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Facilitation is a creative challenge. Your job as a facilitator 
is to help a group find new ideas. 

This toolkit contains a range of principles and techniques.  
They are the building blocks for facilitating creative 
challenges or for finding imaginative solutions to business 
problems. 

Creative 
Facilitation Kit

Planning and Running
This is a step by step guide to planning and running 
a creative session, from understanding the brief to dealing with 
the unexpected.

The cards will help you understand the role of the facilitator, and give 
you the tools to prepare for your sessions.  The Running section can 
be used as prompts as you facilitate.

How to use 
the cards 
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Why this matters
Creative facilitation is all about 
ideas. It’s exciting and inspiring, 
and you reflect that in what you 
do and say. Show people that it’s 
good to be curious, open-minded 
and experimental by modelling the 
behavior you want to see. 

How to do it
Focus
Give yourself enough time to 
plan, to try out different creative 
techniques and get your materials 
together. Once you start the 
session, focus on the moment 
and enjoy yourself. 

Flexibility
Be open to possibilities. A good 
facilitator will support unexpected 
twists and turns and adapt their plan 
to suit the group and the brief.  
The more you practice the easier it 
is to go with the flow and still keep 
an eye on the outcome.

Positive language
Be in the habit of treating all ideas 
and opinions positively. Embrace the 
language of ‘yes, and’ rather than ‘yes, 
but’. ‘Yes, and we should test their 
skills’ builds on an idea, while ‘yes, 
but we should test their skills’ rejects 
what came before.

Learn to let go
A facilitation session involves 
working with a group of interesting 
people who are there to share ideas. 
You are not responsible for the 
ideas that they do or don’t come 
up with. 
Your job is to encourage the 
group to think widely and freely, not 
to judge the content. Recognising 
this opens you to possibilities and 
frees you from trying to control 
what happens. 

A creative 
state of mind
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The facilitator sets the tone for the 
session. Before you think about other 
people and what will work for them, pay 
attention to your own creative state.
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Why this matters
It is difficult to run a successful 
creative session without a clear brief.
Understanding the brief is also an 
opportunity to check that any ideas 
generated will feed into the wider 
creative process. 
Before you do anything else 
consider whether ideas are required 
and will be seriously considered 
or whether whoever has given 
you this brief is actually looking for 
something else.

How to do it
The ability to ask the right questions 
is the key to this, as questions enable 
us to articulate our thoughts and to 
reflect on our assumptions. 
The questioner’s role is to explore 
every aspect of the brief, to listen 
and summarise. Asking open 
questions (who, why, where, when, 
how, what) will elicit the most useful 
and thoughtful answers.

Questions might include:
What outcome do you want?
Who is the potential audience?
What are the opportunities here?
Could you look at this from  
different perspectives?
Could you narrow or broaden 
the challenge?
What could happen if you 
did nothing?
What detail is required in the ideas?
Why do you want to do this?
What might get in the way?
How might you develop  
the ideas?
What resources are available?

Tips:
Might and could work for wide 
thinking, will and can narrow down 
the answers. Asking why? helps you 
dig down. 
If you’re writing your own brief for 
the session, get a colleague to ask 
you the questions. 

Understand 
the brief
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Creative sessions without purpose are 
frustrating, so start with a clear, realistic 
brief that gets to the heart of the matter.
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Why this matters
Presenting a one sentence challenge 
at the beginning of an ideas session 
gives the group structure and a goal. 
It clearly answers the ‘what are we 
doing here?’ question, it inspires the 
group and it provides a criteria to 
judge ideas against. 

How to do it
Look at the brief from different 
perspectives. Examples: 
What do stakeholders want? 
What might our customers want? 
What would our competitors say? 
You can then use this information 
to express what you want from 
the session. 
Start each statement with ‘how 
can we…’ or ‘how to…’. The 
sentence should then offer a clear 
and focused challenge.

Language is important so decide on 
the tone you want to set and reflect 
it in your challenge statement.
For example ‘how can we make sure 
designers do what
we want?’ and ‘how to win designers' 
hearts and minds’ are two very 
different perspectives on the same 
problem.

Continue to refine these challenge 
statements until you’re satisfied. 
Write the statement on a flipchart 
before the session starts, introduce it 
at the beginning, and refer to it 
whenever appropriate. 

Tip:
You can also use this challenge 
statement as a creative technique. 

Write a 
challenge statement 
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Distilling your brief into one sentence is 
very helpful. Having a clear sense of what 
you’re aiming for at the end of a session 
is essential.
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Why this matters
Without a structure it is quite 
possible to have a great time but 
not actually achieve anything.  
A plan will enable the group to 
explore possibilities while staying 
focused on the outcome.

How to do it
Purpose
Start with the end point of your 
session, your challenge statement, 
and build towards it. Every step 
should feed into the overall plan. 
Ask:
How does this help us move   
towards the outcome?
What purpose does this 
activity serve?

Creative techniques
Think about the creative 
techniques you’ll use or the 
stimulus you’ll bring to the 
session, and how they will 
generate interesting conversations. 

Energy and engagement
Vary the pace to keep everyone 
engaged. Working in smaller groups 
encourages more people to get 
involved, while bigger groups work 
well for presenting ideas. Mix up the 
people, vary the activities, and keep 
as many people as possible busy for 
most of the time.

Flexibility
Build flexibility into your session. 
Have a spare technique prepared 
which you can use if it feels right. 
Be ready to change or exclude 
elements of the session to meet 
the brief.

Timings
Draw up a timetable. For each 
section identify activities, outcomes, 
time available and resources needed. 
Be generous with timings. 
This work always takes longer than 
you imagine. Build in breaks and 
always finish on time, even if that 
means curtailing some of the activity. 
See the next card for an example.

Secrets of 
session design
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Openness and the ability to deal 
with the unexpected are essential to 
creative thinking. Structure will give you 
confidence in your ability to steer the 
group through the creative process.
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Draw up a plan
5

RunningPlanning

With a plan you can check that your 
session has a clear structure and each 
activity is relevant. Use it to keep you on 
track, or to see what you can drop if you 
start to run out of time.

Example plan of a session generating ideas for  
a TV network's weather coverage.

Example plan:

What happens

Introduction
What we’re here to do 

Reveal the challenge statement. Ask for thoughts &
ideas (If it’s going well, let this run and cut time from 
the next activity)

Everyone to talk about any story they’ve loved (tv, 
book, film etc.) and why it worked for them. Use 
examples to discuss what grabs audiences' attention.

Break into small groups – each given a pile of 
‘extreme weather’ cards (one kind of weather on each) 
and some of the stickies. Generate as many ideas as 
possible by pushing those together.

Break (can shorten if required)

Generate more ideas. 
Ask group to imagine they’re covering travel and 
transport instead. What ideas do they have? 
Brainstorm, then turn travel ideas into weather ideas.

Select ideas. Spread all the ideas round the room. 
Ask everyone to vote for favourites.
Whittle down to 4 or 5 for development.

Close

Resources

challenge statement 
already written up, 
flip chart, 
marker pen

flip chart,
marker pens

paper and pens,
extreme weather 
cards

stimulus: range of 
travel magazines,
transport headlines 
from papers 

sticky dots

Time

10.00

10.05

10.20

10.40

11.00

11.20

11.40

12.00



Why this matters
Preparation is key to success. 
The importance of a clearly defined 
outcome and a well designed plan 
have already been covered. 
Preparing yourself so you can win 
the trust and active participation of 
the group is equally important.

Tips
Everyone prepares differently. 
Here are some facilitators’ 
secrets or mantras:

Trust the process. In every   
session there are moments when  
you wonder whether it’s all going  
to work out but remember - the  
techniques on offer here are tried 
and tested. They work! 
Remember the group want you 
to succeed. They’re on your side, 
and will help keep it moving along.

Arrive early.  When the first   
person turns up be ready for  
them. Make sure your space is  
how you want it, and check your 
equipment works. 
Wear a watch. You don’t want to  
be distracted by looking at 
your mobile.
Rehearse your first minute or  
two so you can start with utter  
conviction. Practice speaking slowly,  
and take a breath between   
your phrases.
Visualise a successful session.   
Imagine you’ve just finished,   
everyone’s had a great time and  
the ideas are great. Keep that  
image in mind throughout.  
Use charismatic body language. 
Keep your head still, make 
eye contact, make purposeful 
movements, slow down and smile. 
Learn to read a silence. The 
temptation is to assume it’s negative 
but often it’s because people are 
thinking about what you’ve just said.

Prepare for 
the session

6

The job of a creative facilitator is to make 
it easy for others to share thoughts and 
ideas. Thorough preparation ensures that 
your session is engaging and purposeful.
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Why this matters
Facilitation is a juggling act. At any 
moment you are thinking about 
what’s happening with the people 
in the room, where you are in 
the process and what to do next. 
Dealing with these aspects is 
enough work for anyone, so simplify 
where possible. Be clear about what 
is and isn’t your responsibility, and 
engage the group from the start.

How to do it
Maintain group engagement
Design a session where the group 
are active and creative for as much 
of the time as possible. Use the 
framework below to help when 
you design your session.

Open with impact
Be ready before the first person 
arrives. As people come in welcome 
them and do introductions. 
Research shows that if people speak 
early on in a meeting or workshop, 
they’ll continue to contribute, so 
initiate conversations which tie into 
your session. 

Everyone will be thinking ‘what is 
in this for me?’, so start with a clear 
presentation of the brief and an 
outline of what’s going to happen. 
Think about what the group need 
to know in order to get creative 
and how you’ll say that in as few 
words as possible.

Know your 
role

7

Recognise the distinction between the 
role of the facilitator and the role of the 
group. This will enable you to concentrate 
on your own task which will, in turn, help 
them fulfil theirs.

Facilitator

Asks questions

Listens

Does 10% of the talking

Looks after the process

Identifies the steps 

Group

Have the answers

Share their thinking

Do 90% of the talking

Offer content expertise and ideas

Make the decisions
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Why this matters
You offer questions to help the 
group clarify, summarise and move 
on so they can retain responsibility 
for the ideas and decisions.

How to do it
Clarifying
If you are unsure of what someone 
means, the chances are others don’t
understand either. One phrase 
which helps to clarify without 
sounding critical is ‘let me check that 
I’ve got this right.’

Recording
Treat all ideas equally. Capture all of 
them, or ask the group to write all 
their ideas down. Check by asking 
‘have we captured everything here?’

Summarising
Can be used to check what’s 
happening, and to make sure you’ve 
understood. Summarising is also 
useful as a link to the next step of 
your session. Examples are: 
‘so, to summarise’, ‘there seem to be 
three main themes here…’

Focusing
Helps you move the group on after 
summarising. It also brings the group 
back to your brief.
Examples: ‘there seem to be three 
main themes here. Shall we look at 
this one…’, ‘so to come back to the 
main brief…’ 

Ask permission
If you want to influence decisions, 
ask permission first: 
‘can I make a suggestion?’ Then wait 
and check you have it before you go 
ahead. This enables the group to 
retain control.

Timekeeping
Always finish on time. If you’re 
going to run out of time, agree with
the group how they’d like to 
manage that. 

Tip
Be careful with the tone of your 
questions. You want people to feel 
that you are interested in their 
responses, not that they’re wrong.

Keep the 
session on track
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The facilitator keeps the session focussed 
on its purpose by drawing discussions 
together and suggesting ways of 
moving forward
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Why this matters
Energy levels have an impact on 
the work of a group. High energy 
activities keep people interested. 
They encourage participation and 
a willingness to contribute thoughts 
and ideas. Low energy activities are 
important at the points when work 
is to be reviewed and presented.  

How to do it
Consider every aspect of your 
session. Think about whether each 
activity needs to be high or low 
energy and how you can build 
that in. If you see that the group 
is flagging during your session,
take a break and bring in one of 
the high energy strategies.

Low energy strategies
Work as a whole group
Ask the group to review, develop 
or build their ideas.
Ask the group to produce   
more detailed responses
Get people to write  
Give more time to activities

High energy strategies
Break the group into smaller      
teams or groups 
Offer the teams a challenge or 
an element of competition 
Enforce time constraints
Be unpredictable, offer surprising   
stimulus or a new technique 
Short bursts of activity and 
plenty of breaks 
Ask people to draw, build or 
act out their ideas 
Get people to move about

Tip
Even in high energy activities, 
don’t be afraid of silence. If you 
ask a question, make sure you give 
people time to answer it. Count 
to nine before jumping in again.

As a rough guide a creative session 
needs at least 70% high energy 
activity to keep a group engaged.

Manage the
energy levels
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Energy levels will ebb and flow. If you 
expect this you will be ready to respond 
to it in your session.
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Why this matters
When you encounter negativity or 
dominant behavior in a group,
remember that it isn’t about you. 
Don’t take it personally. Focus your 
effort on what that person needs, 
and what the whole group needs. 
This will help you to keep moving 
towards your goal. 

How to do it 

Dealing with dominant 
behaviour
Get the group to set rules which 
everyone agrees to (build on ideas, 
no judging etc.). Remind them of
these if necessary.
Break into small groups so  
that more people are actively  
participating.
Bring in the group, ‘that’s great,
thank you, what do other 
people think?’  
Use peoples names so that you  
can call upon others to join in. 
Be careful not to call on the  
quietest person first.

Dealing with negative 
behaviour
Explain the process at the beginning. 
Be clear there is a time for open 
thinking and a separate time 
for judging.
Thank everyone for their  
contributions (and mean it!) and  
record all contributions.
Keep returning to ideas by asking  
‘how could we turn that into an  
idea?’ or ‘how could you make it  
work this time round?’
Build in a short ‘get it off your  
chest’ exercise.

Tip:
It’s impossible to plan for every 
situation. The trick is to learn how 
to recover and to keep your session 
on track.  

If you spot tricky behaviour, respond 
straight away. Start with subtle 
interventions, and escalate with 
caution. It is much more effective 
to talk to someone in the break 
than to challenge them in front of 
the group. 

Dealing with 
tricky situations
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Everyone has experienced a session that 
has not gone to plan. It is unusual but not 
unknown. The trick is to get your session 
back on track.   
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