
7Pre-conversation checklist:

I can articulate a clear purpose and ground rules for this conversation.

I have a plan for timing and flow, but I can imagine alternate paths.

I’m aware of my own biases around this conversation and how I’ll manage them.

I’ve brainstormed (and prepared for) questions and conflicts that might arise.

I’ve prepared an ice breaker/story/exercise to set the right tone.

I know how I’ll set up the space to encourage the right kind of engagement.

7. Watch the clock, but 
don’t be slavish to it.
It’s important to know what you want to 
cover (or what you want people to feel) by 
the end of the meeting, so you can manage 
time. Know when you need to move things 
along and how to wrap it up.

Do interrupt if 
you need to bring 
the conversation 
back on track.

Don’t force  
the agenda  
at the expense 
of valuable 
conversation.

1. Make a safe space.
Welcome the group and articulate a clear 
purpose for the meeting. Use an exercise  
or story to set the tone. Consider: Do 
people need to get to know each other? 
Tap into their emotions? Get excited? 

Do use ground 
rules to invite  
the right kind  
of participation. 

Don’t shut 
down ideas, 
criticize, or 
condescend.  

2. Be selfless.
Make the audience feel great about the 
conversation—not about you. It’s hard to 
facilitate a group if you believe that you have 
all the answers. Recognize when it’s time to 
elevate other perspectives in the room.

Do include every 
person, especially 
the quiet and 
overlooked. Invite 
sharing in small 
groups to allow 
more people to talk.

Don’t feel like you 
have something to 
prove.

3. Listen more  
than you talk.
People need to feel heard. Listening is 
how you’ll build trust with the group and  
determine where to guide the conversation. 

Do use eye 
contact and open 
body language to 
show that you’re 
paying attention. 

Don’t be afraid 
of silence—  
allow people 
time to answer 
questions before 
jumping in. 

4. Read the room.
Observe people’s posture, expression, and 
tone to understand how they’re feeling. Pay 
attention to the energy of the group so you 
can raise or lower it accordingly.

Do check in 
with the group 
periodically  
to gauge what 
they need.

Don’t confuse 
your sense of 
what’s happening 
with what the 
group is feeling.

5. Spark collective 
discovery.
Facilitation is not about giving advice, 
it’s about helping people find their own 
direction. Balance listening with thinking  
a few steps ahead, so you can lead the 
group forward with direct questions.

Do play back 
what you’re 
hearing and then 
pose a question, 
e.g., “Three things 
I’m hearing are… 
So what do you 
think about…?”

Don’t force the 
group to think a 
certain way. Rather 
than asking closed 
questions such as, 
“Don’t you think...?” 
Ask open ones 
such as, “What do 
you think about...?”

6. Be flexible and open  
to new possibilities.
You can’t anticipate how people will 
react, and things won’t always go  
as planned. Stay calm and be ready  
to adjust.

Do know your 
materials cold, 
so you can be 
improvisational 
when needed.

Don’t use talking 
points as your 
script, or get too 
attached to one 
vision for how 
the conversation 
should go.
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