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INTRODUCTION 

After decades as consultants, teachers, and facilitators, we continue to see the 
need to provide leaders with tools, skills, and strategies for building more effective 
teams and organizations. Twenty years ago, Rod wrote the first of four books 
dedicated to translating strategic “designs” into a language accessible to leaders, 
managers, and particularly facilitators. These simple yet in-depth solution models 
were designed to help solve a problem, resolve a conflict, make a decision, or 
address anything else that might block the team, meeting, or organization from 
reaching a goal.

It should have been a no-brainer: proven ways to improve either team or meet-
ing effectiveness, almost as easy as painting by numbers. However, it took years to 
discover a certain fallacy in this thinking: Leaders and facilitators would not even 
attempt our easy step-by-step approach if they had not had the opportunity to 
experience it firsthand. They had to see the strategic designs being implemented 
successfully before they would risk trying virtually any of them. The potential for 
failure or loss of face in front of their direct reports or, heaven forbid, their boss 
or client would never occur. Rather than chance success, they chose to continue 
with mediocrity. The keys to victory lay on the table, yet the risk-adverse leader or 
facilitator would not pick them up.

Suddenly we were faced with huge evidence of the need for a new and inno-
vative way to teach facilitators—and through them, leaders—how to improve 
their team and meeting effectiveness. So during the latter part of this book, after 
some brief foundational work, we will bring the experience—the demonstration 
of our ideas—to you. Learning some accessible new skills should prove to be both  
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interesting and enjoyable as you expand your facilitator repertoire. It will be like 
shining a new light on situations you’ve taken for granted for many years; suddenly, 
you’ll have new choices to excite you and your stakeholders. Our job is to make the 
facilitation process both interesting and fun—yes, fun.

The Extraordinary Dollar Cost of Mediocrity
Over the years, we have conducted several analyses of meeting costs for large 
businesses that have implications for anyone who has ever attended a less-than- 
satisfactory meeting. Each time, our rather conservative estimates proved to be 
mind boggling. 

For example, the average executive spends at least 10 hours a week in meetings 
with an average of five people at each meeting. Each of those individuals would 
be priced out at no less than $100 an hour, which adds up to $5,000 a week in 
meeting costs. For larger companies, multiply that $5,000 times 50 weeks, then 
times the 50 top executives, and the cost is more than $12 million. Yet, of all these 
executives, only 10 percent said they’d received training in anything more than 
how to build a meeting agenda. One organization we studied had 300 facilitators 
at an executive level, and many of the meetings had well over 10 people involved. 
The associated cost ballooned to more than $100 million a year, with few of the 
meetings being evaluated, and rarely were the facilitators provided any feedback.

Even more challenging is the admission by a majority of these facilitators that 
they spend no more than 15 minutes preparing, such as by creating an agenda, for 
the average one- or two-hour meeting. The reason? They have a limited repertoire 
of strategies for such meetings other than PowerPoint presentations, or habitually 
defined approaches that make every meeting seem just like the last one: predictably 
boring. If you’re smiling or grimacing, join the thousands who would agree.

The need, we discovered, is a foundational one—the strategic development of 
trust and creativity across teams and organizations, through not only design but 
also the trusted facilitators upon whom organizational leaders depend. Without 
this strategic development, there are few high-performing teams or truly successful 
meetings. “Same old, same old” rules, and productivity and innovation suffer with 
little being done to alter the equation.

For 30 years, we have presented our consulting clients with strategies to facil-
itate differently, and now we are bringing these tools and skills to you with a new 
approach that enables you to witness our strategies as if you are in the room. Anyone 
who reads these pages and studies the accompanying animations will expand their 
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repertoire of facilitation solutions. They’ll gain a new understanding of how to 
work effectively with highly diverse groups of individuals, begin to think diag-
nostically, and enhance their creativity as facilitators in support of moving teams, 
meetings, conferences, and gatherings of all kinds to new levels of effectiveness. 
And the benefits will continue to increase as they become more comfortable with 
these ways of thinking and acting. 

Different Uses of Facilitation 
During the past decade, the number of different roles and functions in organi-
zations of all kinds has diminished dramatically, partly because of the economic 
collapse. The result is an emphasis on the bottom line, staff reductions, and the 
persistent theme of doing more with less. All three factors have conspired to raise 
levels of fear and urgency in a crisis-reactive work climate. “Just do it, damn it!” is 
increasingly the leadership mantra.

Command and control management has returned with a vengeance. More and 
more leaders have adopted a militaristic, “take the hill” approach. The last thing 
they want is to be questioned. Community-enhancing behaviors like engagement, 
collaboration, and open communication, while often discussed, have been shelved 
because they require precious time both to build the necessary skills and to execute. 
And there is the lingering fear that working in groups itself requires more time. 
It is confusing when people still use the words—the cooperative jargon—while 
doing the opposite. Simply getting people into a room with a demanding topic 
that shouts out for collaboration and deep discussion will not have a good result, 
no matter what the boss says. More often than not, the goal of the participants is 
to finish as soon as possible with a minimum of boredom or pain. A bit cynical, 
but often true.

Further, leaders are often lulled into believing that facilitation is a simplistic 
process of formulaic strategies. There are innumerable books pushing their wares 
on harassed managers, leaders, and their erstwhile facilitators. The “quick and dirty” 
prescriptive advice promises easy success if basic rules are followed. The 60-Second 
Leader, or 6 Tips to Success, or Eight Lessons From Genghis Kahn prey on the 
confusion in leadership today, while also placing greater emphasis on the marketing 
potential of a concept over its actual content. 

Our view is that leadership and facilitation have never demanded so much or 
been under such challenging conditions. At the same time, never has there been 
such an array of tools and skills available to improve leadership effectiveness. And 
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facilitators are in the crosshairs of that reality. It is for them to make a silk purse out 
of a sow’s ear. Their leaders tell them what to do and what they expect, but they 
haven’t a clue how to deal with the contradictions and demands thrown at them. 

For example, we observed a two-hour meeting with nine executives who were 
to identify obstacles to their organization’s operational efficiency. The meeting facil-
itator had each of the leaders write down their three greatest priorities and then 
opened the floor for discussion, dutifully going around the circle of leaders so each 
would feel involved. Of course, all hell broke loose as the executives argued for the 
issues that would cause the least disruption to their part of the organization. At the 
end of two hours, confusion reigned and little knowledge had been transferred, nor 
was there a commitment to further action. 

In our debrief with the frustrated boss and facilitator, we suggested an alter-
native design that had each of the nine leaders go into one of the areas other than 
their own and interview 10 floor leaders about what they believed were the greatest 
operational deficiencies in the organization (not only in their area). The interview-
ing executive would return with critical issues that blocked organizational efficien-
cies and that the floor leaders thought needed to be addressed. Then, working in 
clusters of three, the leaders would identify the five most salient issues drawn from 
their three groups. Finally, the three groups would come together, making it rela-
tively easy to identify the most critical issues as well as a few salient additional areas 
that caught their interest. 

The design was diagnostic in nature, and it reduced the inherent competi-
tiveness that had corrupted the initial meeting and reinforced the silos that had 
plagued the organization for years. The facilitator was used to going around the 
group to ensure that everyone had an opportunity to speak, but the same few 
leaders tended to dominate every meeting. Thus, the design used at the following 
session mitigated several deficiencies in the team’s working process. 

The leader of the executive team hadn’t understood the value of the executives 
listening to the floor leaders, nor the value of the executives working for the good 
of the whole rather than their own interests. The interview design prepared lead-
ership for eventually doing the heavy lifting necessary to solve the problems the 
floor leaders raised. Then, even better, the facilitator could engage some of these 
floor leaders in the problem-solving process. And that, in turn, would increase 
the probability that solutions would be owned by the floor leaders responsible for 
enacting them. 

For the facilitator, improvement of such a dire situation begins with an 
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awareness of your limitations. So, before digging into the opportunities found 
in the art of design, it is critical for any facilitator to know how they will affect 
the group. This means developing the philosophy of “intentional facilitation,” 
the principles of which we’ll be exploring. So, in this book, we promise to:

 • Provide you with a greater awareness of your impact in your critical 
facilitation role.

 • Add greater rigor and discipline to your role as a facilitator.
 • Offer a new way of thinking about the teams and meetings for which 

you are responsible. We’ll also show how even a little additional time 
designing can enhance the productivity of a group and the individuals 
who comprise it.

The Purpose of Intentional Facilitation
The role of facilitators in the organizational leadership equation has two equally 
important sides. The first is being conscious of your own behavioral impact versus 
your intention. The second is extending your repertoire of what to do and how to 
do it so that you can respond strategically to any situation with calm, certainty, 
and creativity. This will forge the necessary trust between you and your leaders. 
They have handed you the reins for dealing with the widely differing challenges 
they face every day. As you become more skilled, so will they in their demands and 
expectations as well as their knowledge of what is possible in any given meeting.

This ability to respond with calm certainty is where the art of design becomes 
important. 

An effective design is not, as you will see, some magical formula. It is a learned 
set of skills that can change your way of being a facilitator and a leader. Put simply, 
it demands that you are willing to be both a learner and an experimenter.

As a way of thinking, it’s fairly easy to understand. It’s based on the belief that 
virtually every situation demands something to move the team, group, or meeting 
forward in a positive manner so that those involved feel productive, and, hopefully, 
well utilized. Now, how many people leave meetings feeling successful, productive, 
and well utilized? In observing and evaluating meetings for nearly five decades, 
we’ve found that the answer is usually very few. 

And yet, people do not intentionally create mediocre, boring, unproductive 
meetings or cultivate combative or passive members of their organization. The 
truth is that most people facilitating these meetings simply do not ask the right 
questions as part of the diagnostic narrative we will explore. Nor do they choose the 
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designed activity that will best work for the group. After all, few of their colleagues 
model what we are suggesting. But our demonstration, through the use of avatars, 
of the successful designs that could strengthen their limited repertoires can help fill 
the gap experienced in most organizations. 

Successful facilitation is one critical aspect of leadership, just like hiring, creat-
ing a compelling vision, or goal setting. It’s one way of thinking about yourself 
in relation to those you lead—it’s not as if you can turn off your leadership self 
at any given time. Intentionality is at the core of successful facilitation. It implies 
that everything you do is under scrutiny—by yourself and others—and makes a 
difference in how easily people accept your efforts to lead them through a particu-
lar designed activity. Living that simple definition can immediately improve your 
facilitation effectiveness. It requires no expensive books or seminars, no training 
program. It demands only a new rigor, a new discipline in how you see yourself and 
what you do as a facilitator at any moment.

It’s like the story of the young father who came to Rod after they’d been work-
ing together for a while and asked, “Rod, I have a personal question. My eight-
year-old son seems to be afraid of me, gets emotional easily, and feels increasingly 
distant.” 

Rod’s response, cutting to the chase, was, “Well, what do you do when you’re 
angry with him? After all, you are 6’2” and weigh around 200 pounds.” 

He paused, as if trying to remember, and said, “We have a good relationship. 
In fact, I rarely get angry and I can only remember one time when I really lost it. 
He was five years old and did something stupid and I remember getting in his face 
and screaming at him. He ended up running out of the room.” He added, “I can’t 
imagine he’s still carrying that around.” 

Rod reminded him that at that time, his son weighed, perhaps, 50 pounds, 
and after watching his seriously angry father fly off the handle, he would never 
want to see him get that angry again. He added, “Consequently, he has become 
watchful and cautious and a bit fearful whenever he sees you get red—which you 
do—and when that telltale vein in your neck starts to pound—which it does—he 
vacates the premises, emotionally, physically, or both.” 

Just like the father, most facilitators or bosses become unconscious of their 
impact and of the signals they emit that say “watch out” or “danger” to others. 
Other employees, direct reports, or even peers become cautious, especially when 
they’re stressed, and, predictably, defensive. Under duress, pressed, and sometimes 
unsure of themselves, people become impatient or angry, or perhaps don’t feel 
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understood. And, of course, all those little and not-so-little indiscretions are then 
noted by the individuals who are increasingly fearful of pissing the person off, or 
potentially losing their jobs. Such caution and fear are cumulative and, over time, 
can negatively alter a facilitator’s effectiveness. And you or other facilitators will 
likely never be told about your impact. How different is that from the dynamic 
between the father and his son? He hadn’t a clue and he loved his son dearly. 

To be a facilitator today is like walking in a minefield, cautious of what you 
say and how you say it. But, by choosing to be the facilitator, it is your job to be 
intentional. What could I do differently to improve the situation the next time? This 
becomes your mantra. And, there will be a next time—count on it.

Yes, you can be angry and tell people how you feel. And yes, you can still be 
spontaneous. Nonetheless, who is to blame for the consequences of your actions? 
Only yourself, if you believe this way of thinking. That is the challenge. In the 
complex roles of today’s facilitators, these questions are key: What is your goal in 
the moment? What is the desired impact for those you lead or facilitate? How do you 
want people to feel when they leave your presence? Are you up to the level of effort this 
demands—becoming conscious of both your impact and your intentions? For many, 
this is a big order, but an essential one to be the most effective facilitator possible. 

Doing Something New as a Facilitator
There are books on fearless facilitation, on facilitating to lead, and on ways of 
making it easier. Most talk about the what of facilitation more than the how, and 
few provide the tools to take you to the next level in your practice. Ours is devoted 
to the how of facilitation. 

In doing so, this book offers leaders 13 classic design modules used effective-
ly by our organization over and over for decades. Each is described in this book, 
and accompanied by a corresponding animated video (which you can find at 
www.TD.org/NotJustAnotherMeeting) to visually model the design for facilita-
tors and team members. We believe that seeing leads to doing.

We encourage facilitators to read about the modules, watch the videos, and 
take notes. With these in hand, the intentional facilitator comes to the conference 
room ready to inspire increased productivity and creativity within the team and, 
over time, across the organization. 

Following is a table with brief descriptions of the 13 designs. They are provided 
here to whet your appetite, before their full description (and accompanying illus-
trations) toward the end of the book.
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Solving Problems and Setting Priorities

Future Search Each person interviews a group in a method similar to speed dating, with critical 
findings presented to the whole group in memorable ways. 

The Carousel Small groups rotate through four to six work centers until everyone has responded. 
Then, the data from each work center are summarized and shared with the larger 
community. 

Collapsing 
Consensus

Small groups list all the factors causing a problem or ways of solving an issue. Then 
they join forces with another group with the same problem and negotiate the best 
solutions (or issues) from the two different group efforts. 

Executives and the 
Common Person

Creates an interview process where deep listening on the part of the leaders provides 
important information about their team and builds greater trust among those 
interviewed.

6-Step Problem 
Solving

This is a stepwise tool for solving problems collaboratively. This problem-solving 
design is both efficient and interesting, and has wide-ranging applications.

Building Trust and Engagement
Kings, Queens, 
and Fairy Tales

By having small groups describe the current reality in the language of Arthurian times, 
candor and openness are enhanced with doses of needed humor.

Genie in the Bottle Provides a unique, productive means of teaching and practicing feedback skills. 

The 7 in 7 People are asked to share the seven most powerful influences in their lives that have 
helped make them who they are. This design can have a profoundly positive impact on 
the trust in a group or team. 

The News 
Conference

Provides a means of overcoming the natural fear many team members have of 
speaking truth to power. With the leaders also responding to the truth they hear, this 
can result in positive results at all levels.

Dealing With Conflict
The 8 and 6 This is used primarily with two members of a team in conflict. It develops a climate 

where risk taking is shared and relatively equal, resulting in insights for the two 
parties.

Paradox Provides participants with new ways of considering conflict, especially when it deals 
with difficult people. It looks at how the problem solver can unintentionally become 
the perpetrator.

Questions, Only 
Questions

Can help move a “stuck” team, group, or committee forward by resolving what ails 
them in real time.

Speak Out Legitimizes strong feelings (such as issues around race, ethnicity, or gender) through 
deep listening, with a goal of understanding differences rather than striving for 
specific answers. 

Understanding the why and how of each design results in confidence that can 
be felt by those being led. It’s like the satisfaction gained when the last pieces of a 
complex puzzle fall into place. In the process, you as the facilitator will begin to feel 
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more confident in creating your own designs based on the needs confronting you. 
By accurately assessing the need of the group in the moment and understanding 
design, you will find choices materializing almost instantly. Seeing a design as a 
creative act opens possibilities that may never have been considered. Witnessing the 
design unfold before your eyes transforms this learning process from one of telling 
you about facilitation to the exploration of new possibilities that will stimulate 
both you and those you facilitate.

The marriage of intentional facilitation and design should, at this point, be 
easy to understand. It is the specificity of intention, based on an incisive diagnosis, 
that drives design. It is for us to put the necessary meat on the bone of that princi-
ple that, in turn, provides the lessons of this book. 

Most facilitators run their meetings and efforts to engage groups on the fumes 
of old habits and routines that have lost their meaning and zest. They reflect the 
remnants of boring teaching translated into boring meetings. Who, for example, 
has not gone to a weekly meeting that is completely predictable in how it begins, 
how it ends, how any discussion is conducted, and who talks and who doesn’t, along 
with the knowledge that there won’t be sufficient time to complete the agenda? 
Equally predictable is that those participating in the meeting will leave frustrated 
at best and angry at worst. To compound the problem, the facilitator, predictably, 
will virtually never seek or receive feedback about the perceived waste of time many 
people feel. It reminds me of those who have sat through a horrendously boring 
sermon in church and proceed to congratulate the minister on their way out on 
the wonderful service. The same thing often happens to meeting participants who 
survive a similar experience and then commend the boss or the facilitator for a job 
well done. One thing’s for certain: When we talk about engagement and a stimu-
lating meeting, we will rarely find the answer in a presentation slide deck. 

As a result, the first few chapters of this book will equip you with a new way 
of thinking and acting intentionally when facilitating meetings and working with 
teams. The second half of the book provides the following:

 • It introduces you to 13 creative designs, using animation to demonstrate 
how to successfully implement the strategies.

 • It allows you to experience each design on a visceral level in a risk-free 
environment, which will increase your confidence and motivation to use 
the new approach.

 • It reminds you how adult learners learn, so you can enhance engagement 
and encourage them in your efforts to create your own inventive designs.
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By using new animated technology to illustrate these designs, along with new 
communication strategies, we hope to spread the word among those inspired to 
bring creativity to their workplace and to groups of all kinds.

We expect to help all our readers bring interest, creativity, and effective 
outcomes to the workplace. To this end, the concepts of personal impact, inten-
tion, and design are highly correlated. The good news is that it begins with your 
willingness to break some old, habitual ways of acting. This book will help you 
expand your own possibilities every time you are faced with a group, team, or indi-
vidual that demands something more than same old, same old and, as a result, will 
bring out the best in you. If you truly understand and use these concepts, you will 
never be boringly predictable or run out of possibilities.



xv

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I want to thank Amma, Laura, and Tori—my three beautiful daughters—for the 
extraordinary support I have felt over these many years. They’ve given me loving 
space to do my work, sometimes at their expense. I hope they have felt my sincere 
efforts to live the values and skills about which I have written.
 —Rodney Napier

To my love, Vincent. Thank you for your never-ending support and true partner- 
ship on our journey together.
  —Eli Sharp





1

PART I
DESIGN AND 

PREPARATION

The first section of this book introduces the concepts of intervention, 
intentionality, and meeting design both in facilitation and in everyday 
life. It will help you organize your thoughts with respect to what you 

actually want from your team, how you want them to feel during your initiative, 
and where they are starting from. 

There are a series of diagnostic questions to help you assess the current situa-
tion, and another to help you understand your facilitation behaviors. The concepts 
are introduced with stories from our experiences that will give you a solid grasp of 
how facilitation works both in real time and over time. We assume you are starting 
from the beginning, and ours will be a developmental approach to the notion of 
design.

What do I  
want to  do?

How am I 
going to 

do it?
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1
THE ART OF DESIGN

For 35 years, we conducted a leadership development program in the wilds of 
Ontario, Canada, on Lake Temagami. People would fly in on a bush plane and 
stay between 10 and 15 days to learn how to be more effective leaders and facilita-
tors as they attempted to create a high-performing community. The 16-20 partic-
ipants took pseudonyms and shared none of their back-home realities, such as the 
nature of their work role, authority, or background. In addition, we used many 
Native American rituals to encourage participants to step out of their habitual and 
predictable back-home cultures and ways. For example, participants spent hours 
sitting alone in deep woods, listening to and observing the transition between 
day and night. There were team-based problems to solve and decisions to make 
that demonstrated how individuals coped with time-driven stress. Participation in 
Native American sweat lodges tested their courage and ability to be vulnerable. 
And community meetings provided the stage on which individuals shared some 
of their challenges—how they were stuck or needed to be different when they 
returned home. Thus, risking became the norm, with more curiosity and openness 
expected with each new day and experience. 

As the program unfolded, the growing trust among team members allowed 
them to try on new behaviors and eventually receive critical feedback. The partic-
ipants hailed from a wide range of white- and blue-collar professions, including 
physicians, teachers, business executives, managers, therapists, electricians, and 
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carpenters. People came expecting to be challenged physically, emotionally, and 
spiritually, with many concerned about the “Who am I now?” question that people 
need to ask periodically throughout their lives, but seldom have the time to do in 
our 24/7 world. The sweat lodges, vision quests, and other designs created an envi-
ronment as challenging as it was inspiring.

By the end of the first week, after sharing some powerful experiences, partic-
ipants fell into the expected pattern of emphasizing victories and minimizing 
discord, quickly bonding into a seemingly tight-knit community in what many 
would call the honeymoon phase of the group’s development. As leaders, it was 
our role to introduce an event or experience that would compel the community to 
deal with real conflict, much of which, if you knew where to look for it, simmered 
under the surface. Being averse to conflict had become the norm, as it often does 
in many business communities. For example, normally, several cliques would have 
emerged in such a temporal community, and some individuals would feel left out, 
or personality issues among the participants would be magnified as differences in 
power and authority within the developing community. 

But politeness continued to rule, and being authentic often took a back seat 
to members wanting to appear both open and together. When the desire to be 
“members” begins to trump honesty, mistrust begins to creep into the group just 
as it does in an office, club, or even church community. The result is that conver-
sations can become contrived and superficial as unspoken feelings and issues are 
not dealt with. In a community that outwardly prided itself for creating trust, 
spontaneity, and authenticity, caution, doubt, and suspicion were evolving—none 
of which result in a climate where deep personal learning is really valued. And that 
was the reason most said they came to this wilderness setting in the first place. Put 
bluntly, hypocrisy and insincerity were on the rise.

With this in mind, during the sixth afternoon at lunch, we asked how many 
vegetarians there were who would not eat chicken. We asked early because the 
group would be involved in intense activities leading up to dinner, and the leaders 
were responsible for meeting the dietary needs of the group. Three people, includ-
ing one of our facilitators, were strict vegetarians, with two others saying they had 
been experimenting with not eating chicken or beef during the program. 

By 6 p.m., having engaged in several physically challenging and rather 
emotional activities, the group had come together in an opening in the forest prior 
to dinner, to process the day’s events. The 18 participants were spread out in a large, 
irregular circle. 
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Inside the circle were two crates, which contained four squawking chickens. 
Next to the cages were a sharpened ax and a 10-inch knife. The group was told that 
the chickens were to be part of a chicken stew and that a pot of vegetables had been 
set aside for the two vegetarians so they could be part of the experience.

The incredulous momentary silence did not last long. One person said they 
would never eat chicken again if they were going to have to kill the “little beasts.” 
Someone else shouted that it was hypocritical to eat poultry from sanitized cello-
phane packaging but not be willing to undertake the deed itself. However, nobody 
was volunteering to actually kill them. Things rapidly deteriorated: Some individuals 
invoked religious beliefs concerning killing, and one recalled the childhood trauma 
relating to the “murder” of a favorite pig that led him to a life as a vegetarian. It was 
not a pretty sight as brewing interpersonal differences bled into the chicken conver-
sation and people stood firmly by positions that had never before been challenged. 
Snickers, tears, and insensitive words were tossed out. The program leaders, predict-
ably, were criticized by several of the group members for placing them in such an 
uncomfortable position—as if comfort was one of our goals.

As a result of this quite intentional design, the group’s aversion to conflict was 
breached, and the value in the event identified. Even though many still resented 
the activity, this essential design demonstrated the difference between nice and 
polite assertions versus authentic expressions that revealed who people really were. 
It was both fascinating and rewarding to have the group own up to how many 
of them had chosen to be less authentic since coming together for the program. 
Before the chicken challenge, they had carefully monitored unspoken pacts so that 
budding friendships were not disturbed and their membership in the group could 
be preserved. It sounded to us like most organizations and “teams” with whom 
we often consult.

The community members also agreed that unresolved conflicts exist in nearly 
every group, which opened up a discussion about how these pent-up frictions 
could, inevitably, result in dysfunctional norms and attitudes that, over time, can 
diminish trust and candor. The intervening chicken design uncovered secrets and 
unmet needs that were waiting to escape. In the aftermath of the first explosion, the 
community resolved their differences, began to discuss previously unmentioned 
tensions, and designed solutions acceptable to the group in relation to killing, 
dressing, cooking, and, yes, celebrating the chickens. There was little doubt that 
the group would never be the same—and they would most likely never approach 
leading their own teams in the same light again. As facilitators, we completed a 
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natural cycle of diagnosis (what did the group need at this time), risk in commit-
ting to a design to move the group forward, and evaluation of our effectiveness 
in that process, which would set the table for our next designed activity based on 
where the group appeared to be in terms of their needs and our goals.

Essential Factors of Successful Design
A successful design, of course, is a planned design. Without planning, it can 
quickly devolve into a mess, which is not what the intentional facilitator desires. 
Let’s dive into the anatomy of the Great Chicken Challenge to understand the 
important factors to consider when approaching your own design, whether the 
design component is for a single-agenda meeting or one part of a multistage event. 

The specific goal of the Great Chicken Challenge was to generate authentic, 
candid behavior within the budding team’s dynamic, whether or not they were 
pretty and polite. All designs share a common goal, however: to better utilize 
people during any meeting. To achieve that critical goal—our intention—we have 
learned to pay attention to seven factors that are essential in any successful design 
and guide our actions. Table 1-1 lists these factors, along with key questions to 
consider. We discuss them in detail in following pages.

Table 1-1. Seven Factors Critical for Design Creation
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Task Process Variables Benefits Challenges Accountability Follow-Up

What is the 
need?

What is 
the desired 
level of 
engagement?

How much 
time is 
needed?

What are 
the positive 
outcomes 
desired? 

What could 
go wrong?

Who is 
accountable 
(and for 
what)?

How will the 
outcomes 
of the 
design be 
monitored?

What is 
the desired 
product?

How should 
individuals 
feel during 
the design?

Who will be 
present?

What is the 
value added?

Could there 
be any unan-
ticipated 
consequenc-
es?

What are the 
measures of 
success?

How will we 
evaluate the 
design itself?

What is the 
problem to 
solve?

What is the 
physical 
setting?

What is the 
time of day?

What 
decisions 
need to be 
made?

Is there any 
conflict or 
unfinished 
business?
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Task
When people come together to work, there are both task and process dimensions. 
Task has to do with the achievable goal and the actions necessary to reach that 
end. Often this is a problem to solve, a position to be argued, or a set of choices to 
make. The actions emanating from this task—the process—should result in satis-
fying the identified need. This need is the “what” or goal of the work equation: 
the desired outcome. In the Great Chicken Challenge, our desired outcome was 
to crack the egg of conflict aversion still holding the group captive and making 
them unwilling to be open and authentic. We didn’t know exactly how the scene 
in the forest would play out, because the group would have to fend for itself: Deal 
or not deal with the new dilemma that was rocking their reality. However, we 
predicted the group would leave the honeymoon stage of their group development 
and, hopefully, become more productive, honest, and authentic with one another. 
These, in turn, are the keys to real trust.

Process 
Process is the sibling of task; however, since the global recession of 2008, bottom-
line tasks have been the corporate mantra. The “what” of work—task—has contin-
ually trumped process—the “how” of work. This is true even though morale, 
productivity, and turnover are tied at the hip to process and, ultimately, to profits. 
Fear is the driver of this short-term, reactive management. 

Balancing the what with the how is why people need conscious facilitators—
and it’s the focus of a lot of design work. It is central to the notion of “engagement,” 
which is spoken and championed much more than it is lived or understood. Prior 
to the chicken exercise, what was not being said was debilitating to the cohesion and 
trust of the group, allowing superficiality to rule like it does in most relationships. 
In this instance, the program leaders decided to deal with this uncomfortable real-
ity by utilizing the chicken design. This meant breaking the superficial, unspoken 
goals (or norms) of niceness and politeness with a challenging task that would force 
the group to look at the “how” of the task, the killing and dressing of the chickens. 
Once that task was accomplished, the group could use the successful experience to 
access the “how” of the group’s relationships, discussions, and decision making in 
other areas. Thus, we designed a laboratory for looking at such issues, a crucible of 
our making for the group’s learning and development. Our intention was to force 
such engagement, which we hoped would lead to greater honesty and trust. Such 
opportunities to learn from each other rarely occur in the rushed and time-bound 
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world of most organizations. The result are cultures where planning and conflict 
resolution are often avoided and crisis reaction thrives.

As facilitators, you also know many groups where superficiality rules. In these 
groups, conflict goes underground, and risk taking is, at the very least, limited. 
As a result, people often do not hear what they need to hear, especially if the 
speaker fears such messages will end up being criticized. Carefully planned inten-
tional designs seek to upset any dynamic that compromises trust. Therein lies the 
creativity of design and the challenge to the facilitator to move the group forward. 
The chicken activity was a risk for us because we could not control the response 
of the group and knew it would alienate some in the process. We also knew that 
talking to the group intellectually about their rising aversion to conflict would not 
change that reality. One can begin to see how we needed both task and process to 
be aligned if the design was to be successful.

Variables 
While never ideal, the givens or variables often define a situation and have a large 
impact on what is possible from a design perspective. An available budget, a limit-
ing timeline, unresolved conflict in a team, past failures or successes, and strong 
personalities in the mix are typical variables at work that influence a situation. 
These factors need, at minimum, to be considered with their consequences antic-
ipated. This fact prompts increased complexity in the facilitator’s thinking and 
eventual acting. In the chicken situation, we were limited by the time of day and 
time available to do our design. We were limited by the nature of the physical 
space, although we intentionally moved the group away from the comfort of the 
camp itself. We were also limited by our fear that the group would not see the rela-
tionship between the extreme design and the dysfunctions within their group. The 
consequence might be the alienation of the group with one another and us. There 
is a certain comfort that comes from living in ignorance, and denial is the easiest 
way to maintain such comfort. After all, it requires courage, honesty, vulnerability, 
and work to overcome the natural deceptions and dishonesty that are perpetuat-
ed, often for years, within some teams, committees, and even families. As facili-
tators, we took the risk in favor of candor, openness, and trust in the service of 
authenticity.

Benefits 
Like in any venture, if the benefits of the desired outcome don’t outweigh the 



The Art of Design

9

risks, it would be a good idea to run. But this requires a certain hard-nosed scru-
tiny of reality and the willingness to diagnose both the benefits and challenges to 
the team. Normally, benefits are translated into profits, increased morale, contin-
ued work opportunities, or measured trust. In theory, every time a facilitator takes 
an hour of their team’s collective time, the outcome should increase some of these 
factors, which perhaps stimulate curiosity, lead to a success of some kind, or gener-
ate useful information or the solution to a problem. But, instead, often meetings 
are predictably boring, proving to be of little value to the participants. Imagine the 
influence this has on morale and participation, as members bide their time until 
the end. Then they leave with the less-than-ideal feeling of relief. And that is what 
they bring to the next meeting. With all the stress our chicken design created for 
the group, we thought the benefits would push the group to a new and necessary 
level of both trust and effectiveness. 

Challenges 
For every action there is a reaction. Your job as facilitator is to presuppose the reac-
tion to everything you do. If there are potential negative consequences to a design, 
what are they? Can they be overcome? Do the benefits outweigh the challenges? 
How do you overcome skepticism or fear among the team, and turn their uncer-
tainty into confidence? How is a recent failure translated into a learning oppor-
tunity instead of guilt or shame? Motivating the unmotivated is a challenge, as 
is learning from a failure or just considering unanticipated consequences for any 
action the team takes. Was the band of participants gathered in Temagami with 
us ready to handle their own dysfunctions and leave behind the unrealistic norms 
guiding their group and limiting their progress? Would the small window of time 
between 6 and 9 p.m., when darkness takes over, be sufficient to bring the neces-
sary closure and healing to the predictable stress we created? Could we find the 
necessary chickens in an area where few exist because of the cold winters? Had we 
provided the group with the skills to pull off their own recovery once the lid was 
blown off the tight container of conflict aversion? All these issues needed to be 
addressed.

Accountability 
In your experience, how often have meeting participants promised to accomplish 
certain tasks by a certain date or by the next meeting? And how often are appar-
ently good ideas discussed during a meeting, then later dismissed by participants 
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after they’ve promised action? There is nothing more demoralizing than promises 
not being kept by some, and this influences the work of others who did keep 
theirs. Not only are promises often not kept, but rarely are there any consequences 
as excuses and blame come to the rescue of those who have not been held account-
able. Any good design needs to have built in accountability. When teams don’t 
trust each other, aren’t open to feedback, or fear alienating their peers or their 
bosses, a lack of accountability will surely follow. 

This was such a risky and pivotal design for the life of this group, we had to 
have contingency plans in case the group imploded and recovery was not happen-
ing as we had hoped. As the planning team, we were accountable; we had to be 
prepared and on the same page, recognizing plenty of room for failure. Trust had 
to be absolute. Thus, accountability among us was critical in both the real-time 
application of the design and the follow-up. Follow-up is important enough to 
have its own category.

Follow-Up 
Didn’t we agree to that before? Wasn’t that Jim’s to undertake? Didn’t we lay out 
that plan in October? The failure of accountability will undermine any effort. 
Without agreed-upon, specific follow-up—and without identified, measured 
outcomes—success will be short lived. That said, people often live with unful-
filled commitments with no consequences. The result can be a slow degrading of 
trust. Thus, we have to ensure accountability to the measured outcomes, creating 
follow-up and monitoring activities that include tracking commitments. This is a 
critical part of any team or design. Assessing consequences and addressing them, 
if necessary, is key to any facilitation. Hard-nosed critiquing is essential to this and 
what occurs next. 

Our chicken design was not a “one and done” event. The results would rever-
berate for the next nine days of the group’s life. It provided us with rich information 
that would drive us as well as the group forward. Obviously, it was tied closely to 
accountability. It was also a perfect example of how an intervention in one area can 
influence the rest of the “system” as it moves ahead and develops. Thus, personal 
relationships within the group would be influenced, as would the trust toward us 
and among the rest of the participants. And, if other unanticipated consequences 
of the design arose, we had to be prepared to deal with them. For example, once 
the group decided that it wanted to be more open and forthcoming, committed to 
dealing with conflict as it arose, it was essential not to let the group go back to sleep. 
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The facilitators could not permit them to revert to ignoring conflict as it raised its 
head, which it surely would. As suggested previously, good intentions will not drive 
change by themselves. New rigor and discipline among the group must be cultivated 
consciously, probably alongside new ground rules and built-in guidelines regard-
ing feedback. All that demands more work, more courage, and more commitment 
among the members. It would be just plain easier to return to the old patterns of 
denial, avoidance, and superficially nice relationships—which is exactly why facilita-
tors are needed and, among other reasons, we wrote this book. 

Facilitation and Design
If you keep these seven factors in mind as you create designs to build team cohe-
sion and productivity, they will soon become as natural as any habitual aspect of 
leadership or management. Each step will flow easily into the next. And, as you 
commit yourself to utilizing interesting and creative designs, your repertoire, along 
with your courage, will expand. That is the challenge: to internalize the steps until 
they change the way you see the team or the meeting, while gaining the confi-
dence to risk even more creatively.

As facilitators increase their diagnostic skills and extend their repertoire of tools, 
they realize that designing ways to move a team or system forward is a creative act. 
There are no boilerplates, no predesigned formulas for what to do. Instead, facili-
tators ask, “What can I create that will benefit the group, overcome resistance, or 
accelerate the work as a team?” And, at the same time, “Can I make the activity 
more fun or interesting—or both?”

To set you securely on that path, as promised, 13 classic designs are provided in 
the second part of this book. Through them, you will learn how to develop carefully 
designed activities and strategies that are meant to elicit specific constructive behav-
iors from people: to legitimize their sharing of emotions and feelings, confront hard 
realities, solve difficult problems, and better understand the complexities of groups, 
teams, and entire organizations.

Designing will often feel like plotting an expedition. It’s serious work that 
demands meticulous attention. In the extreme, it’s like Ernest Shackleton and the 
crew of the Endeavor, stranded for two years with temperatures often below –40 
degrees, hopelessly lost without sufficient food or clothing on the Antarctic ice floe, 
their ship having been crushed by the relentless ice. But, in the end, and because of 
the crew’s courage and Captain Shackleton’s leadership, not a single man was lost. 
Captain Shackleton had most of the skills we have identified. His men loved him, 
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yet he was incredibly rigorous and meticulous in everything he did. And, every-
thing he did had consequences for which he was accountable, whether doling out 
grog for a party to lift the crew’s failing spirits or bringing ordinary seamen into the 
decision-making process. He patiently and strategically “designed” their survival 
and their escape from certain death. Virtually everything he did was intentional 
and visible to his crew.

In today’s business world, the thinking is the same, albeit the consequences less 
severe. It’s a disciplined way of both thinking and acting about every action you 
take as a facilitator. 
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