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Introduction

One main task of every trainer is to facilitate the group of participants and 
to be aware of group dynamics. Therefore, basic facilitation techniques are 
key not only for facilitators, but also for trainers.

Groups don’t become functional teams just like that – it is the facilitator’s 
task to get all participants on board. One could say that facilitating means 
making the group’s thoughts and ideas visible. To accomplish this, 
facilitators use visualization aids such as pin-boards, posters or projectors, 
be it as a basis for of follow-up, decision-making, learning or exchange.

The art of facilitation includes the selection of the right tools that serve the 
purpose, match the working style and composition of a group. Such a tool 
may be a method for a group discussion, for decision making or to 
generate ideas. As a facilitator, you will have to make a difference between 
issues suitable for plenary discussions and those better discussed in small 
groups. 

These are the topics we explore during the training of trainers. Knowing the 
different concepts is one thing, doing it is something else. Therefore, this 
training was designed to give participants as much opportunity as possible 
to exercise their skills and experiment with their personal style of 
facilitation. 
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Objective

The training of trainers is designed for participants of the two-day Urban
Nexus training seminar, who will be conducting Nexus training seminars
themselves in the near future.

The main objective is to learn how to facilitate an Urban Nexus training
seminar

Therefore, the training aims to ...

1. familiarize the participants with facilitating the methods used and
practiced in the Urban Nexus training seminar.

2. reflect on the Urban Nexus training seminar, which the participants
experienced beforehand

3. learn new skills required to conduct an Urban Nexus training
seminar, such as basic didactical principals, communication
techniques and facilitation techniques

4. learn and reflect on the trainer‘s role and tasks in general as well as
with a focus on the Urban Nexus training seminar
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Training concept (I)
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Training concept (II)
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denkmodell’s cycle of learning is structured around the four key principles 
laid out below. 

Experience

• The tools and methodological concepts we choose for our trainings are 
based on participants’ levels of experience and training needs.

• All practical case work and examples discussed during the training are 
connected with the participants’ personal experiences. 

Reflect

• Our trainings are built around systematic reflection on participant’s 
experiences in their daily work. 

• Reflection rounds at the end of each training segment help participants 
transfer the heard content to their professional lives. 



Training concept (III)
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Understand

• Theoretical inputs are always built around specific questions with 
practical relevance. Our intention is to provide the participants with 
navigational support for real life situations in their professional day-to-
day life. 

• Where desired, we offer a list of recommended reading, theoretical 
excerpts, or webinars as additional options for follow-up. 

Apply

• The training is centered on practical cases and simulations, as the 
training’s intention is to expand the behavioural repertoire in a safe 
environment. 

• We equip our participants with „take-aways”, i.e. tool sets guiding 
through common challenges, best practices or key messages as 
heuristic anchors functioning as a quick reminder in real life situations. 



Agenda
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Check-In: Positioning

A reliable method to kick-off a workshop is to do a so-called positioning exercise or
socio-metric constellation. In this method, you ask participants a set of questions
and invite the participants to position (or place) themselves accordingly in the room.
Here are some example questions:

• “Where did you arrive from this morning? Please position yourself accordingly 
and create a map.”

• “How much experience do you have regarding the theme of our workshop? 
Please stand next to each other forming a line and position yourself accordingly. 
This side means that the topic is entirely new to you. The opposite end indicates 
that you feel as though you haven’t been concerned with anything else for ages.” 

• “From which department / organisation do you come from? I have four 
suggestions. This is your position if you represent X, over there is Y… If you 
cannot find a position that makes sense to you, please stand over here.” 

By asking such questions right at the outset, you and all participants gain a basic
impression of the group. It is particularly useful in large groups (e.g. the Urban
Nexus training seminar group) to quickly and effectively bring the participants into
contact with each other. Plus, you receive some initial information on the
configuration of the group.
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Check-In: Positioning

D
a

y
 1

D
a

y
 2

10



Goals of the workshop
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The Theme-Centred Interaction

Theme-Centred Interaction (TCI) provides a helpful basis for working with groups.
The underlying notion of TCI is that the various needs and moods of the individuals,
as well as those of the group as a whole, influence the content-delivery and learning
process (i.e. the theme) in both positive and negative ways. According to TCI, it is
hardly possible to work on the content effectively without taking into account the
individuals and the group with its specific dynamics. As facilitators, we should always
keep these aspects in mind, and conceptualize them in the same way - just as
committedly - as the thematic work itself.

Facilitators approach group discussions with a certain attitude, helping them to
maintain their role as steward of productive communication.
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The Theme-Centred Interaction
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Reflection on the training workshop
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Reflection on the training workshop – 1 
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Reflection on the training workshop – 2
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Reflection on the training workshop – 3
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Warm-Up „Tilting chairs“ (I)

After lunch breaks, we recommend to do “warm-ups“ or “energizers” to get the
participants re-activated. Especially warm-ups, which include physical movement are
recommended.

Moreover, warm-ups should be used to convey a message.

The “Tilting chairs” warm-up helps to reflect on ones own behaviour in situations
with high group dynamics and in situations in which facilitation or leadership skills
are necessary.
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Warm-Up „Tilting chairs“ (II)
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Introducing & explaining a method (I) 
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Introducing & explaining a method (II) 
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Introducing & explaining a method (III) 
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Closing of day 1 (I)

It is very important to close a learning event on a thematic and a social level.

In order to close thematically, you should provide a brief review of the development
of the event. Providing there have not been too many diversions, you can refer to
your agenda for this. Which themes have we discussed? Which results have we
achieved? Which themes remain open? If possible, also refer to the results visualised
on pin boards and flipcharts.

For the social conclusion, give the participants a chance to describe their impression
of the event. For this, the following Check-Out questions can be useful and inspire
participation:

• What do I take with me from the event?

• What was instructive, what surprising? Did I gain new insights?

• How do I feel with the achieved results?

• Finally, I would like to add…

However, it’s not necessary for everyone to feel obliged to say something. Especially
if you are running out of time, you can simply put out the question to the whole
group, asking if anybody would like to add something.
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Getting started on the last day (I)

The first minutes of a training are crucial for the trainer, as you lay down the tracks
guiding the further development. The participants are quick to make a first
judgement: am I right here? Do I feel comfortable? Do I have the impression that the
facilitator will help us reach a good result?

You should become active on two levels straight away – namely on the social and the
thematic. How much time you can dedicate to the introduction of the training
depends on a variety of factors, such as the overall duration, and the participants’
level of familiarity with the topic, each other and the facilitator.

A quick way to start working with the specific theme, to recap on what has been
learned already and to establish a connection to the participants as well as among
the participants, is to ask them to think about what they have learned so far and to
formulate a statement. Each participant then presents the statement within the
plenary session, short discussions will arise and will consolidate the knowledge.

This method can more likely used within a two-day training on day two.

Another option is to prepare theses, hand them out and ask the participants to make
a brief statement reflecting on the thesis they got. Doing it this way, gives the trainer
the opportunity to guide the participants towards certain aspects he or she wants to
emphasize.
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A trainer‘s role and tasks (I)
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A trainer‘s role and tasks (II)
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A trainer‘s role and tasks – summary

As a trainer, you take responsibility of the group’s learning process. In this, you have
to maintain a very specific basic attitude, which enables the participants to work
effectively on the topic at hand. This attitude is characterized by several aspects:

Fundamental support

As a trainer, you are responsible in supporting the group in its work process. You
provide the necessary learning framework and intervene in a helpful manner, which
enhances the working capacity of the group.

Neutrality

Neutrality means that you try to understand the concerns and expectations of all
participants, thus encouraging the entire group to develop a similarly empathic
outlook. Without favoring some individuals, you are able to interact in a considerate
way with everyone, and whenever necessary.

Responsibility for the process and method

As a facilitator, you are responsible for the process the group goes through. You 
support the group in reaching their set goal. However, you do not directly influence 
the content-related decisions of the group. 

Consequently, you are responsible for the methods used within the workshop or 
meeting. This does not mean that you have to be an expert on the actual subject 
matter, i.e. the content of a specific presentation. 
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Developing & planning a 
training session (I)

A crucial task of every trainer is to design training sessions that really involve
learners. The major goal is to provide learners with the opportunity to think for
themselves. Then, learning will be much more effective than by just listening to what
the trainer has to say. As guiding principles for designing a training session, we
therefore recommend to pay special attention to the following aspects.

1. Be aware of the importance of the interdependence between time, training
objective(s) and your target group. Be realistic when designing your session and
always keep in mind: It is usually better to really learn one thing than to have
heard of many.

2. Use different working constellations during your training sessions. Ask
participants to reflect on their own. Ask participants to get together in pairs to
discuss their first thoughts. Ask participants to share their thoughts in the
plenum to get an overview of what they think. Ask participants to break down
into small groups to discuss certain aspects in depth.

3. Always bear in mind that the learning process consists of “breathing in” and
“breathing out” various aspects of a topic. Give participants enough time to talk
about the topic at hand, to try out new methods and to jointly reflect on their
experience. Only then, learning will be successful.

28

D
a

y
 1

D
a

y
 2



Developing & planning a 
training session (II)
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How learning works (I)

Learning can be compared to the process of breathing – the constant rhythm of
inhalation and exhalation. When we are learning, we are continuously “breathing”
the imparted knowledge in and out. In any case, this is how you should structure
your lesson, training or seminar.

When we are receiving information, we are at first “breathing” it in to process it in
our brain. We observe the information, evaluate its level of interest to us and
compare it to our previous experiences. This works quite well for some time – for
instance, when we are listening to a lecture. However, this process should take no
longer than 20 minutes. After this time, we need to “breathe out” the imparted
information – namely, we need to memorize it, to transfer it to our own situations or
talk to others about how to put it into practice. Ideally, we are given the opportunity
to use the newly acquired knowledge directly and practically in an exercise.

After we have breathed out fully and sufficiently, we are ready to take in new
information and the cycle starts again with a new inhalation.
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How learning works (II)

Typically, the ideal eight learning steps are described as follows. Of course, individual 
cases can differ from time to time.
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Warm-Up „Catch the marker / pen“
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Engaging the participants again to re-activate them for the afternoon. The next
session is about visualization, therefore, we conducted a warm-up including a
marker (standard tool to visualize). That way, participants got familiar with the
marker pen and associated it with something positive.



Warm-Up „Stretching“
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One participant facilitates the warm-up.



Asking good questions (I)

Good questions are one of the most important tools for effective trainings and
seminars. With good questions trainers activate the participants and encourage
them to think for themselves. That’s much more effective than simply giving out
information. This table shows four different types of questions that are particularly
helpful.
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Type of question Characteristics of the 
question Example

Activating 
questions

Questions directed at the 
experience and knowledge 
of the participants

What methods do you 
know of that can create 
an overview of relevant 
stakeholders?

Analytical 
questions

In-depth questions, which 
encourage the process of 
thinking through the content

In your opinion, where 
lies the difference 
between primary and 
secondary stakeholders?

Critical 
questions

Questions aimed at critical 
scrutiny and evaluation of 
the content

What would be good 
arguments for excluding 
the secondary 
stakeholders entirely?

Transferring 
questions

Questions, which support 
the participants in putting 
the contents into practice

Who could support you in 
developing a 
communication strategy 
with the most important 
players?



Asking good questions (II)
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Dealing with difficult situations (I)

No matter how well you have prepared your facilitation, challenging situation can
always come up. In these cases, it is helpful to recall the following three approaches
to deal with disruptions and other difficult verbal messages.

36

D
a

y
 1

D
a

y
 2



Dealing with difficult situations (II)

Depending which corner you place in the foreground, there is a whole series of
reactions, which you can choose as required:

1. When the object is placed in the foreground, your concentration should lie 
on the factual aspect of what has been said. Typical forms of reaction could 
be to ask further questions for clarification or to repeat the factual aspect in 
your own words.

2. When you place the needs of the other in the foreground, try to concentrate 
on what the other person needs. Typical forms of reaction could mean 
reflecting what you notice or finding out about underlying interests. 

3. If you position your own needs into the foreground, concentrate on securing 
a good working atmosphere for yourself. Typical forms of reaction include 
asking the other to postpone their questions, or to reject a personal 
criticism.
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Dealing with difficult situations:
Rotating discussion
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(Rotating discussion is a good method to
collect ideas and contributions in medium-
sized groups. It basically involves verbal as
well as written discourses, whereby small
group of three to six people discuss various
questions and comment on the contributions
of other groups.

1. In the first round each group writes a 
maximum of 4 ideas about a concrete 
question onto “their” wall.

2. After a short time (ca. 7 minutes), each 
group proceeds to the next station in a 
clock-wise direction. There they will find the 
previous group’s contributions to a 
different question. 

3. The contributions are then discussed. 
Agreements are written in green, 
contradictions or questions in red. 

4. At the end, the plenum takes a look at the 
red additions, as they represent the areas 
of obvious contention and questions that 

require further clarification. )



Dealing with difficult situations:
Rotating discussion I
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Dealing with difficult situations:
Rotating discussion II
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Dealing with difficult situations:
Rotating discussion III
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Board of methods
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The board of methods
includes all methods that
have been practiced
throughout the training of
trainers.

It serves as an overview and
reminder for the participants.



Thank you!
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Recommended reading
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• The Art of Facilitation: The Essentials for Leading Great Meetings and Creating 
Group Synergy, Dale Hunter, RHNZ Adult ebooks (2012)

• Cooperation Management for Practitioners, Managing Social Change with 
Capacity WORKS, Deutsche Gesellschaft für internati, GIZ GmbH (Ed.) (2015)

• From Conflict to Creative Collaboration: A User's Guide to Dynamic Facilitation, 
Rosa Zubizarreta (2014)

• The Skilled Facilitator: A Comprehensive Resource for Consultants, Facilitators, 
Coaches, and Trainers, Roger M. Schwarz, Jossey-Bass (2016)

• The Systems Thinking Playbook, Exercises to Stretch and Build Learning and 
Systems Thinking Capabilities, by Linda Booth Sweeney & Dennis Meadows, 
First Chelsea Green Printing (2010)

• For further information, also use the following websites. There you will find case
studies, feasibility studies, workshop reports and much more valuable
information on the Urban Nexus approach.

http://www.unescap.org/urban-nexus

www.water-energy-food.org

http://www.unescap.org/urban-nexus
http://www.water-energy-food.org/


Further information:

www.denkmodell.de/en

Follow us:

Get in touch with us…

desiree.boesemueller@denkmodell.de rupert.prossinagg@denkmodell.de


