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A Practical Guide to Facilitating Effective Meetings and Sessions, In Person and Online
This guide has two sections:
Section One: A Guide to Facilitation explores the core principles and techniques that can be used in any facilitated meeting, discussion or workshop.
Section Two: A Guide to Facilitating Online considers what changes when we facilitate virtually and provides practical techniques for creating engaging, inclusive and productive online sessions.
Section One: A Guide to Facilitation
1. What is facilitation?
Facilitation is about helping a group work effectively together.
· guiding how the group works, not what it decides 
· helping people do their best thinking together 
· creating space in which different voices can be heard 
· providing structure without unnecessarily controlling the conversation 
· helping the group move from discussion → clarity → action. 
The facilitator's role is therefore different from that of a presenter, trainer or subject expert. You may sometimes be all of those things, but when you are facilitating, your attention needs to be on the process as well as the content.
A good facilitator is:
· Clear on purpose and outcomes. People should understand why they are there and what they need to achieve.
· Focused on process and participation. You pay attention to how the discussion is working, who is contributing and what the group needs next.
· Supportive, structured and calm. You provide enough direction to enable people to concentrate on the discussion rather than having to work out the process themselves. 
A useful question to keep asking yourself is: What does this group need from me now to help them make progress?
Sometimes the answer will be to ask a question. Sometimes it will be to summarise. Sometimes you need to make space for another voice, introduce a structure, challenge the group to narrow its thinking or simply allow some silence.
2. Start with purpose
Many facilitation problems begin before the meeting has really started. If people do not understand the purpose, they are likely to have different expectations about what they are there to do. One person may think the meeting is for generating ideas, another may expect a decision, while somebody else thinks they are simply being given information.
Before facilitating, be able to answer:
· Why are we meeting?
· What needs to be different by the end?
· What do we need from the people taking part?
· What process will help us get there?
3. Help the group understand where it is going
Groups do not usually move directly from a question to a good decision. Kaner’s Diamond of Participation provides a useful way of understanding the journey. Groups often need time to diverge before they can converge. The period of uncertainty or disagreement between the two is not necessarily a sign that facilitation is failing. It can be an important part of developing shared understanding and ownership
Kaner’s Diamond of Participation
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OPEN: Divergence
At this stage, encourage different perspectives and possibilities without judging them too quickly. Your role is to encourage breadth.
· “What else?”
· “What different perspectives are there?”
· “What haven't we considered?”
· “What examples come to mind?”
EXPLORE: The Groan Zone
Once different perspectives are visible, the discussion may become less comfortable. People may disagree or realise that the issue is more complicated than they first thought. This is sometimes described as the Groan Zone. The facilitator's job is not necessarily to remove the disagreement. Instead, help people explore it constructively. 
· “Why do we see this differently?”
· “What feels important about the differences we're hearing?”
· “What might we risk overlooking?”
· “Where are our assumptions different?”
NARROW: Convergence
Eventually the group needs to begin reducing the options and identifying what matters most. Signal that the process is changing: “We've heard lots of different perspectives. Let's now look at what connects them.” Look for patterns, cluster similar ideas and surface common themes.
· “Which of these ideas feels most important?”
· “Where do we already agree?”
· “What could we take forward today?”
· “What can we realistically prioritise?”
CLOSE: Closure
Finally, establish what the group has actually decided. Closure does not always mean unanimous agreement. The important thing is clarity about where the group has reached and what will happen as a result.
· “What exactly have we agreed?”
· “Does this accurately reflect where we've landed?”
· “What happens next?”
· “Who will do what, and by when?”

4. Techniques for moving towards agreement
Different decisions require different methods of convergence. Three techniques in particular can help.
· Dot voting gives participants a limited number of votes to place against possible options. It provides a quick visual indication of group priorities.
· Gradients of Agreement are useful when a simple yes/no decision hides important differences. Participants indicate their degree of support, for example on a 1–5 scale. This can reveal both the overall level of support and reservations that may need further exploration.
· An Impact/Effort Prioritisation Matrix helps a group consider ideas against two dimensions. Plotting impact against effort, for example, can distinguish quick wins from options requiring more significant investment. 
These tools should support judgement rather than replace it. A vote can tell you where people's preferences lie; it does not necessarily tell you why.
5. Inclusive facilitation: balance the voices
Effective facilitation does not simply create opportunities for people to speak. It creates conditions in which different contributions can genuinely influence the discussion. Confident or vocal participants can bring energy, but they can also unintentionally dominate. Quieter participants may hold valuable perspectives that never reach the group unless the process gives them a way in.  A few techniques can help.
· Round Robin: Each person speaks briefly in turn. This is useful when you genuinely need to hear every voice and the group is small enough to make it practical.
· 1-2-4-All: Participants first think individually, then discuss in pairs, build their thinking in groups of four and finally share with the wider group. This allows everyone to develop an idea before whole-group discussion.
· Dialogue Circle: Participants speak one at a time without interruption while others listen. This can be particularly useful when the purpose is understanding rather than immediate problem solving.
· Parking Lot: Useful but off-topic points are captured visibly and returned to later. This allows the facilitator to maintain focus without dismissing or losing someone's contribution. 
6. Step up, step back
One of the simplest group agreements is: Step up, step back. If you notice that you have been quiet, consider stepping up and contributing. If you notice that you have spoken frequently, step back and create space for somebody else. The facilitator can reinforce this by inviting quieter voices and intervening neutrally when necessary. The aim is not to force equal airtime. It is to prevent the discussion being shaped only by the people who find it easiest to take the floor. 

· “We haven't heard from everyone yet. Would anyone who hasn't contributed like to add something?”
· “Let's pause there and hear some other perspectives before we continue.”
7. Make the group's thinking visible
Ideas can disappear surprisingly quickly in a discussion. Capturing the group's thinking on a flipchart, shared document, board or screen can help participants see: what has already been said; where ideas connect; where there are differences; what has been agreed; and what still needs to be resolved. Visible capture also gives the facilitator something concrete to summarise and check:
“This is what I think I'm hearing. Have I captured it accurately?”
8. From talk to action
Many meetings end with a good discussion but little follow-through. Facilitation is not finished until there is clarity about what happens next. The core sequence is:
Agreement → Action → Ownership → Timeline → Visibility. 
· Clarify the agreement
Restate decisions in clear, plain language. Check that people have the same understanding of what has been agreed.
· Identify the next action
“What's the very next physical, visible action?”
An aspiration such as “improve communication” is not yet an action. “Jane will circulate the revised communication plan” is.
· Assign ownership
Give the action one named owner. Other people may contribute, but somebody needs to hold responsibility for making sure it happens.
· Set a timeframe
Agree when the action will be completed and, where appropriate, when progress will be reviewed.
· Maintain visibility
Record and share commitments so that they do not disappear when the meeting ends.
A simple Action Grid can be enough:
	Decision / Principle
	Next Action
	Who
	By When

	What have we agreed?
	What is the next visible step?
	Who owns it?
	When will it happen?




9. Before, during and after
A useful facilitator's checklist is:
· Before: Be clear about purpose, outcomes, roles and process. Think about who will be present, what perspectives you need to hear and where the conversation may become difficult.
· During: Balance the voices. Listen for what is not being said as well as what is. Make the process visible. Know whether you are opening, exploring, narrowing or closing. Intervene when the group needs help.
· After: Capture decisions and next actions. Confirm ownership and timescales. Make sure commitments remain visible.
Section Two: A Guide to Facilitating Online
10. Online needs more facilitation, not less
The principles of good facilitation do not change online, but some aspects need to become more deliberate. In a physical room, facilitators can pick up body language, side conversations, energy shifts and signs that somebody wants to speak. Participants can often find their own way into a conversation. Online, many of those signals are weaker or absent.
That means the facilitator needs to pay particular attention to four things:
· DIRECTION: Where are we going?
· PARTICIPATION: How will people contribute?
· ENERGY: Are people still with us?
· PROGRESS: Are we getting somewhere?
11. Design participation
One of the simplest ways to improve an online meeting is to stop relying on: “Any thoughts?” It is an open invitation, but it does not provide much structure. It can produce silence or result in the same confident participants responding repeatedly. Instead, design the participation:
· “Take 30 seconds to think.”
· “Put one thought into the chat.”
· “Let's hear briefly from everyone.”
· “Show me one to five.”
· “I'd like to hear from someone we haven't heard from yet.”
· “In pairs, agree your top two.”
· “Vote for the one you would take forward.”
The key principle is:
Online participation needs to be designed. 
Before choosing a technique, ask:
What do I need people to do at this point? Do they need to think, generate, explore, challenge, decide or commit? Choose the participation method accordingly.
12. Your online facilitation toolkit
Different techniques solve different facilitation problems.
	If you want to…
	Try…

	Get lots of ideas quickly
	Chat waterfall

	Give everyone thinking space
	Silent thinking

	Hear every voice
	Round Robin

	Explore something in depth
	Breakouts

	Build and refine ideas
	1-2-4-All

	Take a quick temperature check
	1-5 rating / reactions

	See degrees of agreement
	Gradient of Agreement

	Prioritise
	Poll / dot vote

	Capture thinking visually
	Whiteboard / shared document

	Keep discussion focused
	Parking Lot


The skill is not using as many techniques as possible. It is choosing the simplest technique that will help the group do what it needs to do.
13. Chat can be more than a comments box
Used deliberately, chat can be a valuable facilitation channel. A chat waterfall is particularly effective with larger groups.
· Ask a question, then tell everyone:
· “Type your answer, but don't press Send.”
· Give everyone time to think and type.
· Then:
· “Three, two, one, send.”
· Everyone's responses appear at approximately the same time.
This has several benefits. Participants think independently before seeing other responses. The first answer does not anchor everyone else's thinking. Quieter participants have an accessible route into the discussion. The facilitator can gather a large number of responses very quickly.
The important point is that chat itself isn't the technique. The way you structure its use is.
14. Silence can be productive
Online facilitators can become uncomfortable with silence because it is harder to tell what participants are doing. Resist the temptation to fill every gap.
“That's quite a big question. I'm going to give everyone 30 seconds to think before we hear responses.”
Thinking is participation too. If every question requires an immediate verbal response, the people who process most quickly will disproportionately shape the conversation.
15. Give people different ways in
Online participation is not just talking. People can:
THINK • CHAT • SPEAK • REACT • VOTE • BREAKOUT • CREATE
These different routes matter because participants will have different levels of confidence with different forms of contribution.  Do not confuse visible activity with engagement. Someone who is silent may be thinking carefully. Someone whose camera is on may not be engaged at all.
Design for contribution rather than simply looking for signs of activity.
16. Change the mode, not just the slide
Long periods of passive listening are particularly difficult online.
If energy drops, the answer does not always need to be a new piece of technology. Change what participants are doing.
For example:
Listening → Thinking → Typing → Talking → Breakout → Voting → Reflecting
A useful planning question is: How long am I asking people to remain in the same mode? A session can use very simple technology and still feel varied because participants are regularly being asked to think and contribute in different ways.
17. Use quick ratings and reactions
A simple rating can give you a rapid temperature check across a group.
“On a scale of one to five, how confident do you feel about taking this forward?”
Participants can respond with fingers on camera, reactions, a poll or numbers in chat.
You might follow it with: “What would move you up one point?”
Ratings can be used to explore confidence, clarity, readiness or support. For decisions where reservations matter, use a Gradient of Agreement rather than treating the rating as a simple vote. Gradients are designed to reveal degrees of support and concern rather than forcing participants into a binary yes/no response. 
18. Make breakout rooms purposeful
A breakout room is not, by itself, an interactive activity. Compare: “Go into your breakout rooms and discuss that.” with: “You have five minutes. Discuss these two questions and agree your two most important points. Choose one person to put them into chat when you return. I'll give you a one-minute warning.”
Good breakout instructions answer:
· What are we doing?
· How long have we got?
· What do we need to produce?
· Does anyone have a particular role?
· What do we do when we return?
Give the instructions before opening the breakout rooms.
With larger groups, think carefully about the harvest afterwards. Ten breakout rooms giving three-minute verbal reports means another 30 minutes of passive listening. Instead, you might ask every group to put one sentence into chat, add its priority to a shared document or nominate only a few groups to expand verbally.
19. Facilitate the difficult moments
Facilitation becomes particularly visible when the conversation is not working. You do not need aggressive interventions. Calm, neutral language can be enough.
· Someone is dominating
“I'm going to come in there, because I'd like to make sure we hear some other perspectives.”
· Nobody responds
“That's quite a big question. I'm going to give everybody 30 seconds to think before we hear responses.”
· You keep hearing the same voices
“I'd particularly like to hear from anyone who hasn't contributed yet.”
· The discussion has gone off track
“That's useful, but it isn't where we need to focus today. I'm going to park it so that we don't lose it.”
20. Invite, don't expose
There is a difference between creating space for somebody and putting them on the spot.
Rather than: “Sam, you haven't said anything. What do you think?” try: “I’d like to hear from some voices we haven't heard yet. Sam, is there anything you'd like to add?” Or give advance warning: “I'm going to come to Sam and Alex next, if either of you would like to add anything.” Structured turn-taking, chat, hand raising and breakouts can all help balance participation online. 
21. Narrate the process
Online participants can find it harder to see where a discussion is going, so make the process explicit.
OPEN → EXPLORE → NARROW → CLOSE
And tell people when you are changing stage:
“We've heard lots of different ideas. I'm going to move us now from generating possibilities to deciding which ones we want to take forward.”
It is a small intervention, but it helps participants understand what is expected of them. Someone who was previously generating ideas now knows that the group needs them to prioritise.
22. Keep the technology in its place
Technology should support the facilitation, not become the facilitation. You do not need to use every available feature. Chat, reactions, hand raising, breakout rooms, polls, shared documents and whiteboards are simply different ways of enabling participation. Your choice should depend on the group, the purpose, the time available and your own confidence with the technology. If a simple chat response will achieve the purpose, there may be no advantage in launching a separate polling tool.
It is also sensible to have a simple alternative in mind. If a poll does not work, people can vote in chat. If a whiteboard fails, capture ideas yourself. If breakout rooms are unavailable, use the main room differently.


23. Ten habits of effective online facilitators
1. Start participation early. 
2. Be clear about purpose and outcomes. 
3. Design participation. 
4. Give people thinking time. 
5. Provide different ways to contribute. 
6. Give precise instructions. 
7. Make thinking visible. 
8. Change the mode when you need to. 
9. Name the shift from discussion to decision. 
10. Close with action. 
24. Cameras on or off?
Cameras can help an online session feel more connected and give the facilitator additional visual cues. However, a camera being off does not necessarily mean that someone is disengaged, just as a camera being on does not guarantee that they are participating.
Rather than relying on cameras as the main indication of engagement, design the session so that people have regular and varied opportunities to contribute. Chat, reactions, ratings, hand raising, breakout rooms and structured turn-taking can all help people participate, whether their camera is on or off. This reflects the wider principle of using different routes into the conversation rather than relying on a single form of participation. 
Where seeing one another would genuinely add value, invite rather than simply instruct people to turn cameras on, and explain why. For example:
“If you're comfortable doing so, it would be useful to have cameras on for this discussion as we're going to be working together in small groups.”
If many cameras remain off and the session begins to feel flat, avoid assuming that the group has disengaged. Instead, create an opportunity to find out. Ask for a response in chat, use a quick reaction or rating, pose a specific question, or move people into a short breakout conversation.
The facilitator's task is not to monitor whether people look engaged. It is to create the conditions in which they can participate and make that participation possible in different ways.
A useful principle:
Don't manage engagement by watching people. Design for engagement by giving people something purposeful to do.
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