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steps and rules of the activity to decide where they appear to be located along each ten-
sion. For example, if there are several complex rules that are rigid, the activity will be per-
ceived to be too tight by most participants--unless their preference is for a high degree of 
structure. 

When you identify tension areas at one extreme or another, use appropriate tactics to 
make suitable adjustments. During this step, you may want to work with a few members of 
your participant group and with a few knowledgeable colleagues to ensure that your design 
adjustments are appropriate. 
 
Step 4. Conduct the small-group activity. 
With the appropriate initial adjustments, you should start the activity with confidence. Do 
not worry about making additional adjustments at this stage. Present an overview of the 
process and the desired products to get the group started. 
 
Step 5. Make modifications on the fly. 
As your participants work through the activity, continuously monitor the levels of various 
tensions. If the six tensions are at optimum levels, do not interfere with the flow of the activ-
ity. However, there is no such thing as a perfect small-group activity, and some tensions 
are likely to become prominent from time to time. Wait a little while to see if the group 
makes its own adjustments. Most groups, especially experienced ones, work out their own 
system of reducing the tensions. With inexperienced groups, you may need to intervene 
with appropriate adjustments. Do this as quickly and as unobtrusively as possible. Continue 
monitoring the group and adjusting the simulation game as required. 
 
Step 6. Debrief the group. 
Even after the activity is completed, you still have a critical step to undertake. Conduct a 
debriefing session with all participants immediately, and with a few selected participants 
later, to collect information on their perceptions of different tension levels. This can be done 
in a few minutes by asking the participants questions based on the rating scale such as, 
"When did you feel the activity was too tightly structured?" or "When did you feel the facili-
tator interrupted you too often?" Take notes on the participants' responses and use them to 
balance the same activity with future groups or activities with the same group. 

The effectiveness of small-group activities depends heavily on the flexibility of the facili-
tator. Whether you are a newcomer or an old-timer, you can improve your effectiveness by 
attending to and adjusting structure, pace, interaction, focus, concern, and control of your 
small-group activity. 
 

Copyright © 1999. Workshops by Thiagi, Inc. All rights reserved 
URL: http://www.thiagi.com/article-secrets.html 

Revised: October 1, 1999 
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To pay more attention to group needs. . . 
Identify dominant participants and give them additional roles (for example, keeping 
score or taking notes) to channel their excess energy. Have the team conduct periodic 
process checks to make sure everyone's needs are met. 

 
To increase external control. . . 

Turn the lights off to get everyone's attention before making important announcements. 
Use confederates among the participants and in different teams to ensure external com-
mand and control. 

 
To increase internal control. . . 

Explain your role as that of a facilitator rather than those of a leader or an expert. When 
participants ask you a procedural question (for example, "What should we do next?"), 
refer it back to the group with a question such as "What would you like to do next?" 

 
A Procedural Model for Effective Facilitation 
The tactics listed above for maintaining a balance among the six tensions in a small-group 
activity are for illustrative purposes only. Brainstorming additional tactics of this nature may 
actually be an excellent topic for an initial activity. 

Knowing these tactics does not guarantee you will become a effective facilitator. You 
need to know when and how to use them. Here's a six-step procedural model for using the 
tension-adjustment tactics before, during, and after a small-group activity. 
 
Step 1. Identify your preferences. 
Flexible facilitation does not mean that you should not have personal preferences, but you 
should be aware of these preferences and keep them under control. For example, I prefer a 
fairly loose structure, fast pace, cooperative interaction, results focus, individual concern, 
and external control. It is important to be aware of your biases and to realize they may not 
meet the needs of the group. 
The best way to discover your biases is to recall your own small-group experiences in which 
you felt very positive or very negative and to analyze the factors that contributed to those 
feelings. You may also talk to your colleagues and participants for their opinions about your 
biases. Once you are aware of them, remind yourself to relegate them to the background 
whenever necessary. 
 
Step 2. Identify participant preferences. 
Before planning a small-group activity, you need to collect information on the likely prefer-
ences of your participants along each of the six tension areas. The best source of informa-
tion is a representative sample from the group. The best strategy for collecting the informa-
tion is to interview the participants using the behavioral scale presented earlier. 

To cross-check your information you may wish to talk to other facilitators, consultants, 
and trainers who are familiar with the group. 
 
Step 3. Design or revise the small-group activity to suit participant preferences. 
Whether you are designing a new simulation game or using an existing one, integrate your 
understanding of the participants' preferences into the activity. Carefully work through the 
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Some Community 
Development Tools 

The Toronto Community Development Institute wrote the 
following about community development: 
 

Working together towards collectively and democratically chosen 
goals, we know that people can achieve significant changes. Set-
ting this in motion from the grassroots, from the bottom-up, and 
sustaining efforts to improve community well-being, and to in-
crease equity and social justice…this is community development 
in our opinion. Within this label there are many approaches and 
ideas at play: 
 

“Community development” . . . “community engage-
ment” . . . “community organizing” . . . 
“neighbourhood action” . . . “health promotion”… 
“community capacity building” . . . “popular educa-
tion” . . . “community economic development” . . . 
“Anti-racism and anti-oppression work”… 
“participatory action research” . .  “community 
arts”… “community asset building” . . . 
“community-based research” . . . “social justice 
movement building” … 

 
Whatever we call it and whether we are volunteers or paid work-
ers, we all have some things in common. Primarily, we’re trying 
to make a difference in our world by finding ways for people in 
neighbourhoods, communities, or regions to gain more control 
over their lives, and mobilizing for better living conditions, more 
social justice, peace, equity, and opportunities to participate, con-
tribute, and benefit from society.  

 
This booklet contains a collection of some useful tools for 
working with groups doing community development work. 
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E 
ach time we participate in a democratic communication we must put our 
principles into action. This action will change from situation to situation. 

But there are some basic guidelines for participation and facilitation that are 
worth considering. Guidelines are not rules that must be followed or broken. A 
guideline that works in one situation may be inappropriate in another. And 
guidelines are not intended to prevent communication and, if they are doing 
so, they must not be treated as unquestionable rules. 
 Unique guidelines can be created, shared and agreed upon as each 
situation demands. Feel free to write some or all of these guidelines on a flip 
chart at the beginning of a meeting. Add new ones. Check with the group if 
the guidelines assist their democratic participation. 

GUIDELINES FOR  
DEMOCRATIC Participation  

Some useful guidelines for participation include: 
• respect that there are different abilities to communicate in the group 
• respect that there are different cultural ways to communicate in the 

group 
• listen more 
• speak for yourself; don’t volunteer other people to speak 
• turn off cell phones and pagers during the meeting 
• Don’t interrupt when someone else is speaking 
• if the process is unclear ask facilitator (or a fellow participant) to clarify 
• Asking the individual how they would like to proceed with a situation (for 

example, how would a person like to have their messages communicated) 
• respect the process 
• minimize cross talk 
• take your turn to speak 
• listen actively 
• consider when it is best to speak from your experience 
• take responsibility for your own participation 
• offer assistance to the process, if appropriate 
• be aware of using acronyms and other jargon that may need translation or 

explanation for other group members (i.e. take responsibility for the lan-
guage you use) 

• give space for people who haven’t spoken yet; your point may be shared by 
someone else 

• think about what you are going to say before speaking 
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To tighten the structure. . . 
Begin with a detailed explanation of the rules of the activity. Stress the importance of 
adhering to these rules. Provide a printed copy of the rules to each participant. Fre-
quently refer to these rules. 

 
To loosen the structure. . . 

Acknowledge that the participants will be initially confused. Reassure them it is not 
absolutely necessary to stick to the rules. Don't present all the rules in the beginning. 
Introduce the rules only if and when they are required. 

 
To speed up the pace. . . 
 Begin the activity promptly and get it rolling fast. Announce and implement intermediate 
 time limits. 
 
To slow down the pace. . . 

Announce and implement minimum time requirements. If a participant or a team fin-
ishes the task before this time is up, insist on review and revision. Introduce a quality-
control rule that punishes participants and teams for turning in sloppy ideas or prod-
ucts. 

 
To increase competition. . . 

Use a scoring system to reward effective performance. Periodically announce and 
compare the scores of different individuals or teams. Reward the winning team with a 
valuable prize. 

 
To increase cooperation. . . 

Reduce the conflict among the participants and increase the conflict between the par-
ticipants and external constraints (for example, time limits). Use multiple criteria for 
determining the winners: Reward individuals or teams for speed, quality, efficiency, 
fluency, creativity, novelty, and other such factors. 

 
To increase the focus on the process. . . 

Make the procedure more enjoyable by introducing game elements such as bonus 
scores and chance. From time to time, stop the procedure and undertake a process 
check. Let the participants suggest changes for making the procedure more interesting. 

 
To increase the focus on the results. . . 

Use a scoring system to reward efficient performance by individuals or teams. Stop the 
procedure and discuss the desired results. Have the participants commit themselves to 
getting the job done. 

 
To pay more attention to individual needs. . . 

If participants are at different levels of skill or knowledge, organize them into teams of 
approximately equal strength. Encourage timid people to participate more by providing 
them with additional information and responsibilities. 
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We spent the past 10 years in some futile field research. We interviewed and observed 
several facilitators and the groups they facilitated in an attempt to identify the secrets of 
effective facilitation. These facilitators were selected on the basis of high ratings by their 
peers and participants for a positive process and productive results. Initial data from our 
observations and interviews were disappointing and confusing. We did not find consistent, 
common behaviors among these effective facilitators. Further, even the same facilitator 
appeared to use different behaviors with different groups, even when conducting the same 
small-group activity. The same facilitator sometimes used different behaviors with the same 
group within the same activity at different times. As we collected and classified more data 
and reflected on the patterns, we realized the real secret of effective facilitators was buried 
within the apparent inconsistency. We re-examined the data and came up with these five 
conclusions: 

• Effective facilitators are flexible. They modify their small-group activities before 
and during use.  

• Effective facilitators are adaptive. They modify their small-group activities along 
six critical tensions.  

• Effective facilitators are proactive. Before using a small-group activity, they modify 
it on the basis of the characteristics of the participants and the purpose of the 
activity.  

• Effective facilitators are responsive. They make modifications during the small-
group activity to keep the different tensions within acceptable ranges.  

• Effective facilitators are resilient. They accept whatever happens during the small-
group activity as valuable data and smoothly continue with the activity.  

 
To capture the flexibility demonstrated by effective facilitators, we need to understand the 
tensions on which this flexibility is based. Our analysis suggests six critical tensions within 
any small-group activity that can be powerful in enhancing or destroying its effectiveness. 
These tensions are identified in the following behaviorally-anchored rating scales: 
 
The Six Tensions in Small-Group Activities 

1. Structure: How rigidly or flexibly should the small-group activity be implemented?  
2. Pace: How rapidly or leisurely should the small-group activity be implemented? 
3. Interaction: How do group members relate to each other? 
4. Focus: Which is more important, a positive procedure or efficient results? 
5. Concern: Are we most concerned about individual or group needs? 
6. Control: Where should group members look for direction and validation? 

(Facilitator takes an unobtrusive role. vs Take a leadership role. Provide authorita-
tive advice and evaluation.  

 
Tactics To Overcome Tensions 
The first step in making the tensions transparent is to avoid the extremes (positions 1 and 5 
in the rating scale). Beyond that, you may use a variety of tactics to increase or decrease 
the elements in each tension. Here are a couple of sample tactics for each element: 

Secrets of Successful Facilitators 
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Typologies of techniques 
(Not all are in this zine, but we find the list can help us with design) 

BY FUNCTION: 

1. Warm-ups, energizers, ice-breakers 

2. Introductions 

3. Group building 

4. Group dynamics 

5. Communication 

6. Personal Development 

7. Information Sharing 

8. Stories 

9. Reflection/Analysis 

10. Decision-making 

11. Conflict Resolution 

12. Program Planning 

13. Evaluation, Debriefing & closings  

BY MEDIUM: 

1. Writing  

2. Drawing  

3. Physical/Body 

4. Talking/Listening 

5. Sound/Music 

6. Games 

7. Theatre Exercises 
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Ice breakers and energizers! 
This section has some good exercises for introducing people, energizing 

groups, and  promoting fun. 

busses 
 
OBJECTIVE: energizer, share knowledge about the make-up of the group  
# OF PARTICIPANTS:  12 or more 
TIME:        10 - 20 minutes 
WHAT YOU’ll NEED:   Nothing 
 
1. The facilitator explains to the group that you are all at a very chaotic  bus 
station where the busses have different destinations that what you are used 
to. The facilitator will call out the destination (category) of the busses and 
everyone is to quickly self-organize to "get on the bus that matches their 
destination". 

 
2. Start with a simple category that everyone is likely to share and be 
comfortable with such as eye colour or zodiac symbol (assuming most people are 
familiar enough with the zodiac). Once the facilitator calls out the category 
everyone must find those people in the group who match their choice and form 
a small group. E.G. For eye colour, all brown-eyed people must find each other, 
all blue-eyed must find each other and so on. 

 
3. Once the chaos has settled, the facilitator can call for attention and do a go-
around to ask what exactly the groups are.  You can also take a moment and ask 
participants to introduce themselves to each other in their bus. 

 
Other possible bus destinations (categories) include: Number of languages 
spoken, number of siblings, country (or continent or province/state) of birth, 
decade of birth, number of children, gender, birth order in your family, number 
of years with the organization your in, ethnicity, etc. 

 
NOTES: 
• keep the game moving fast; if some people have failed to find their fellow 

bus-riders, use the go-around to unite them. 
 
• some people will probably ask for a definition of one or more categories. 

Remember that this game allows people to self-organize, therefore, they can, 
if they wish, create their own definition. Encourage this if necessary. 
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• this game is not about judging people's abilities, therefore, when 

participants ask if they must be fluent in a second or third language to 
justify joining a group, the facilitator can respond that it is up to them to 
determine their ability. 

 
• The choices of categories should be culturally appropriate and relevant to 

the group and caution should be used if deciding to use categories such as 
gender, race, ethnicity or skin colour. Don’t be afraid of these categories, 
but it is wise to check with representatives of a group if it is appropriate to 
use categories that might create tension or spark controversy.  

 
• this game is usually light enough to end quickly and move on. However, be 

alert to moments of tension such as differences of opinion about what 
gender or ethnicity means. Should these tensions surface you may need to 
devote some time to debrief the exercise. 

Sixteen 
 
OBJECTIVE: To pick up the energy of the group quickly, to have some fun 
# OF PARTICIPANTS: 4 or more 
TIME:       5 minutes 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  Nothing 
 
1. Have all participants stand (or otherwise position themselves) in a tight circle. 
 

2. Ask all participants to do what the facilitator does simultaneously. 
 

3.Shake right hand sixteen times while counting out loud from 1 to 16. (Make 
sure everyone counts out loud). Repeat with the left hand and then the right 
foot and then the left foot. 

 

4. Repeat the sequence starting with the right hand and this time count only to 
eight. Repeat sequence counting to four. Then two, then one. 
 

5. End with a SHOUT! You will notice that the game speeds up as you count 
down. Encourage everyone to take a big breath for the last round and to shout 
out “one” if they feel like it. 
 
NOTES: This game does not require great physical ability. Encourage 
participants only to participate up to their comfort level. If someone is unsteady 
on their feet, in a wheelchair or otherwise physically disabled, they can count to 
sixteen with or without shaking their arms and legs. 
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Elephants and Giraffes 
 
OBJECTIVE:     energizer 
 # OF PARTICIPANTS:  7 or more 
TIME:       5-10 minutes 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  nothing 
 
1. Everyone stands or sits in a circle with one person in the centre. 
 
2. The facilitator explains that the caller is to point to a person at random and 

yell “elephant” or “giraffe”. 
 
3. When a person is called an “elephant” they must raise their arms together in 

front of their face as if they were the trunk of an elephant and the two 
people to either side must put both their hands against the ears of the 
“elephant” to mimic elephant ears. 

 
4. When a person is called a “giraffe” they must raise their arms together 

over their head as if they were the neck of a giraffe and the two people to 
either side must both bend down and touch the ground as if they were the 
legs of a giraffe. 

 
5. If someone makes a mistake (e.g. forgets to bend down) they become the 

new person in the middle. 
 
NOTES: This game is best played fast with the calling moving from one person 
to the next quickly and with surprise.             
                 
 
My Bonnie 
 
OBJECTIVE:  Energize the group, stretch, have fun 
# OF PARTICIPANTS: 5 or more 
TIME:       5 minutes 
WHAT YOU’ll NEED:  Chairs  
  
1. The song “My Bonnie lies over the ocean” is sung 

 
2. Every time the letter “B” appears in the song, participants either a) raise 
their hands or lower their hand b) stand if they are sitting or sit if  they are 
standing.   
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The song: 
 
My bonnie lies over the ocean, my bonnie lies over the sea 
My bonnie lies over the ocean, oh bring back my bonnie to me.   
 
Bring back, bring back, bring back my bonnie to me, to me. 
Bring back, bring back, bring back my bonnie to me! 
 
NOTES: 
If some people in the group do not know the song its best to sing through it 
quickly once.   Any song can be used with a repeating phrase or sound.   

Non-Profit Calisthenics 
 
OBJECTIVE: energize, stretch, have fun 
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   5 or more 
TIME:       5 minutes 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:   Nothing 
 
1. Explain that you will be doing “non-profit calisthenics”.  [This is basically a 
stretching exercise with special names given to the stretches.  Model an 
exercise and give its name, encouraging others to join you.] 
 
2. Briefly lead participants through different exercises including: walking around 
in a small circles looking at the ground (“searching for money”); kneeling down 
and “picking up” an invisible object (“picking up pennies”); standing in a circle and 
moving a hand, palm up, across your body (“passing the buck”); standing with both 
hands over your head with fists clenched (“fists clenched with rage over 
injustice”); bringing your hands down, opening your firsts, relaxing (“the release 
of a victory”). 
 
NOTES: any simple stretch or movement can be given a name (supporting our 
community, filling in forms, etc.)  
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Blind cars 
 
OBJECTIVE: , energize, build group trust, have fun 
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   6 or more 
TIME:       15 minutes 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:   Nothing 
 
1. Explain that you will be doing “blind cars” - a game to be done in pairs. 

Everyone should find a partner. And there is no talking during this exercise. 
 
2. Explain that each pair is made up of one car and one driver. Each pair should 

decide which role they will play first. They will each have a chance to fill the 
other role when we reverse roles. 

 
3. The person in the role of the car must close their eyes. Suggest blindfolds 

if necessary. 
 
4. Instruct the “driver” to “drive” their “car” through touching. Demonstrate: 
 

• Light tapping in the head for moving forward 
• Light tapping on the back to move backward 
• Tapping on shoulders to turn 
NB: Urge “cars” to move ONLY when being touched. 

 
5. After a few moments (3– 5) of moving around ask everyone to stop. Remind 

“cars” to keep their eyes closed. Instruct “drivers” to lead their “cars” 
around by saying their names. It is no longer necessary to use touching. 
Allow this to proceed for a few minutes (2– 3) 

 
6. Ask everyone to stop. Remind cars to continue keeping their eyes close. And 

“drivers” are now to give their “car” a sound and use that sound to guide 
them about the room. 

 
7. Bring the first stage to a close and ask everyone to reverse roles and 

repeat steps 4 through 6. 
 
8. Once the game is concluded, instruct pairs to check in with each other—

debrief for a few minutes. 
 
9. In full group ask for any comments people wish to volunteer. 
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reflection/analysis tools 
These tools help groups to move their collective analysis forward 
often very quickly and with input from (hopefully) all participants. 

What’s Happening Chart 
 
OBJECTIVE:     Reflection/Analysis on a particular issue 
 # OF PARTICIPANTS:  7 or more 
TIME:       30-60 mins 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  WHC, stickies—two colours, markers.  
        See What’s Happening Chart page 16 
 
Notes: The WHC is a way for groups to quickly reflect on their view on an 
issue– how it is affecting them at different levels.  The categories can be 
changed to fit many situations.  The example below was used for a workshop 
on free trade an  how it affects people 
 
1. Explain that the group is going to look at how “free trade” (or other 

issue) has an impact on us personally, our communities and the world.  
2. Show the WCH chart. This chart represents one way to look at how free 

trade is affecting our lives.  It all relates to social justice.  The chart has 
four areas that free trade has an impact on: jobs, health, environment 
and democracy. Jobs, health, environment and democracy are impacted at 
the personal local, national, and global levels. 

3.  Explain that the exercise will be done in two rounds—the first being how 
we are affected and the second is about resistance.   

4. Ask people to work in groups—using yellow stickies and markers—to write 
down events or trends related to free trade and how it has impacted us.  
We suggest “headlines” that fit into the categories . For example, under 
“jobs” someone might list a  plant closing in their community—this is put 
under “local”.  It could  also be put under “personal” if the person is 
personally affected.  Facilitator gives a few examples. Note that the 
“personal” line is an option if people want to share. 

5. Give people about 15 minutes to fill in stickies– and then have people post 
them.  Invite a “museum” tour where people  read what others have 
written.  After a few minutes invite people to explain something that 
they have written. 

6. After you have a few volunteers ask for questions or comments on what 
others have written 

7. You can finish by asking what is missing.  
8. Then ask the participants to return to their groups and think of examples 
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of “resistance” to the negative impacts that are listed on the chart—
perhaps a protest, or a conversation, or a strike, or letter to the editor, 
etc.  These can be things people have done, witnessed or know about.  
Give each group coloured stickies (so they are distinct from the first 
stickies) to write on. 

9. Give groups about 10 minutes and repeat the process 
 
OPTIONS: If time is limited do both impacts and resistance in one round—
still with different colours.  You can also assign groups to a particular 
stream—such as environment—for the first 10 minutes before having 
everyone give input into anyone they want.   

 Jobs Health Environment democracy 

Personal     

Local     

National     

World     

Free Trade  
What’s Happening Chart 
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Copied by permission from Participatory Workshops: A Sourcebook of 21 Sets of Ideas & Activi-
ties by Robert Chambers, Lodnon: Earthscan, 2007, pp. 180-187. 

13 Catalyst Centre 

POLITICAL WEATHER REPORT 
OBJECTIVE 
To share participants’ knowledge and experience about events (and trends) re-
lated to an issue (critical question, concern, etc.) that a group has agreed to 
examine. 
 
# OF PARTICIPANTS:  4 or more 
 
TIME:      20 – 40 minutes 
 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED 

• Large sheet of paper or several sheets of flip chart (the heavier the 
better, newsprint is sometimes too flimsy) 

• Markers (at least one dozen) 
• Index-card-size post-it notes or sheets of paper (approx. 5” x 4”) 
• Masking tape 

 
STEPS 
1. Identify an issue or critical question or concern about which you want to 

learn more (e.g. jobs and the economy; public health; human security; youth 
activism; etc.). It is good to write this issue in the centre of the diagram. 

2. Draw a large circle on large sheet of paper and subdivide into section (see 
model) 

3. State that the global economic, political, social/cultural, technological, etc. 
conditions of the world are constantly changing. Many things have impacts 
at every level of our life.  

4. Explain “We’re going to look at the big picture; a political weather report is 
a way to share some of what we know and to make some connections be-
tween our local communities and the changes occurring around the world. 
We call it a ‘political weather report’ because it resembles those weather 
diagrams we see on the evening news and, like the weather, we can use this 
to see what climate we are in and what is heading our way.” 

5. Present chart of political weather report with local, Canada and global cir-
cles and positive and negative sides 

6. Explain that we’re going to post events and trends (that affect the issue we 
identify) that we know about and are experiencing 

7. In pairs, ask participants to “Think about the issue and list events or trends 
(positive and negative) (one per sticky note)” 
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8. Model this: For each event make a link to other circle (e.g. if you write a 
local event, e.g. “lost a job”, then ask what is the link in the Canada circle 
and Global circle). There can be more than one link. It doesn’t matter what 
circle you start in. 

9. Have pairs post all their sticky notes and ask each pair to report one thing 
(showing the links from local/Canada/global links 

 
NOTES 
If you have the time & resources you can play with the metaphor of ‘weather 
report’ . You can design the concentric circles to reflect time (e.g. past year, 
this month, next year). You could also prepare cards (on which participants 
write their contributions) to resemble weather symbols (e.g. storm clouds, 
sunny day, light showers, snow, etc.). You can also do multiple issues as “slices” 
of the pie using different colours for positive and negative.  You may also add 
an “unknown” middle section of the pie.  This exercise can connect well to an 
Action/Analysis chart.   
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Principles 
activities Warm-ups/Energizers Evaluation 

   

The following charts can be used to design many types of events. The first two, 
“Dream list” and “Brainstorm list”, are tools for focusing and generating ideas. 
The detailed loom is use to spell out the process hour by hour and step by step. 
When designing and facilitating in a team context the design loom process al-
lows for greater cooperation as well as the ability to make changes quickly.  

DESIGN LOOM 

Dream list of goals/outcomes: 

Brainstorm list of possible activities: 
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POSITIVE NEGATIVE 
GLOBAL 

CANADA 

LOCAL 

issue 
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OBJECTIVE: To create examine an issue and plan for action.  
 
# OF PARTICIPANTS: preferably 2-6 
 
TIME: 45 min– 2 hours 
 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  An AA chart (see facing page).  Charts can be made 
to fill one flip chart. Markers 
 
Note: This exercise should build on other exercise such as a political weather 
report and other reflections.  It assumes that the people filling in the form 
are representatives of a group to take action.  The focus of the exercise is 
based on the “short-term” goal.  What is defined as “short-term” is up to the 
group, but the more short-term the more specific and concrete the steps will 
likely be.  Short-term could be one year or 6 months.  An AA chart can be 
completed for many different time periods and even steps in the process– 
“zooming in on a step.” 
 
STEPS:  
1. Explain purpose of the exercise.  Exercise should be modeled. 
2. Explain issue critical question—could be a mission or a broad statement—

such as “affordable housing and shelter for all”.  The Long-term goal could 
be “the creation of a an affordable housing co-op in neighborhood x in 3 
years”  The short-term goal could be—in one year: “create active coalition 
to support idea and have commitments for government and private money”  

3. Explain that the groups will focus on the short-term goal and start by 
looking at the forces—who or what is with us, unknown or against our 
goals.  Some of this data can come from early exercises.  For example, in 
Ontario the Harris government cancelled co-op housing projects the first 
week they were in power.  In this context that government was likely a 
force “against” the project.  A force for the project would likely be the 
Ontario Co-op association.  Encourage people to be as specific as 
possible—with names for example.  Include media, specific journalists, 
etc.   

4. After doing forces participants then are asked what actions will be taken 
regarding each force—contacting a person, writing a letter, having a 
meeting, researching an issue, etc.  Ideally, time permitting names of who 
will do what is decided.   

5. In some contexts it is good to have people come back and share their 
plans. 

ANALYSIS/ACTION CHART 
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the ranking they did, if time permits. 

Head, Heart, Hands, Feet 
 
OBJECTIVE:  to conduct an evaluation that records a broad range of 
collective or individual reflections  
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   5 or more 
TIME:       15 minutes+ 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  flip chart paper, stickies, markers 
 
1.Make four flip charts: one each for: “Head”, “Heart” “Hands” and “Feet”.  For 
“Head” write “What did I learn? (new ideas, facts, concepts, different ways of 
thinking, etc)”.  For “Heart” write “How did I feel? (different emotions, 
discoveries about beliefs, etc). For “Hands” write “What would I change about 
the workshop?” For “Feet”  write “What will I do? (what action steps will I 
take, what new learnings will I share, etc?”  It helps to draw a graphic on each 
page representing head, heart, hands, feet.  
 
2.On stickie notes ask people to spend up to 10 minutes writing thoughts (and 
drawing pictures) to be put on each chart.  After 10 minutes or so ask people 
to post them.  Hold a “museum tour” where people walk around and read what 
others have written 
 
3.Ask for volunteers to speak about something they wrote. (You might also 
wish to affirm that participants can keep their reflections private and/or 
simply use this exercise for private reflection.) 
 
NOTE: another option is to produce this as single form on a piece of paper and 
to collect the papers.  
 
 

Totally rockin’ 

Goo

So-so 

Poo

intros timelinreports Hot seat plannin
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STEPS: 
 

1.Re-visit the expectations from beginning of the session. 
 
2.Remind everyone what we have gone through (point to agenda on flip chart). 
 
3. Write each of the pro/con question as a title on flip chart paper, for example, 
‘what did you like about this session/activity’ and ‘what did you not like as much 
about this session/activity’ or ‘what worked’ and ‘what could have been better’   
 
4.Hand out several post-its notes or separate sheets of paper and markers on 
which participants can individually, or in conversation with a partner, write their 
responses to each question. 
 
5.After 5 - 10 minutes have participants post their responses on the larger flip 
chart. Invite everyone to do a ‘gallery tour’ and view what others posted. 
 
6. Spend several moments asking for volunteers to share their feedback, or 
commenting on others comments that they find interesting, or have questions 
they have about someone else’s posting.  

X/Y CHART 
 
OBJECTIVE:  to conduct a quick and energetic evaluation of a workshop  
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   5 or more 
TIME:       5 minutes+ 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  nothing 
 
1.On a large piece of paper draw an X and Y-axis.  Along the Y-axis, starting at 
the far left (zero point) write all the activities that took place during the 
session you wish to evaluate.  On the Y axis, starting at the bottom (zero point) 
write a grading chart, naming evaluations on a scale with descriptions such as, 
poor, so-so, good, totally rockin' 
 
2. Have each participant put a dot with a marker indicating his or her rating of 
each activity.   
 
3. Find the centre of the range of where everyone put their dots, mark this spot 
and connect these dots together to see the averaged group opinion of where the 
highs and the lows of the session were. 
 
4. Spend several moments asking for volunteers to share reasons why they gave 
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Issue / critical question 
 
 
  

Long-term goal 
 

Short-term goal 

Who or What is With Us Neutral/Unknown Who or What is Against Us 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Action / Next steps Action / Next steps Action / Next steps 
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OBJECTIVE: To examine and reflect how individuals and groups exclude others 
in our workplaces, or organizing, our activities.  See also “Collective Action 
Chart” on page 24.  
 
# OF PARTICIPANTS: 8-30 
 
TIME: 30-40 min 
 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  Exclusion chart, markers, stickies.   
 
NOTE: This tool follows well from the “Power Flower” (see Educating for 
Changing Unions by Burke, et al) or other exercise that looks at issues of iden-
tity.  This tool is meant to be used with the “Collective Action Chart– page 24)  
 
1. Explain objective.  Categories from chart can be determined before hand (a 
dotmocracy or other voting system or be decided ahead of time).  Explain that 
this is  not a consensus exercise. 
 
2. In small groups ask participants to think of examples of behaviors, organiza-
tional structures/systems, and ideas/ideologies that exclude participation based 
on the categories.  We will ask people to record things they have experienced, 
witnessed and know.  Also, if they wish (are willing) to write down things they 
have participated in.  For example for “Gender” people record behaviors they 
have experience/witnessed /participated in (sexist jokes), organizational struc-
tures (policies that put extra burden on women,), and ideas/ideology that ex-

HOW DO WE EXCLUDE? 

 Gender Age Race Disability  

behaviors 

     

org struct/
systems 

     

ideas/ideol 
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Evaluation tools 

Evaluations are often done at the end, like this zine, but really should 
be done throughout a process where things can still change.  

Lineups 
 
OBJECTIVE:  A quick evaluation that gets people moving and requires no 
writing 
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   5 or more 
TIME:       5 minutes+ 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  nothing 

 
1.Re-visit the expectations from beginning of the session. Time permitting 
 
2. Remind everyone what we have gone through (point to agenda on flip 
chart). Time permitting 
 
3.Describe room as continuum – one wall is most positive and one most 
negative (e.g. “that wall means I had a GREAT time and that this event 
exceeded my expectations” and opposite wall means that “I needed more, my 
expectations weren’t met, I’m disappointed.”) 
 
4.Have participants distribute themselves along the continuum according to 
where they feel they belong. Interview 3 or 4 volunteers about why they 
chose their position. 
 
NOTES: One advantage to this form of evaluation at the end of a day-long 
event is that it is energizing for many people who might be tired and ready 
to leave. It helps if the facilitator can bring some humour and liveliness to 
the process. Especially when interviewing a few volunteers – you can ham it 
up and be a little theatrical – as though you were the host of a talk show. 

Pros & cons 
 
OBJECTIVE:  to conduct a pretty quick and energetic evaluation of a workshop 
or meeting in a group or as individuals 
# OF PARTICIPANTS:   5 or more 
TIME:       15-20 minutes 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED:  Flip chart paper, markers, post-it notes  
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clude women (assertive women viewed negatively).   
 
Each group is asked to spend a few minutes on one topic (assigned) for about 
10 minutes and then spend the rest of the time on any topic.  People can work 
in pairs in the groups.  The point is to get out as many concrete examples as 
possible.   
 
3. After 15 minutes ask people to post their contributions.   
 
4. Invite people to do a “museum” tour—where they read what others have 
written.   
 
5. Invite people to talk about something they posted, then after some com-
ments, invite people to ask questions or talk about something else they see 
and finally ask what is missing.   
 
6. Another option is to have groups report back on the one stream they fo-
cused on.  
 
NOTES:  
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BACKCASTING 

GROUP SIZE:  3-40 
TIME:    60 min – 6 hrs 
SETTING: Large room with  a large blank wall to mount backcast-

ing chart (approx. 10’ wide x 5’ high) and breakout 
spaces for three to five small groups. 

OBJECTIVE(S) 
• To draft a strategic plan 
• To imagine what the future will look like if the 

groups work is successful 
• To identify key next steps and who will take them 

STUFF 
• Large chart paper (2 to 4 pieces of 4’ x 5’; or 8 to 

10 pieces of flip chart paper) 
• Sets of backcasting forms for small groups 
• Markers 
• Tape 
• Stickie notes 

STEPS 
 
1. In advance of the group session, prepare: 
 

a) Mount backcasting chart on a large blank wall that is accessi-
ble to all participants. Either use two or three sheets of 4’ x 5’ 
paper or 8 to 10 sheets of flip chart paper in two rows. The 
chart should look something like this: 

 who Next 
steps 

1 month 6 
months 

1 year 2 years 

       

       

       

       

other       

Vision 
 

10 years 
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1. On their own or with a partner, participants are asked to reflect on themes 
(or subjects) in terms of what they can do, what their local can do and what 
the union can do.  The themes or subjects can be from group brainstorm, or 
determined before—see example).  
 
2. Stickies and markers are provided. Ideally a different colour sticky will be 
used for each theme. People fill in as many suggestions as they can – for about 
20 minutes.  
 
3. The participants then take a “museum tour” of the chart to look at sugges-
tions.  Participants are invited to discuss a contribution they made. If no one 
speaks the facilitator will ask about specific postings (people can pass if they 
don’t wish to discuss).   
 
4. Time permitting and if appropriate the group can begin to discuss priorities 
or action steps to implement some of these steps.  Prioritizing can be through 
dotmocracy (voting with dots) or just group discussion.  
 
Notes: 
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COLLECTIVE ACTION CHART 
OBJECTIVE: To examine and reflect how individuals and groups can work to 
be more inclusive.  This exercise follows “How Do We Exclude” on page 22. 
 
# OF PARTICIPANTS: 8-30 
 
TIME: 30-40 min 
 
WHAT YOU’LL NEED—Collective Action Chart (see below) markers, stickies 
 
NOTE: The example below is one we used with a union examining issues of 
exclusion.  Other categories can certainly be used—added or subtracted.  

 
You Your Local Union 

1. (e.g. Gender) 

   

2. Age 

   

3. Race 

   

4. Disability 

   

5.  Sexuality 
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b)  Draw four or five rows; each can represent an aspect of the 

strategic plan which includes topics such as: fundraising, fi-
nances, board development, annual activities, annual pro-
gram, outreach, a specific project. Choose four or five key top-
ics (more than this is often too much data for a group to man-
age well). Decide on time divisions for the columns that make 
sense in terms of the rhythm and pace of the work (e.g. some 
organizations program from April through the following 
March while others go from January through December; some 
groups break for the summer). The time divisions made here 
are only suggestions. You may wish to have a 5 years column 
or a greater number of immediate months columns for the 
succeeding few months. More than five columns becomes un-
wieldy. The chart should end with a “next steps” and a “who” 
column. “Next steps” refers literally to what must happen the 
day or week after the session. The “who” refers either to a spe-
cific person (who self-selects or is delegated or assigned) or to a 
position (e.g. the fundraising committee). If the “who” is filled 
in with a position such as a committee then it is wise to write 
in the date of the meeting of that committee and/or the chair-
person’s/convernor’s name. 

 
c)  Prepare a set of backcasting forms for the various small groups 

that will fill in the backcasting rows. See examples below. 
 
2) When the session begins, explain that this exercise uses the meta-

phor of forecasting (as with the weather) by flipping it around. 
Instead of standing in one place and trying to see what is going to 
happen with the weather (i.e. forecasting it) we imagine what 
things will look like some years in the future and then we work 
our way backwards to today to see what path we could follow to 
reach our imagine future. This is backcasting. 

 
3) It is good to start this process with a full group brainstorm of what 

the world will look like in ten years as a result of successful work. 
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This can be done as an open brainstorm with people shouting out 
contributions that the facilitator writes on the appropriate part of 
the chart (on the right-most section). Or participants could be 
given stickie notes that they fill in with short phrases/headlines/
keywords. Or you could do a poster activity in which individuals 
or small groups of two or three each draw an image of what their 
vision of the future looks like. Once complete, examine all the 
contributions and allow a brief discussion. Consensus in this step 
is unnecessary. Likewise, there will likely be many contradictory 
and “unrealistic” suggestions. As a vision exercise, anything is 
fine. 

 
4) Divide into small groups according either to interest in a specific 

topic or in terms of organizational role (e.g. you may want the 
Treasurer to be on the rows assigned to finances or fundraising). 
Give each small group a set of the backcasting forms. 

 
5) Each small group is to think about the vision and which pieces 

they like. Their first task is then to imagine what things must have 
happened in two years (in this example) to be able to reach the 
ten year vision. They then complete the form for what must have 
happened in one year to reach the two year goals. And so on, 
working backwards. It is very important to complete the “next 
steps” and “who” columns (see note above in step 1.b.); if this is 
not done by the small group then this can be discussed in plenary. 
This step usually takes no less than 30 minutes and often takes 
between 45 and 60 minutes as this is an opportunity to discuss in 
detail the issues involved. You can stress that what groups are 
working on is merely a proposal which must, at some point, be 
decided on more formally. 

 
6) When groups have completed their sets of forms, ask everyone to 

post them. Suggest that everyone take a few minutes to read some 
or all of the contributions. 

 
7) In plenary, ask each group (row) to feature highlights of their dis-
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cussions. Look for missing pieces. Ask clarifying questions. If the 
“next steps” and “who” columns are empty ask if anyone has a 
suggestion about what could go there. Once all the groups have 
reported, ask the group what connections (or duplications) they 
see. 

 
8) In order to wrap up, the facilitator should summarize what has 

been proposed. Some people may have self-selected to do some 
pieces and this should be affirmed or critiqued by the group. 
Other pieces may need more work to turn them into proposals 
that can be decided on at a later date. These should be identified 
and delegated if this has not already happened. 

 


