feedback. Sometimes, it is 
important to hear a full account of each group’s 
discussion, often it is not necessary. Encourage 
the people giving feedback to be concise, think 
about setting time limits, or asking groups to 
feedback key points.

Paired Listening

5-15 minutes, 2 people per group

This tool creates a space where everyone is 
heard, enabling participants to explore and 
formulate their own thoughts or feelings on 
an issue without interruption. It can help in 
uncovering and resolving conflict, as well as 
allowing people to gather and consolidate their 
thoughts before a group discussion. Listening in 
pairs is also a good way of developing skills in 
active listening.

Split into pairs, one person is the listener, the 
other the speaker. The speaker talks about 
their thoughts or feelings on the issue that 
you’ve chosen. Encourage the thinker to 
say the first thought that enters their mind, 
without analysing or holding back. The role 
of the listener is to give full attention to the 
thinker without interrupting, questioning or 
commenting. 

If the thinker gets stuck the listener may ask 
neutral questions such as, ‘How does that make 
you feel? Why do you think that?’ After a set 
time (four minutes is usually plenty) thinker 
and listener swap roles. This exercise can be 
followed by a go–round in the full group, with 
every participant summarising the thoughts of 
their partner.
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Core Facilitation Tools

Plus-Delta-interesting

5-20 minutes, 3-20 people

This is a process that allows the expression of 
opposing views without generating too much 
conflict. This tool can be used in the whole 
group, in small groups or individually. Write the 
topic across the top of a large sheet of paper. 
Draw a plus sign, a delta sign and an ‘I’ (which 
stands for Interesting). Start with the plus and 
ask people to list anything that they feel to be 
positive about the topic. Write these without 
comment around the plus sign. When everyone 
has had their say, move on to the delta sign 
and list everything that people feel to be less 
positive. Around the ‘I’ sign list everything that 
people find interesting, ideas that could be 
explored further. Then move back to the plus 
sign and start a second round. The first round 
finds out what’s happening with the group. The 
second round builds upon it. One particular 
issue can come up in every section as what 
seems positive to one person could well be not 
so positive to another. 

Spectrum Lines

20 minutes to 1 hour, 5-100 people

These can help to explore the different views 
on an issue within the group.

Start by creating an imaginary or real line 
through the room (chalk or masking tape on 
the ground are good for outdoor spaces, string, 
rope or a long stick are good for indoor spaces). 
One end stands for, ‘I agree completely’, the 
other end for, ‘I disagree completely.’ Outline 
the issue under debate and formulate it into a 
statement to agree or disagree with. Ask people 
to position themselves along the line according 
to their views. They may try out several spots 
before making a final choice. Ask them to 
have a short conversation with the person 
next to them, explaining why they are where 
they are. Then invite participants to share their 
viewpoints and feelings with the group. Repeat 
this exercise with other statements that explore 
the issue under discussion and see whether 
and how people’s viewpoints change.

You could also use a curved line so that people 
can see each other. This exercise taps into both 
our intuitive and rational sides and needs to be 
done quietly and thoughtfully. A spectrum line 
may require strong facilitation to stop the group 
from slipping into general discussion.


