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Practical tips and tools  

for engaging meetings 

 

Most facilitators will tell you that there is little facilitation can't do, and they are right. For nearly half 

a century, facilitation has been used to solve problems, be more creative, see eye to eye, develop 

action plans, and much more. It is easy to imagine how you can benefit from using facilitation. Most 

facilitators will also tell you that you should use facilitation tools and methods in your work; they are 

right about this, too. But when you imagine doing it, it might feel impossible. When should you use 

facilitation, and how should you interpret the general idea of applying facilitation? After all, 

facilitation is made up of tools, methods, and ideas. Before we can use facilitation in our work, we 

need to be more specific. We can first identify a problem, an interpersonal conflict between two 

workers, for example, and then begin to think about how we can use facilitation tools to solve the 

issue. Another approach is to focus on the desired outcome and then go through facilitation tools to 

use. 

This guidebook will take a different approach 

by demonstrating how facilitation can be used 

during various points of the working day. You 

will see how you can apply facilitation: 

 

 

 

• To prepare for a meeting  

• At the beginning of a meeting 

• As a core meeting tool (building 
a meeting around facilitation) 

• To end a meeting 
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Before we go any further, we must spend a 

minute discussing the terms used in this 

guidebook. First, you will see the terms 

facilitator and group leader used 

interchangeably. We also use the term, 

leader. Also, some case studies talk about 

planning a workshop, while others mention 

meetings. The tools and methods presented 

here work for meetings and workshops, and 

are valuable to anyone who wants to work 

effectively with groups.  

 

 

 

Applying facilitation to  

prepare for a meeting 

The work starts before a meeting does. You 

can implement facilitation before a specific 

session begins. This helps you prepare 

yourself, and it also can help prepare the 

group you are working with. What do I mean? 

A good facilitator makes sure people feel 

relaxed in their meetings. 

To do this, you must prepare for your 

meetings ahead of time. You must identify the 

meeting objective and choose group tools to 

help people participate effectively in the 

meeting to reach the objectives. As a group 

leader, you must remember one of facilitative 

leadership's most important rules: focus on 

the process. Focusing on the process will 

allow you to guide people through any 

distractions and uncertainties that may arise, 

freeing up the group's energy and brainpower 

to focus on the task at hand. All the leader's 

responsibilities are related to the process of 

the meeting—tool selection, time allocation 

and so on—while the content of the meeting 

(ideas, decisions, breakthroughs, etc.) is left to 

the participants.   

An experienced facilitator will keep the 

following factors in mind when they are 

planning a meeting:  

• Time constraints: How much time is 

there for the meeting? Some 

facilitation tools only take a few 

minutes, while others can take hours. 

Identify how long the meeting will be, 

and then choose tools that will work 

within those time constraints. 

• Group size: How many people are 

going to be attending the meeting? 

Most tools can be adjusted for use 

with a few people to a few dozen (or 

hundreds of people in some cases), 

but you will want to have a rough idea 

of how many attendees there will be 

so you can be prepared. Many 

facilitation tools require participants 

to break into small groups to chat and 

write down ideas, so be prepared to 



Pepe Nummi: Guidebook When to apply facilitation 3 

have enough space and materials for 

everyone. 

• Required information for participants 

pre-meeting: Do people need to know 

anything or review materials before 

the meeting starts? Should they have 

an idea of the meeting topic or come 

prepared in any way? Sometimes, to 

save time, a facilitator will provide a 

topic and any meeting materials when 

sending the meeting invitations out. 

This way, participants can review this 

information on their own time, and 

the meeting can focus on discussion 

instead of reviewing information 

together.   

Preparing a group before a meeting is 

especially important for virtual meetings. The 

cornerstones of preparation for virtual 

meetings are planning and scheduling the 

process, selecting tools and planning your 

presentation, and being familiar with the 

technology. Has everyone attending the 

meeting used the virtual meeting software 

before? Do they have all the hardware 

needed to connect to the virtual meeting? It is 

a good idea to remind people to check into 

the virtual meeting a bit early to avoid 

spending a lot of the meeting time 

troubleshooting technical issues. Also, be sure 

that the meeting software has everything you 

need. For example, does it have the necessary 

options for dividing the group into small 

groups, each with its own chat room? Does it 

have built-in activation activities? By checking 

the technology, you become familiar with it 

and can quickly solve any problems that may 

occur during the meeting. 

 

  

Applying facilitation to  

start a meeting 

Think back to a meeting that you have 

attended. More specifically, an important 

meeting that you were a part of. Perhaps it 

was a strategy session where people needed 

to outline important company policies. Or 

maybe it was a meeting to negotiate a new 

contract. Have you thought of a meeting yet? 

The meeting you are thinking of probably had 

a serious feeling to it. After all, important 

topics like contract negotiation deserve to be 

taken seriously. How would you feel if this 

very serious, important meeting began with a 

game requiring you to chat about your 

favourite candy? Or debate where the best 

vacation spot in the world is? How about if 

you started this very serious meeting by 

playing with Lego toy building blocks? That 

might sound strange, but believe it or not, 

these are examples of warm-up activities that 

facilitators can use to begin a meeting.  
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A warm-up activity (also called warm-up tools) 

is designed to get people relaxed and in the 

right frame of mind for the rest of the 

meeting. Warm-up activities are also known 

as Icebreakers, a name which comes from the 

phrase "to break the ice". This phrase means 

to eliminate any tension or awkwardness 

between two people who do not know each 

other very well, and this is precisely what 

warm-up activities do. They get folks 

comfortable with chatting with each other. 

This is very important to most facilitators 

because most core facilitation tools require 

people to work in groups, so people must be 

as comfortable as possible. Since facilitators 

are focused on the process of a meeting, 

getting participants comfortable and engaged 

is key, so it is easy to understand why warm-

up activities are so popular with facilitators. 

There are hundreds and hundreds of group 

warm-up activities to choose from, and most 

only take around fifteen or twenty minutes, 

so they are easy to integrate into your 

meetings. If you are struggling to find 

opportunities to apply facilitation to your 

work, using warm-up activities would be a 

great way to start. Let's look at a few different 

warm-up activities and how they work. 

Hello 

Hello is a tool created by Sivasailam 

Thiagarajan, who commonly goes by the 

name Thiagi. He has created dozens, if not 

hundreds, of warm-up tools and games that 

make meetings and work more fun and 

playful. 

Hello is an excellent warm-up to use for 

several reasons. First, it gathers a lot of 

information related to the workshop. You can 

begin a session with serious topics, and it is 

still engaging because it is so fast-paced and 

chaotic. People are forced to work in teams to 

decide how to pull off the task of interviewing 

the entire room. It also gets people to connect 

right off the bat. It is not a tool for deep 

discussion, but it opens people up and gets 

them focused on the topics and themes of the 

day. The questions can be adjusted to the 

situation, and fun questions, like, What is the 

meaning of life?, can be mixed in to keep 

things light. There are some questions that 

you should consider using all the time: 

 

• Why are we here? 

• Who are the people here? 

• How do the participants feel 

today? 

 

The remaining questions are a mixture of 

light-hearted questions and questions that 

relate to the current meeting. For example, if 

the topic of the meeting is developing values, 
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you would ask about personal values, 

company values, when values are important, 

and so on. Some people do not like the Hello 

activity, and if you run enough workshops, 

you will come across them sooner or later. 

Hello is challenging for those who don't like 

chaos. The allotted amount of time given 

during Hello will always be less than what is 

needed to interview and talk with everyone. 

This is by design but can cause participants to 

become frustrated or think that the activity is 

poorly designed or that you do not know what 

you are doing as a group leader. Nevertheless, 

it is an excellent tool for connecting and 

focusing participants. If someone does not like 

a specific part of a meeting, they will not have 

to wait long for a new stage to begin, 

complete with new tools and ways of working. 

 

 

Morning Walk 

Morning Walk is a tool that gets people 

energised and moving around as they discuss 

a mix of questions. It's important to move 

around a bit before a long meeting that will 

require people to sit for a long while. Morning 

Walk also has people talk in pairs, which is 

less intimidating than speaking in larger 

groups. 

 

Virtual warm-up activities  

Make sure to use a warm-up activity if you are 

leading virtual meetings. Most people become 

disengaged more quickly in virtual meetings 

than they would in person, so it is important 

to have exciting activities for them. When 

leading a virtual meeting, it is best to start 

with a dynamic warm-up. This can be a game 

to get people thinking or a conversation in 

small groups to get people to talk to each 

other. After the group is activated, the 

meeting leader can proceed with the agenda 
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and monitor how engaged everyone is. If 

people seem impatient or distracted, give the 

group a short break or start a new activity to 

draw them back into the workshop. In virtual 

meetings, you can utilise the meeting 

technology to your advantage. Most meeting 

software programs come with a shared virtual 

whiteboard loaded with features. It is an 

excellent piece of technology, and you can do 

all sorts of things with it, including using 

smileys and voting icons, polling, drawing, and 

writing. Use these techniques to ensure the 

group is paying attention and to refocus 

participants. The virtual meeting tools make 

activities like Self-Portrait possible. Self-

portrait is an activity that is used at the 

beginning of virtual workshops. It asks 

participants to draw themselves using the 

virtual meeting software and write their 

names next to their drawings. This tool 

provides a buffer of time for people to 

troubleshoot their technology or log into the 

meeting if they are running late. As people 

draw their portraits using the meeting 

software, they get used to the technology and 

learn how to use it, which will come in handy 

throughout the virtual meeting. Once 

everyone has drawn themselves, they can give 

a brief presentation of their work of art and 

introduce themselves to the rest of the group. 

 

 

 When planning your next meeting, 

don't look at warm-up activities as an optional 

"we'll do it if we have time" activity. They are 

much more important than that. They set the 

stage for the rest of the session by getting 

participants comfortable and talking with 

each other. You can even use warm-ups to 

introduce serious topics that will be covered 

later in the meeting. For example, you can 

have people discuss their expectations for the 

day in small groups to familiarise them with 

the content and what's to come later. 
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Facilitation concepts 

make up the core of 

meetings 

So far, we've seen bite-sized examples of 

using facilitation before a meeting to prepare 

a group and then as a warm-up activity. There 

are also larger facilitation concepts that you 

should keep in mind when looking at the big 

picture. These concepts will influence the 

entire structure of your meeting, what tools 

you choose, and the order of activities. These 

concepts aren't something you apply at a 

specific. Instead, they are being applied all the 

time. 

 

 

Principal one: emergent 

and convergent thinking 

To apply facilitation correctly, you need to 

account for two ways of thinking: emergent 

thinking and convergent thinking (also known 

as emergence and convergence). You account 

for these by using group tools that focus on 

emergent thinking and group tools that 

promote convergent thinking. 

 

Emergence occurs when ideas are created, 

explored, understood, developed, merged, 

and rejected. The result of emergence is a 

common understanding of the best ideas and 

their logic—the ideas that survive people's 

resistance and scepticism become obvious 

options. Sometimes one breakthrough idea is 

so strong and overwhelming that it kills all 

other options, while sometimes, there are 

several breakthroughs or simply potential 

ones. The convergence phase is when ideas 

are logically inspected, often keeping 

implementation and practicality in mind.  

Convergent thinking is for comparing ideas 

and deciding which are the best of the bunch. 

This creates a new type of discussion around 

the ideas—often more profound and 

sometimes longer than during the emergence 

phase. The outcome of the convergence 

phase is a choice.  

Emergence always comes before 

convergence. This order is always the same. 

The group leader can use their understanding 

of emergence and convergence to choose the 

right tools and modify the workshop plan as 
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needed. Creating the perfect plan for 

breakthrough decision-making is all about 

balancing the two modes of thinking. 

Depending on the group's need, you may 

want to spend more time on emergence or 

perhaps more time on convergence. They may 

decide that equal time for each mode is best. 

If the priority is creativity and understanding 

of ideas, then I give more time to emergence. 

If a strong commitment to ideas is most 

important, spend more time using convergent 

tools. The group leader must understand 

these phases and their purpose in order to 

plan and execute effective meetings.  

Emergence is the phase where people begin 

to share their reasoning and interest in the 

shared ideas. This begins the process of group 

members understanding each other. During 

emergence, ideas are shared, understood, and 

combined, which creates something new. 

Some ideas transform into new concepts, 

while others naturally die off and are 

discarded. A successful emergent phase 

involves people looking at the logic and 

reasoning that support or weaken an idea. 

Why was the idea suggested in the first place? 

What are the goals and beliefs tied to this 

idea? When someone explores and 

understands the pros and cons of an idea, 

they become connected to it and can make it 

their own by further developing it or using it 

as inspiration to create a new idea. As you 

lead a group through emergence, you might 

observe one major breakthrough, such as the 

creation of a new idea that everyone loves, or 

there may be several smaller breakthroughs 

when people come to understand other 

frameworks and perspectives. People and 

organisations are full of ideas that have never 

been adequately discussed.  

 

Some emergent tools you can try are 

Idealogue and Dynamic Facilitation, to name a 

few. 

 

Convergence 

Convergence is about making a choice. It is 

where ideas are compared, and their future 

impact and potential are explored. If there is 

one piece of wisdom to gain from this book, it 

is about the importance of spending adequate 

time on convergence. There are many people 

capable of leading a group to create ideas. 

Classical brainstorming is an excellent tool for 

this, and it is not a tricky tool to use. The 

challenge is getting an entire group aligned 

and committed to the ideas. 
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Convergent tools can be used to align 

priorities. Some tools are suitable for dealing 

with one topic, while other convergent tools 

can deal with multiple topics simultaneously. 

It is up to you to identify how many 

simultaneous topics or questions are being 

covered and then choose the right tool for the 

job. 

 

 

To be a great leader, you need to know how 

to use quite a few different group tools, and 

you also will need to know when to apply 

them. By having a wide selection in your 

toolbox, you can design meetings that achieve 

a variety of objectives and fit different time 

constraints. 

 

One common mistake people make when 

applying facilitation is using too many tools. 

They try to be overly thorough to guarantee 

they meet the workshop objectives. This 

results in leading a group through repeated 

activities that do the same thing. In addition, 

using too many tools can make things 

cluttered, making the later stages of the 

workshop less effective. Think carefully about 

what each tool provides and where to use it. 

By reviewing these things beforehand, you 

can avoid misusing tools or using redundant 

tools.  

When you put it all together, using facilitation 

as a guiding force to plan a workshop, it can 

look something like this sample goal-setting 

workshop, shown below: 

(Continues in next page) 
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The sample workshop above contains all 

elements of applying facilitation that have 

been presented so far—creating such a plan 

requires the group leader to plan ahead and 

build the workshop well before it begins. 

 

 

Applying facilitation to 

end a meeting 

Applying facilitation techniques like polling or 

group memory to end your meetings is 

important. It will ensure that the progress and 

breakthroughs during the meetings last longer 

than the meeting itself.  

One way to apply facilitation to the end of 

your meeting is to use a polling tool. Polling is 

asking the group to vote on something. There 

are many ways to do this. Countless books on 

group voting and polling tools have been 

published, and quite a few well-known 

businesspeople claim these tools as their 

calling cards. One popular tool is Dot Voting, 

which looks like this. You are handed three (or 

five or ten…) dots and instructed to place 

them next to your favourite ideas within a 

minute.  

 

Dot Voting seems like a reasonable way to 

poll a group, right? It can be, but only if the 

session had a dedicated and developed time 

for evaluating the options before. Simply 

polling will show us where the group is at a 

given moment but is not enough to create 

understanding about why the ideas should be 

chosen or to create a commitment to execute 

the ideas. The results of Dot Voting (or other 

similar polling tools) are incomplete without 

the time for discussing and understanding the 

content. 

No matter how good a workshop feels in the 

moment or how happy the participants seem 
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with the results, it would be best if you always 

asked people to share some feedback on how 

they felt the meeting went. You can ask a few 

volunteers to share their thoughts, or you can 

use a group feedback tool, like Talking Stick, 

to collect feedback. 

The rules of Talking Stick are simple; the only 

person who can talk is the one holding the 

talking stick. Once they are finished, they pass 

the stick on to the next person. You can cut 

the activity short after a few people have 

spoken, or you can decide to let the talking 

stick work its way all around the room, giving 

everyone a chance to speak. Don't have a 

stick? That's OK. You can use a talking ball, 

talking cup of coffee, pen, anything you like.  

 

If you want to collect feedback quickly at the 

end of a meeting, you can use a tool called 

Five Fingers. This tool asks participants to put 

one to five fingers in the air to show how 

much they agree with a statement. You can 

use Five Fingers at any point during a meeting, 

which is an excellent way to quickly assess 

how a group feels. 

 

 

 

Use Group Memory to 

visualise your process 

throughout your 

meetings 

A simple facilitation technique that applies to 

the beginning, middle and end of your 

meetings is called Group Memory. Group 

memory is an ongoing record of the work a 

group produces during a workshop or 

meeting. To use group memory, you need to 

display ideas and other essential pieces of 

information in the workspace so everyone can 

always see them. Group memory is something 

anyone can master. It does not require any 

special skills or attributes, yet I see people 
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mess this up again and again. Using group 

memory to visualise ideas helps people focus 

on decision-making as they can see the 

subject matter right in front of them, and they 

are reminded of the task at hand. It also helps 

the decision-making process because the 

group can simultaneously keep track of 

multiple ideas, expanding their brain capacity. 

 

You also need to visualise the instructions for 

each group tool you use. Write them down 

large enough for everyone to see. If your 

instructions are unclear or ambiguous, you 

can cause disarray and disorder in the group, 

and if a few people lose focus, this spreads 

within the larger group, and soon the leader 

has a real problem on their hands. Be sure to 

come to your meetings with the materials 

needed for Group Memory. Some companies 

will provide a space with a large whiteboard 

or projector, which makes using Group 

Memory easy. But sometimes, you will have 

to make do with your own materials. Bring a 

flipchart or jumbo Post-it notes and tape so 

that you are prepared for anything. 

  

 

 

What's next? 

By now, you have seen how to use facilitation 

throughout the whole meeting process. You 

have a few tools in your toolbox to use the 

next time you lead a meeting, and you are 

now familiar with some facilitation concepts 

like emergence and convergence that you 

should keep in mind when planning meetings. 

But believe it or not, the tools and concepts 

presented here barely scratch the surface of 

what facilitation has to offer. So have fun 

practising the tools and techniques presented 

here, but also stay hungry to learn more 

about facilitation—there is much more to 

learn! 
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Writer 

Pepe is a trailblazer of facilitation in Finland. 

He is the first certified professional facilitator 

in the country, one of the founders of Grape 

People – Finland’s first company focusing on 

facilitation – the inaugural chairman of the 

Finnish Association of Facilitators, developer 

of the Idealogue method, and author of the 

first Finnish books on facilitation and virtual 

facilitation. 

Tailor-made training programs 

• We'll help you facilitate a 

workshop or design a business 

development initiative.  

• We will tailor a facilitation training 

program that will help your team / 

organization plan and host high-

quality group events.  

We aim to be guides that help you plan for 

challenging group situations so you can lead 

them with confidence.  

Contact us at 

service@grapepeople.com 

www.grapepeople.com 

 

 

 

 


