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At the core of LPD 
is a skill you already 
practice: empathy for 
the people you serve. 
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Welcome back! You’ve made it to chapter 3: it’s time to learn how 

to run a Lean Participatory Design workshop. Depending on your 

background, you could have a whole lot of different ideas about 

how this is going to go. Let’s start off by saying this: running a 

workshop is simple—it’s all about asking the right questions and 

providing space for the answers.

As we go, we’ll try to give you an idea of what to expect, and any 

curveballs you might want to watch out for. That said, there’s 

no way to predict exactly how your workshop day will go. Most 

likely, if you follow these steps, it’ll be a great success. Whenever 

you’re working with real people, however, things don’t always go 

according to your checklists, and we should start by saying that’s 

totally okay. Your workshop can look different than you planned 

and still be successful.  

Do your best to plan and prepare, knowing the workshop won’t go 

exactly how you imagine it. At the end of the day, your goal is to hear 

helpful feedback from stakeholders, not check boxes off a list.

Learning how to run a workshop is simply 
putting your empathy into action. Here’s what 
we’ll cover in this chapter:

 > Setting up the workshop space

 > Choosing & training facilitators

 > Supplies you’ll need to bring

 > Flow of the day as a whole

CHAPTER

3

RUNNING A WORKSHOP
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The setup for a workshop can change depending on what you have 

available, and how many families will be attending. We always 

aim to provide an environment where people can easily talk and 

interact in groups of 10 or less. Here’s what we suggest to have 

available:

 > A room or outdoor area large enough to fit all 
workshop participants

 > Large tables or other surface areas as 
workspaces for the families

 > Enough chairs for everyone, including facilitators

 > Space for the Lead Facilitator to stand and 
communicate with the entire group

And really — that’s it! You don’t need a lot, and you can hold a 

workshop almost anywhere: classrooms, churches, gazebos, or 

even in an outdoor space. Again, the main idea is to be sensitive 

in choosing a location that’s convenient and comfortable for the 

members of the community.

If you know you’ll be hosting the workshop during the hottest or 

coldest part of the day, try to avoid hosting it outdoors without 

shelter. Likewise, if the indoor space available is too small for 

everyone to fit comfortably, consider hosting multiple workshops 

to break things up a bit. If your space is exceptionally large, or 

if it’s an outdoor space, you may need to make sure you have a 

microphone and sound system so everyone can hear you. As 

long as you’re planning with empathy, you can host a successful 

workshop just about anywhere.

SETTING UP THE SPACE

CHOOSING & TRAINING 
FACILITATORS

To run a successful workshop, you’ll need an all-star team of 

conversation-starters — we call these folks, “facilitators.” The way 

a workshop is structured, you’ll need one “Lead Facilitator” to speak 

to the entire group and keep things moving, along with a “Group 

Facilitator” and a “Note Taker” at every table or smaller group. 

Here’s an overview of what each role will do:

36



LPD Field Guide

LEAD FACILITATOR
Director of the workshop as a whole. This person will be at the 

front of the room making introductions, emceeing the day, and 

moving the workshop through each phase. They will also need to 

keep tabs on all of the Group Facilitators and make sure everyone 

has what they need. Usually, it’s better if this person is from a local 

team — whether that’s you, or a partner you work with. 

GROUP FACILITATORS
Working on a smaller group level, these facilitators will help direct 

conversation at tables of 6-10 people. They’ll be responsible for 

making sure every person gets the chance to speak their mind — 

hopefully more than once — on each and every topic presented. 

They’ll also be responsible to keep the conversation focused and 

make sure important points are being covered.

NOTE TAKERS
The Note Taker at each table will listen to the conversation and 

keep track of all salient points. They’ll be responsible for helping 

debrief key feedback after the workshop is over.

You’ll need to decide ahead of time who will fill these roles so you 

can host a training session to get everyone on the same page. 

Choose your facilitators thoughtfully. While it’s not rocket science, 

it does require a certain kind of person to do it well. Here are some 

general guidelines for choosing facilitators:

They need to be easy to talk to. 
On a base level, they need to be fluent in the language of the 

community. While that may be fairly obvious, keep in mind it may 

require asking a partner in the country you’re working in to help 

find facilitators for you. Beyond language, they also need to be 

able to navigate difficult topics with ease, and have a generally 

approachable demeanor.

They need to be engaging. 
One of the facilitator’s most important jobs is to keep the energy 

high so the group stays fully invested in offering feedback. A 

facilitator should be prepared to re-ignite the energy of the group 

if things begin to get too quiet, and engage group members who 

might be reluctant to speak.
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They need to be unbiased. 
Participants may offer controversial or even negative feedback. 

The facilitator needs to be able to stay even-keeled and move the 

conversation calmly in a productive direction, while listening to 

the true needs and desires of the families. This means leaders in 

the existing community may not be the best facilitators, as they 

likely have strong opinions about the outcome of the workshop.

They need to be bought in. 
If a facilitator doesn’t understand and believe in the LPD process, 

they are less likely to listen closely to what the stakeholders have 

to say. Before you ask someone to facilitate, make sure they know 

the goals of the workshop and are comfortable with, even excited 

about, their role in the process.

They need to be empathetic. 
Ultimately, a facilitator’s biggest role is to hear the commonalities 

in what the families have to say, and to help them articulate what 

they really think. It takes a sensitive, empathetic person to be able 

to help navigate these waters. 

 

 

Weeks before your workshop, begin thinking about who will fill 

these important roles. Once you have a team in mind, you can host 

a buy-in session to get everyone on the same page. The ultimate 

goal of this meeting is to…

 > Communicate the vision for the project

 > Give a detailed agenda for the LPD workshop

 > Let everyone know what their role in the process 
will be. 

As you talk with your team, it’s important to remember facilitators 

are stakeholders too, and they may have suggestions for how the 

workshop will go. Take their thoughts into account as you prepare — 

some of the most helpful feedback we’ve gotten has been from 

great facilitators. 

Choosing facilitators is one of the most important 
steps in planning your workshop. Though it’s 
counterintuitive, it’s important to remember, 
community leaders may not be best suited for 
the job, since they ’ll likely have strong opinions 
about the way the community will be planned.
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A great facilitator can 
make a world of difference.

BL ANK MAPS OF THE L AND
Families will use these to imagine and design their ideal community, 

so there should be one for every table. They should be printed on 

sturdy paper or card stock and should be at least 24 x 36 inches, or 

60 x 90 cm. 

COMMUNITY DESIGN CONCEPTS
Each idea from the urban designer should be printed for families 

to review — one of each community design per table. These, too, 

should be large and sturdy, printed at 11x17 inches, or 28 x 43 cm.

HOME LOT CUTOUTS,  TO SCALE
Once you’ve printed the site maps, print scaled down versions of 

the home lots. This should be a home and the surrounding yard,  

scaled down to exactly the right ratio in relationship to the site map.  

Cut these out and give enough to each table to represent an 

accurate number of how many total homes will be in the community.

FACILITATOR H ANDBOOKS & NOTE-TAKING TO O L S
Print out the handbooks for Lead Facilitators, Group Facilitators, 

and Note Takers. Also make sure the note takers have something 

they can write with — either pen and paper or a laptop if preferred.

CR AFT SUPPLIES
Families will need tape, scissors, markers, construction paper, and 

glue to design their community on the blank site map. Make sure 

you have plenty of each on-hand for every group, and maybe some 

extra for the kids to play with.

REFRESHMENTS
If you’re providing food, remember to bring anything else needed 

for mealtime: plates, napkins, and utensils. We highly recommend 

at least providing water or other beverages, since the workshops 

can go for several hours. Whatever you bring, make sure there’s 

enough for the participants as well as the facilitators.

WHAT TO BRING

Other than everything already mentioned, you’ll 
need a few things to make sure the workshop 
goes smoothly. Here, we’ve included a checklist 
to make it easy to remember what you need to 
bring. For more context, there’s a little bit more 
in-depth detail.

Our goal in creating this course is to make 
participatory design as accessible, doable, and 
lean as possible. You don’t really need to take a 
lot with you, but everything you do bring, you’ll 
definitely need. 

39



LPD Field Guide



LPD Field Guide

WORKSHOP CHECKLIST

One set of 11x17” community concept plans per group
These are maps designed by the urban designer.  Any 11x17”  

(A3: 29.7 x 42 cm) paper is fine to print these on, but the thicker 

the better just so it doesn’t rip easily as it gets passed around.

One 24x36” blank community map per group
These are blank aerial maps of the land for the community. 

They’ll need to be printed on 24x36” (A1: 59.4 x 84.1 cm) plotter 

roll paper.

Scaled cutouts of home lots
These are cut-out versions of the home lots which families will 

use to design their communities. It’s important for families to 

know these are home lots, not the actual homes, so there will 

likely be some green space in between the houses, depending 

on the urban designer’s plan. Make sure these are cut and 

organized before the workshop; meaning, if each group need 60 

cutouts, put them in small bags for each Group Facilitator.

Handbook for each team member
Print out our facilitator’s guide for each person on your team, 

so everyone can stay on track. Even if you give these out at the 

buy-in meeting ahead of time, it’s good to have extras on hand.

Removable adhesive for home cutouts

Construction paper

Note-taking tools

Microphone or megaphone (if needed)

Tables and chairs

Items for kids to play with

Scissors 

Timer

Nametags

Color markers

Black Sharpies 

Pipe cleaners

Painter’s tape

Refreshments

Here’s a friendly, printable reminder of 
everything you’ll need to bring with you  
when the workshop day is here! Please 
note that the community concept and 
map sizes are only our suggestions.

Optional: something to distinguish 
facilitators from participants, such as  
a t-shirt or hat
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN

Before the workshop begins, the Lead Facilitator will need to 

spend some time talking everyone through the key differences 

between the home design concepts we’ll be using during the 

workshop. Each concept carries different connotations for life 

within the community—where the roads will be, how big the 

parks are, and more. It’s important for everyone to know these 

differences before the workshop begins.

ARRIVAL AND RE VIE W
Make sure to tell your team to arrive earlier than the participants, 

maybe even by a couple of hours. The goal would be for you to all 

be onsite and have plenty of time to prepare before things begin. 

Once you’ve set up the space as needed, gather everyone together 

for a final review before the workshop begins. 

Remind everyone of the purpose of the day — to gain actionable 

insights from stakeholders in the community — and keep the energy 

level high with excitement about what you get to do together. We’d 

also recommend feeding your facilitators at this point, so they 

won’t have to worry about wrapping up an important conversation 

to go grab food. 

This is also a great time to let your facilitators know you may be 

dropping in on their group conversations throughout the day. This 

isn’t because they’re doing something wrong. Rather, it’s helpful to 

have an outsider come into the group periodically to see how things 

are going and potentially help get the conversation on track. 

If anyone has questions, take time to answer them — and then 

you’re off to the races.

PARTICIPANT CHECK-IN
As families arrive to the workshop, it’s a great opportunity to keep 

track of the names, ages, and genders of workshop participants. 

Once the Lead Facilitator begins making opening remarks, a 

volunteer should take all of the participant information and begin 

dividing everyone into groups on paper. That way, when it’s time 

for everyone to separate into groups, the transition is easy and 

seamless. It’s important to make transitions as simple as possible, 

especially in this early stage, to build trust among the participants 

and workshop leaders.

THE FLOW OF THE DAY 

You’ve vetted the land, handpicked facilitators, 
and carefully planned your workshop location — 
now the big day is finally here. It may be hard to 
imagine now, but our goal is for you to feel fully 
prepared to take the lead when the workshop is 
in action. Let’s walk through the day ’s events, 
step by step. 
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OPENING REMARKS AND DIVIDING INTO GRO UPS
Sooner or later — depending on societal norms around timeliness, 

it very well could be later — all of your workshop attendees will be 

gathered in one place. At this point, the Lead Facilitator should 

take the stage and welcome the entire group. It’s very important to 

take a few moments to set the tone for the day: introduce yourself 

and your team, remind everyone why we’re all here, and encourage 

them to let their voices be heard. Again, remind them this is a 

celebratory and exciting moment for everyone — with their help, 

we’ll build a better community for all. Once this is done, you can 

divide the group into their smaller, table groups. 

How we divide the groups matters. In our experience, dividing by 

age and gender can be helpful. Often, in a mixed group, the middle- 

aged will overpower the very old and very young, and women may 

not speak as forcefully as men. If teenagers are placed in a group 

together, they’re more likely to be honest about their thoughts, and 

if women are away from their husbands, they’re not able to simply 

let him do the talking. Obviously, these are sweeping statements, 

and every community is different. The underlying lesson is simply 

that it’s important to consider cultural dynamics when assigning 

members of groups.

Though every community is different, here are some groupings we 

have found to be successful: 

 > Children of ages 8-14

 > Teenagers / young adults of ages 15-22

 > Elders of ages 56 and older

 > Women of ages 23-55

 > Men of ages 23-55 

OPEN CONVERSATION IN GROUPS 
Once everyone is seated in their group, along with facilitators, we 

begin an open discourse on general needs and wants for the 

community. Before we dive into using the site maps, we first want 

to invite families to speak their unedited thoughts on homes and 

communities. In this phase, Group Facilitators ask open-ended 

questions to encourage community members to feel comfortable 

sharing their thoughts and describing their pain points.

Preparing for groups
In the workshop space, you can number the 
tables accordingly and read the names in each 
group over the microphone. Whenever possible, 
sorting groups ahead of time gives you the 
freedom to determine who will be in what group, 
and can also make the process of getting everyone 
into groups much quicker.
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DESIGN YOUR OWN COMMUNITY
Now families begin to visualize their community in more detail. 

During this time, we introduce the blank site map and discuss where 

the land is in relation to landmarks they might know — keeping in 

mind not everyone was present during the site visit. After a general 

overview discussion of the location, we give everyone the scaled 

home cutouts, construction paper, and scissors. 

Designing a community may seem like a daunting task, so we begin 

by simply asking, “where would you put your home?” This sparks an 

opinion in everyone. One woman may want her home close to the 

river because she has animals, while the man next to her might want 

 to be as far from the water source as possible because he fears 

flooding. And homes are just the beginning. About half an hour 

later, families will have a fully designed community map, complete 

with cutouts representing homes, green spaces, churches, 

schools, and more. 

DESIGN INSPIR ATION
Now that we have a good amount of feedback without outside 

influence, we can push the conversation further. Here’s where we 

bring in the professional design concepts from the urban designer.  

At this point, it’s very important for families to understand that the  

urban designer’s concepts are only ideas, not options, and they don’t 

have to pick one. The Group Facilitator’s role in this phase is to 

point out features of the conceptual designs, making sure families 

understand the key differences between them. 

DESIGN MODIFICATION
At this point, we’ll bring back the designs families created on their 

own with the home cutouts, and ask them what changes they would 

like to make. They can keep their original design, use one of the 

urban designer’s, or create a hybrid of the two. It’s very important 

to make sure families carefully consider their options here. While 

they don’t have to make changes, we welcome them here. Group 

Facilitators should encourage families to share their reasons for 

whatever decisions they make, as understanding their thinking is 

where the most rich and helpful feedback often appears.

44



LPD Field Guide



LPD Field Guide

Sometimes participants may get “stuck” on one idea, and the Group 

Facilitator may be able to help ask questions to get to the heart of 

the groups’ preferences and needs. When  families compare the 

professional design concepts with their plan, they almost always 

make some changes to their creation, adding and subtracting 

elements based on the what they value most. The end result is a 

design idea from each group.

IDEA-SH ARING AND DEBATE
Once the groups have all composed their favorite version of the 

design, they’ll each send a representative to share their community 

design with the collective group. With the Lead Facilitator as 

the emcee, each representative will have the opportunity to 

walk through each element they chose and the “why” behind the 

choices they’ve made. 

At this point, different groups will begin asking questions, 

addressing problems, or echoing agreement. This part of the 

workshop builds empathy in the community and strengthens the 

design through healthy debate. During the presentations, Note 

Takers should be paying close attention to what the whole group 

has to say in response to the designs. Debates provide a great 

opportunity to learn more about what’s important to the group.

WR APPING UP THE WORKSHOP
Now that the designs have all been publicly presented and 

discussed, the workshop is complete. You can thank everyone in 

your group for coming, and celebrate a job well done! Here are a 

few ideas of what you might have learned by this point:

 > How many access points into the community 
would we prefer?

 > Do we want front or back yards? Large porches or 
large bedrooms?

 > How close together should the homes be?

 > How much green space do we want, and where 
should the market be?

Where would you put 
your home?

Managing Expectations
Expectation management is a very important 
feature of a successful workshop. Make sure 
facilitators know not to make promises to 
families, and that families know while all ideas 
will be taken into consideration, not all ideas will 
be possible within budget and logistical limits. 
It’s also important to keep timeline expectations 
clear throughout the building process.
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These are just a few of the questions that may be answered by the 

time the workshop comes to a close. If it feels like families haven’t 

“agreed” on solutions, don’t worry. The goal in a workshop is not 

for everyone in the workshop to agree, rather, the goal is to get 

lots of ideas that’ll help form your plan of action going forward. 

It’s actually very important not to come to any agreements or 

make promises on the workshop day, in case the ideas somehow 

get filtered out in the design process. Having lots of input and 

understanding family thinking is the general goal of a workshop 

day, so it’s totally fine if participants don’t come to a consensus.

At this point, the Note Takers should be doing their best to take 

down any final notes they didn’t have time to capture yet, while the 

Lead Facilitator thanks everyone for coming. Thank the families 

for their vital insights, let them know you’re excited about the 

community you’re building together, and celebrate a successful 

workshop completed. Be sure to take a moment to communicate a 

timeline for next steps, making sure families know what happens 

next and when.

To recap, once everyone is in their groups, here’s a review of the 

workshop schedule. Keep in mind, these timeframes are only 

suggestions, but it is always a good idea to honor whatever amount 

of time you told families you would begin and end the workshop:

 

Arrival & check-in      20 min

Introduction and dividing into groups   15 min

Open conversation     15 min

Design your own community    20 min

Design inspiration      15 min

Design modification      30 min

Idea-sharing & debate     30 min

Final consensus     15 min

Total       2 hours 40 min

WORKSHOP SCHEDULE
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By now, hopefully it’s clear: 
Lean Participatory Design 
is simple. 

Now you have all the information you need to run a workshop with 

your team. Here’s what we’ve covered in this chapter:

 > Setting up the workshop space

 > Choosing and training facilitators

 > Materials you need to have on-hand

 > Flow of the day as a whole

The processes are intuitive, especially when you already have the 

end user’s best interest in mind. To make sure it’s as accessible 

as possible for you, we’ve created checklists you can bring with 

you on the day of, including questions for facilitators to walk 

through with groups. As you bring these steps to life inside 

your organization, know that the process is flexible, and can be 

adjusted to suit your needs. 

The main goal, always, is simply to become better listeners so we 

can ultimately create a better outcome.
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Check out our workshop 
handbooks for even more  
guidance.
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