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1 Introduction

Good to have you here! This section gives an overview of who we are and why we 
decided to create this toolkit. It also includes a summary of central concepts and 
some tips for organising a creative workshop.

“POETS ARE THE UNACKNOWLEDGED 
LEGISLATORS OF THE WORLD” 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY
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What?
The ideas and exercises described in the following 
pages are intended to support new ways of 
thinking and doing in our work as change agents 
towards regenerative societies. This toolkit offers 
practical examples, inspirations, and tips for using 
creative facilitation practices, as well as resources 
and relevant academic references. Such resources 
can be used by facilitators of all experience levels, 
across various fields - in education, community 
engagement, or business and professional settings, 
etc. 

Compiled by a research team collaborating through 
the SUSPLACE Innovative Training Network, this 
toolkit is a result of our collective research and 
experimentation with creative and arts-based 
methods of engagement. These exercises are just 
a starting point and can inform the design of 
workshops, events, co-production strategies, and the 
development of sustainability initiatives. Used alone 
or in concert, they invite improvisation. This is not a 
comprehensive list of all creative practices possible, 
but is rather a summary of the methods we used in a 
series of workshops in 2017. 

Why?
Many of us working in the field of sustainability have 
had the experience of running into a perplexing 
invisible wall.  So-called innovations for sustainability 
often stay within a narrow comfort zone and are 
hardly distinguishable from the status quo; yet, on 
the other hand, more unconventional ideas and 
action plans evoke discomfort and resistance or 
are arbitrarily deemed impossible. To break free 
of habituated ways of thinking and perceiving, a 

field of research addressing the inner-dimensions 
of sustainability argues that deep transformation 
requires ‘change from the inside out.’ This entails 
engaging with emotions and changing cultural 
narratives and worldviews. In looking for ways to 
support these inner changes, our experience and 
research have shown that arts-based approaches 
and techniques can open spaces of possibility in 
people’s imagination, thereby evoking transformative 
mindsets. We define ‘transformative mindsets’ as 
specific cognitive lenses or frames that are helpful 
for orienting and motivating people towards social 
change.  

How?
In the workshop design, the cornerstone of our 
approach is to stimulate specific mindset shifts 
conducive to socio-ecological innovation. Participants 
are invited to disrupt default anthropocentric 
worldviews and draw more deeply from their 
own values, intentions, and an expanded sense of 
ecological self. In order to accomplish this, we use 
Theory U as an organizing framework, and take 
inspiration from a variety of theoretical approaches, 
including  Metaphorical Thinking, Aesthetic Practices, 
Arts-Based Environmental Education, Care for Place, 
and Appreciative Inquiry. 

We selected Theory U to structure our workshops 
because it provides a clear outline for change 
management that is easily adaptable to different 
contexts and scales. Additionally, it incorporates 
a balance between a linear structure, conducive 
to consolidating outcomes, with spaces of 
indeterminacy that encourage moments of 
serendipity and intuition. It also strikes a balance 

between interpersonal processes of collaboration 
and individual or introspective processes of 
transformation. Finally, whereas most planning tends 
to jump straight from observation to action, Theory 
U creates space for deep reflection and connection 
with one’s own values and intuition.

What’s next?
We are enthusiastic about being part of a community 
that tries to do things differently through constant 
experimentation and attentive tinkering. We 
welcome everybody to keep in touch, to share 
inspirations and lessons learned in the field, and to 
get back to us with possible additions, constructive 
critiques, and general feedback. 

Terms in blue are described in more detail on p. 7-8, 
including relevant references.

What, Why, and How: An overview
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REFLECT
Step back and re-connect 
to deepest values and 
motivations

CONVENE
Welcome participants  
and create a collaborative 
atmosphere

OBSERVE
Observe the issues at  
hand from multiple 
perspectives

ACT
Define clear principles 
and move towards 
actualization

HARVEST
Consolidate insights 
and clarify steps for 
further action 

In its simplest form, Theory U can be broken down into three stages: Observe, Reflect, and Act.  
To structure our workshops, we included the additional bookend steps of Convene & Harvest. 
These 5 key phases are summarized below, and explained in more detail on the following page.

OPEN MIND

OPEN HEART

OPEN WILL

Workshop Structure: Theory U 
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Theory U: 5 phases in the workshop structure 

Convening
The first step is to engage participants 
and quickly connect them to each other 
and to the content of the event through 
a warm-up activity. The convening 
phase should set the boundaries of 
“the container” (the convergence of 
time, place, and people), acknowledge 
the intelligence of participants, set 
expectations, establish trust in the 
process, and encourage people to be 
comfortable and actively present.  

Observing
The observation phase of the U focuses 
on understanding the individual and 
collective reality, with regards to the 
issue at hand, at both an emotional 
and empirical level. This is done first 
by exploring and sharing observations 
from our habituated state of mind, 
then moving into new or less familiar 
perspectives. This phase involves 
suspending old habits of judgement, 
breaking habitual patterns, and seeing, 
being open to, and empathizing with a 
multiplicity of perspectives. The quality 
of the results is determined by the 
quality of listening (both to self and 
others) and by the capacity to suspend 
fear, judgement, and cynicism. The 
observation phase is an opportunity 
to reveal our default mindsets and 
narratives and to consciously choose 
and reinforce those that maximize 
transformative potential.

Reflecting 
Deliberately creating space to reflect 
is the cornerstone of the Theory U 
transformative process. In our daily 
lives, planning typically moves directly 
from observation to action. Theory 
U, however, emphasizes that in order 
for transformative action to take 
root, it is essential to schedule time 
to reflect, to connect with a deeper, 
generative awareness, and to let less 
familiar perspectives contribute to 
new ways of understanding and new 
insights. In the Reflecting phase of our 
workshops, participants were guided to 
an awareness of their deeper ecological 
self.  Arts-based practices increase 
access to this awareness in the future 
by linking it to compelling images and 
emotions. In the Theory U literature, 
this phase is also called “Presencing”, 
which highlights the importance of 
consciously acting from a place of 
alignment with our deepest values. 
According to Scharmer, deliberately 
choosing which mindsets or values we 
wish to act from, and then taking steps 
to “presence” ourselves in that mindset, 
is a key sustainability leadership 
capacity. 

Acting
The action phase is comprised of several 
subphases, including crystallization, 
creative play/structured brainstorming, 
and finally, deciding on practical plans 

for applying ideas into transformative 
action. Before moving into details and 
logistics it is important to solidify the 
insights gained from deep observation 
and reflection. Thus, emergence from 
the reflective phase is initiated by 
crystallizing broad intentions and 
principles. Next, the imperative is to 
iterate, iterate, iterate - to be willing 
to experiment and play, adapting 
and responding to new information 
and ideas as they emerge. During 
the iteration process, it is important 
to define a structure that supports 
oscillation between individual and 
collective creativity, and that allows 
all voices to be heard. Finally, insights, 
ideas, and prototypes are narrowed 
down and connected with plans for 
concrete next steps and ongoing, future 
action.     

Harvesting
Harvesting shifts gears into 
consolidating and summarizing lessons 
learned, reflections, insights, or plans 
in order to take them back into day to 
day life. In this final phase, participants 
should distil the messages/learnings, 
understand the relevance of their own 
work, and be able to articulate and 
share insights with others.

“YOU CAN’T GO BACK 
AND CHANGE THE 

BEGINNING, BUT YOU 
CAN START WHERE YOU 
ARE AND CHANGE THE 

ENDING.” 
C.S.  LEWIS 
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Tips for Facilitating Your Event

> Enjoy!
> Care for aesthetics
> Bring all voices into the Room 

Our favourites

Flyer design: Malin Bäckman

Enjoy!
First and foremost, enjoy! When both the facilitator and the participants 
are having fun, it creates a joyful environment that supports and enhances 
learning. Relax into the experience, try not to control everything, and let 
go of the desire to do the job with complete perfection. 

Imagine that you are giving a world-class party
The ingredients for giving a good party include, for example, an 
invitation that sparks people’s excitement, good planning, a welcoming 
environment, and thoughtful hospitality.

Care for aesthetics
A beautiful space with natural light and airy rooms can make the 
difference. If the options for the location of your event are limited, 
keep your aesthetics benchmark fairly high with simple but important 
expedients: make sure the space is tidy and organized, hang colourful 
inspiring pictures on the wall, distribute small pots of flower and plants on 
the tables, provide participants with multi-coloured tools and papers. 

Vary intensity
To cater to a range of personality types, vary the pace of the workshop by 
using a mix of more active and collaborative methods, and methods that 
allow time for quieter individual reflection.

Bring all voices into the room 
If you get each participant to say something out loud early on, the quieter 
or more reserved people will be more likely to share their thoughts later 
on.

What happens in….stays in….
Remind people that everything that is shared in the context of the 
workshop is confidential.
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Before the event:  
More preparation = Less perspiration

Plan your planning
It might seem obvious, but rigorous pre-event 
preparation frees your mind during the event and 
allows for more spontaneity, more fun, and more 
effective facilitation in general.  

Make a clear structure 
When designing the event, have clear overall 
objectives and sub-objectives. For each block of time 
outline a purpose, the key ideas participants will take 
away, and the goals (stated in a way that you can 
easily observe if it is successful or not). Useful headings 
for each section could be: a)  WHAT - Big Ideas and/
or key points b) WHEN - Time c) WHO - Lead d) HOW 
- Instructions (for self and participants) e) MATERIALS 
- Everything you Need (graphics, materials, tools, 
handouts).

Write a detailed script
Once you have clear objectives, and a clear structure 
and workshop design, it is useful to outline each step 
and think precisely about how to introduce each 
method and each transition to participants. Write an 
overly detailed script for yourself. Once you have it, 
you don’t have to stick to it unconditionally - think 
of it as a strong net that allows you to practice the 
trapeze without fear!

Pre-script instructions 
Giving clear, simple instructions increases the 
confidence of participants and streamlines timing. 
Instructions can be shared orally, or via the pre-
prepared flip chart, powerpoint slides, on A4 paper, 
or participant notebooks. A simple notebook with key 
instructions and room for note taking gives participants 
something to take home and refer to later. 

> Plan your planning
> Make a clear structure 
> Write a detailed script
> Gather materials
> Be planet-friendly 
> Survey your space

Tips for Facilitating Your Event

Gather materials
To avoid last minute stress, make a meticulous list of 
materials needed and gather what you can well in advance. 
You might want a backup plan in case some resources are 
unavailable on-site. Keep materials as simple as possible! 

Be planet-friendly 
Reduce, repurpose, and recycle! Think about things 
you might have at home, can find in nature, that are 
biodegradable, or which you can get for free or second 
hand. Also, consider where the materials go after the 
workshop. Will people take the objects they created  
home? Can they be recycled?

Survey your space
If possible, make prior arrangements to visit the space  
in which you will be holding your event. If not, get a  
detailed description, including elements such as available 
wall space, lighting, access to the outdoors, the shape of 
the tables (we prefer round tables), potential external 
noise, the amount of chairs, technical equipment available, 
and access to bathroom facilities. If the workshop is 
designed to include people with disabilities or special 
mobility, make sure that accessibility is guaranteed.

Planning participant engagement
The Invitation: Create an interesting invitation  
including the date, goals of the event, start and end  
times, and directions for getting there. Be sure to  
specify any attire requirements, and any other special 
instructions, including the things needed to bring. 

Needs Assessment: If possible, talk to participants  
in advance to get them connected, answer any questions 
and determine any special needs. The extent of which  
you do this will increase your own peace of mind, and  
ease the transition into your event. It also has a  
remarkably motivating effect on participants.
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Set-up: Arranging the space Time is gold
Give yourself plenty of time for the set-up and 
overestimate the time needed. There is almost 
always an unexpected plot twist and having 
extra time supports your ability to be a calm 
and relaxed host. 

Curate the atmosphere
Do not underestimate the subtle power of 
a warm, welcoming, creative atmosphere to 
support a positive attitude for participants. 
Also, try to incorporate objects or images from 
the natural world into the space, connecting 
people with the topic at hand.   

Be spacious
Try to arrange the room in a way that gives 
enough space between the tables, allowing 
everyone to move around easily, participate 
in active exercises, and stay focused on the 
activities at their own tables. It also helps to 
keep the noise level from escalating.

Organise materials
During creative exercises, it is easy for 
materials to get out of hand and distract 
people from their work. Carefully plan which 
materials are needed when, how they will be 
shared with participants, and how they will 
be put away after an exercise to make space 
again for the next one. Neatly store them in 
eco-friendly boxes and bags: shoe boxes and 
used jars are good options.

Test audio-visual equipment
This goes without saying. Get the contact 
information for an on-site IT person if 
possible. Just in case!

> Time is gold
> Curate the atmosphere
> Be spacious
> Organise materials
> Test audio-visual equipment

Tips for Facilitating Your Event
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During the event Welcome and position your 
participants 
Designate one person to welcome people 
as they arrive and act as an “air traffic 
controller” - directing people to specific 
tables, taking into consideration the gender 
balance and desired heterogeneity of each 
table. This person can also orient participants 
and share a first pre-event warm-up exercise, 
or an inspirational prompt. A dramatic, 
theme-based entry with a welcome/
registration table can be helpful. Having 
participants embellish name tags can be an 
initial welcoming activity.

Opening: set the tone
The opening requires careful consideration 
as it sets the tone for the rest of the event. 
Reading a poem, playing music, or showing 
an image or a short video-clip can set the tone 
and signal the start of the workshop. 

Introduce yourselves & participants: 
build relationships
Your opening warm-up can be pivotal to 
helping people feel comfortable and willing 
to participate. When you introduce yourselves 
as facilitators, include your personal 
motivations and your hopes for the event. 
You can do a quick introduction exercise by 
asking people to stand up or raise their hands 
in answer to a short series of questions about 
their background (e.g. ‘who has a science 
background?’) or about more superfical things 
(e.g. ‘who likes chocolate?’ Or ‘who has seen a 
Giant Redwood tree?’).  

Objectives: keep your eye on the prize 
After the welcome, be sure that your 
objectives and agenda are clear from the 
outset. This lets people know why they are 
there, what to expect, and, in the end, it 
helps them look back and evaluate what they 
have accomplished. You might want to share 
theoretical underpinnings of the workshop 
(like Theory U), but be sure to tie it to 
practical uses and keep it short and sweet. 

Participate
As a facilitator or table host it can be useful 
to participate in any of the exercises yourself, 
leading by example and setting the tone. 
Especially if you want people to be brief in 
their answers.

> �Welcome and position your Participants 
> Opening: set the tone
> �Introduce yourselves & participants
> �Objectives: keep your eye on the prize 
> Participate
> Tick tock: keep track of the time

Tips for Facilitating Your Event
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Maintain Commitment  
Typically, about 2/3 of the way through any 
event you can anticipate a small slump. You 
may want to do a small activity to maintain 
commitment. This could be to review the 
goals and progress, having the participants 
acknowledge something great about one 
another, or letting them do a short (one word) 
review of where they are now.

Establish a practice for re-assembling 
after an activity.
When people are engaged in an activity or in 
sharing reflections in smaller groups, it can 
be a challenge to get everyone’s attention 
back. You can try to raise your hand as the 
facilitator and ask everyone who notices to 
raise theirs too. This will capture everyone’s 
attention without a need to shout or raise 
your voice. You could also use a chime or 
sounding device.

Tick tock: keep track of time
Designate one person to keep track of the 
time, and to be in constant communication 
with the MC or individual table hosts/
facilitators. Pre-arrange communication 
signals. Also, be prepared to be flexible 
in terms of expanding certain exercises or 
cutting others, depending on your intuitive 
evaluation of what is needed in the moment. 
Being respectful of timing is a challenging 
discipline, but when time is well managed, 
participants feel confident, and trust in the 
process and competence of the facilitator. 

“IN THE COURSE OF HISTORY, 
THERE COMES A TIME WHEN 

HUMANITY IS CALLED TO 
SHIFT TO A NEW LEVEL OF 

CONSCIOUSNESS, TO REACH A 
HIGHER MORAL GROUND. A TIME 

WHEN WE HAVE TO SHED OUR 
FEAR AND GIVE HOPE TO EACH 

OTHER. THAT TIME IS NOW.” 
WANGARI MAATHAI 

Tips for Facilitating Your Event
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Be a gracious closer
Make sure to reserve enough time for 
concluding the event in an elegant way. 
Leaving in a haphazard rush diffuses the 
energy and enthusiasm that you have 
generated (and makes you look sloppy). 
A good closing includes a summary, some 
reflection, tying insights into practical 
applications, and next steps (as concrete 
and specific as possible). Asking participants 
to share one final observation, reflection, 
or feeling can be a nice way to conclude. 
If time allows, allow participants to walk 
around the room and look at each other’s 
creative works before leaving. 

Celebrate with a symbolic token 
Giving participants a symbolic token to take 
with them can be a nice way for them to 
remind themselves of key insights after the 
workshop, and is also a way of thanking 
them for their participation. The token 
can be a useful or aesthetic item, or even 
something that was used for activities or 
decoration during the workshop. For longer 
workshops, a certificate can be memorable - 
perhaps having participants choose who will 
award them. 

Closing

> Be a gracious closer
> Celebrate with a symbolic token 

Tips for Facilitating Your Event
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2 Methods

Here you will find descriptions and “how-tos” for the arts-based 
methods that we experimented with during our research. The methods 
are divided into subsections based on their purpose. These are intended 

as inspiration and invite improvisation!

“TRUE CREATIVITY LIES ON THE BORDERLINE BETWEEN 
DISCIPLINE AND CHAOS. TOO MUCH CHAOS AND THE 
THING WILL NEVER COHERE. TOO MUCH DISCIPLINE 
AND THE CREATIVITY IS SQUEEZED OUT OF IT.”
BRIAN DENNEHY



16  Arts-Based Methods for Transformative Engagement > Methods

Arts-Based Methods for Transformative Engagement

The terms used to categorize each method are briefly defined below.  

The methods
The following pages consist of the 
29 methods that we used in our 
experimental workshops. They can 
be employed alone or in concert. 
Each method is explained in detail, 
including: overall purpose, position on 
the position in the Theory U process, 
time needed, a short description, 
instructions for facilitators and 
participants, suggested materials, 
and experiential tips. Also included 
are relevant references and resources 
for further research. Finally, each 
method is categorized by use and 
by type (as described to the right). 
The design of the methods was 
inspired by a variety of sources. We 
combined examples found in relevant 
literature and insights from experts 
with our own imagination and design 
preferences. We hope that you will 
make these methods you own. Dare 
to improvise, iterate, and draw from 
your own creativity and expertise. We 
look forward to hearing about your 
experiences and insights as you put 
these methods into action. Enjoy! 

Group Size
We designed these methods to work 
best in small subgroups (5-8 people), 
which can be part of a larger plenary 
group (20-100 people). With a large 
number of participants, we recommend 
designating an experienced and 
relatively independent table facilitator 
for each group; the master facilitator 
can introduce and close the event in 
the plenary. As an alternative, one 
primary facilitator can guide the 
session, and table hosts can be assigned 
to each table to assist participants with 
materials, examples, and clarifications. 

Timing
It is often challenging to manage 
time efficiently during fast-paced 
workshops. Yet, when done well, even 
short exercises can feel spacious and 
meaningful. In some cases, a restricted 
time frame actually encourages 
intuitive action and participants 
are surprised by their spontaneous 
creations. In other instances, it might 
be useful to expand the time frames 
originally planned, to facilitate 
individual reflection or collective 
sharing.

WHEN TO USE THIS METHOD:
Warm-Up: Engaging participants 
so that they are primed and ready 
to participate at the beginning of 
sessions (social) or initiating new 
topics (topical).

Connecting: Building trust 
between participants and providing 
opportunities to network.

Inquiry: Investigating an issue more 
deeply from multiple perspectives.

Disruptive Thinking: Breaking 
free from the confines of routine 
thinking by viewing a specific 
challenge in an unusual light or 
making an unexpected comparison. 

Ideation: Coming up with multiple, 
varied, and iterative ideas, often 
including wild or implausible 
options.

Decision Making: Narrowing the 
field of possibilities and converging 
on the decision.

WHAT TYPE OF METHOD:
Experiential: Gaining experience 
through hands-on activities or 
role-playing, incorporating time for 
reflection.

Sensory: Engaging with an issue 
through multiple senses: touch, 
smell, sound, taste, and artistic ways 
of seeing.

Somatic: Exploring knowledge 
through movement or physical 
experience; cultivating embodied 
understanding.

Narrative: Using storytelling to 
reveal new dimensions of an issue, 
expanding the sphere of empathy 
and including multiple perspectives. 

Intuitive: Bypassing conscious 
reasoning, intuitive methods can 
result in unexpected associations 
and insights.
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CONVENING

PURPOSE
This method can be used to explore and anchor participants’ understand-
ing of an issue, moving from intellectual to full-body knowing. 

Place on U Convening, Observing, Reflecting

Time 2-5 minutes

Description The method asks participants to physically embody two 
different paradigms or contrasting ideas related to 
sustainability. This gives them an opportunity to reflect and 
learn from the different physical feelings and emotional 
responses that may arise. It can open up new dimensions 
for dialogue and root the new concepts via the embodied 
experience

Variation 1: Sustainable VS Regenerative
This variation physically demonstrates the difference 
between a sustainability narrative that emphasizes ‘reducing 
harm’ and one that celebrates our ability to have a positive 
impact on the world around us. The term sustainability is 
often understood only as the need to reduce our ecological 
footprint, or, in a metaphorical sense, to get as small as 
possible. 

While this narrative is not wrong, it can feel restrictive 
and off-putting. The core narrative of the ‘regenerative 
paradigm’, on the other hand, emphasizes the possibility for 
humans to have a positive impact on the ability of social and 
ecological systems to thrive, encouraging us to be as big as 
possible through virtuous acts. 

Variation 2: Burden of (individual) responsibility for the 
planet VS (collective) Freedom of caring 
This variation invites people to re-frame their feeling of 
responsibility towards the environment from a sense of 
solitary guilt or burden to a sense of collective freedom 
and caring connection. Alone, the effort of caring for the 
environment can seem overwhelming and heavy. When we 
recognize that we are interdependent parts of nature and 
society, we can share the work of caring in a way that brings 
joy.

Method 5  Somatic Comparison   
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CONVENING

Instructions 1.	 Introduce the topic briefly and inform people that 
you are going to lead them in a short somatic exercise 
intended to move a concept from our heads to a full 
body experience;

2.	 Ask everyone to stand up and create some space around 
themselves;

3.	 Invite them to physically embody or demonstrate the 
first idea (In Variation 1: getting as small as possible to 
reduce one’s ecological footprint. In Variation 2: feeling 
the burden of changing the world and “saving the 
planet”, as a crushing weight on one’s shoulders);

4.	 Ask everyone to shake it off and (optionally) share one 
word with someone next to them about how it felt;

5.	 Next, invite everyone to embody or demonstrate the 
second idea (In Variation 1: expanding one’s impact on 
the world and maximizing positive footprint. In Variation 
2: removing the burden from one’s shoulders by taking 
it in your hands, sharing it with another person, and 
embodying a sense of collaborative or collective care and 
responsibility with others);

6.	 Again, ask people to share a word or short sentence 
about their experience with a neighbour. 

THERE’S POWER IN LOOKING SILLY  
AND NOT CARING THAT YOU DO. 
AMY POEHLER

when to use 
Warm-Up

Connecting

Inquiry

Disruptive Thinking

Ideation

Decision Making

what type 
Experiential

Sensory

Somatic

Narrative

Intuitive

Method 5  Somatic Comparison   

Materials  
Needed

Images on a presentation slide that depict the paradigm 
shift to reinforce the objective of the exercise (optional).

Tips &  
Experience  
Using

Explain the idea of somatic knowing or exploration: 
clarifying the purpose of the exercise can put people more 
at ease with doing something outside their comfort zone.

Relevant  
References  
& Resources

Embodied Learning: Evans, Davies & Rich (2009). The Body 
Made Flesh: Embodied Learning and the Corporeal Device. 

Regenerative Paradigm: Reed (2007) Shifting from 
‘Sustainability’ to Regeneration.

Burden of Care: Pulcini (2010). The Responsible Subject in 
the Global Age. 
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